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ABSTRACT 
This paper argues that post
modernism challenges the way in 
which intercultural communication 
competence has traditionally been 
conceptualized. The very framing of 
the notion as "competence" reve'als 
its historical contingency and 
complicity with a particular interest 
group. Some of the assumptions 
which underpin the "received" ver
sions of competence are examined, 
and are related to post-modem 
concerns of the nature of knowledge 
and truth, culture and personhood. 
In the course of the analysis, refer
ence is made to the literature on 
competence, and suggestions are 
made for ways in which competence 
can fruitfully be explored that are 
more in keeping with the spirit of 
post-mocternism. 

Communication competence was first 
studied within the field of interpersonal 
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communicatio~. A~ the field of intercul- conceptualize what facilitates interae
lural communication developed , the lions between people of different cu~ 
applicatiO~ a.n~ extension of finding~ tural backgrounds. In fad , the exact re
fro~ studies In Interpersonal comm.unI- lationship between interpersonal com
cation competence s~emed an obVIOUS petence as conceptualized within the 
source for a theoretical framework to traditional competence literature and 
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interc~ltural competence remains a THE POST-MODERN BREAK 
moot Issue. Ruben (1989:235) poses 
the question as follows: "Is interpersonal AND PROBLEMATIZING COM-
communication competence a special PETENCE 
case of cross-cultural communication 
competence orthe other way around?". Before relating conceptions of intercul-
Koester, Wiseman & Sanders (1993) tural compete~ce to post-modern de
contrast two positions on this issue. The bates, I would like to set out some basic 
first is the approach adopted by tenet~ of post-modernism. The exact 
Spitzberg (1989), who advocates the meanmg of the term is in some dispute 
developmentofatheoryofcompetence (Harvey, 1990). In this paper I follow 
formulated within interpersonal studies Lather (1991 :4) in using the term 
which can then be applied to intercultu~ somewhat interchangeably with post
ral settings. The second position is rep- s~ructuralism and other contemporary 
resented by the work of scholars like discourse theory; a "conjunction of con
Martin & Hammer (1989), who begin tra~ictory ideas and practices" (1991 :5) 
with the unique characteristics of the which produces "an awareness of 
intercultural setting. complexity, contingency and fragility of 

historical forms and events" (1991 :6). 

This question of the exact salience of 
culture in conceptualizing intercultural Proponents of the post-modernist 
communication competence opens a wo~ldvi~w argue that post-modem ism is 
deeper issue which scholars of inter- a historical fact, brought about largely by 
cultural communication now face, the nature of modern technology. They 
namely, how to position themselves in argue that there has been a break with 
relation to the fundamental challenges t~e w.estem Enlightenment faith in ra
posed by post-modernism. The post- tlonahty and science, the belief in a 
modem approach is underpinned by an teleolo~ical accou~t of history, and the 
acceptance of the implications of reality humanist conception of an autono
as socially constructed (Anderson ~ous, potentially fully-conscious indi-
1990), and calls for a repositioning to- Vidual. The post-modern era is marked 
wards the ways in which knowledge and by an acute awareness of the relation
truth, culture, and personhood are un- ship between knowledge and power, 
derstood. These shifts inevitably impact and the way in. which language inevita
upon the way in which intercultural bly. draws one mto power relationships. 
competence will be approached in re- This has resulted in a questioning of to
search and theory. This paper proposes ta~izing, universalizing theory. Moreover 
to examine some of the tenets of this new world view is situated within a 
post-modernism, and to explore some post-imperialist WOrld, where colonial 
of the implications of these tenets for Others have emerged as subjects with 
intercultural communication compe- voices in their own right, a world view in 
tence research. which difference cannot be "consumed" 

(Denzin & Lincoln 1994: 566). 
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If we now turn our attention to the con- encapsulated by the single notion of 
cept of competence, we can contextu- competence reveals its investment in 
alize the notion as it has been passed Western discourse of task, perform
down to us. Here the issue is in what ance and instrumentality. After all, 
ways even framing the issue of "good" competence is something one strives 
communication in terms of "compe- for in order to get more done, to effect 
tence" carries assumptions that indicate more change. It is something that im
historical contingency, and complicity proves with conscious practice, thus al
with a particular interest group. This lowing greater control within a situation. 
involves shifting our focus from the What is significant here is that this par
question "What is intercultural compe- ticularway of framing the issue has won 
tence?" to "Why does this question get sway over other possible formulations 
asked in the first place?" It is to ask how (See Cui & Van den Berg 1991; Hegde 
the question gets said, rather than to 1994; Taylor 1994). 
focus on what it actually asks (Fergusen 
1993). Anderson suggests that ,one It is not difficult to see that this orienta
should look at the frame', not the picture tion would not fit comfortably with other 
(Anderson, 1990:153). Applying this worldviews. Miyahara (1994) argues 
logic to the question of intercultural that in Japanese society healthy com
competence, it is important to note that munication is seen to arise from quali
thequestionarosefromtheneedtotrain ties that gradually grow in a person 
representatives from the American through a lifetime of interaction. Com
Peace Corps and Multinational com- petence by this conceptualization is not 
panies for duty on overseas missions. something one achieves through con
Nakayama and Martin (1993:4) show scious effort. Moreover, many other 
that, historically, intercultural commu- cultures of the world, where the em
nication has centered white Americans phasisis less on task, and more on re
and that "most cross-cultural training lationship and community (see Asante 
programs are designed to facilitate 1987; Hegde 1994; Yum 1994,) could 
European American communication well valorize harmonious intercultural 
with "others". This indicates that the communication rather than competent 
concept of intercultural competence is communication. Similarly, this concep
entangled in a complex of white, West- tion may not accurately reflect women's 
ern, and capitalist, hegemonic agen- experience of communication. Follow
das. Generally, the two main dimen- ing the logic Fergusen uses in her book, 
sions of competence are taken as ap- The Man Question, one could ask, "Why 
propriateness and effectiveness is successful communication between 
(Spitzberg 1989). One could gainfully cultures considered essentially prob
ask, "Appropriate to what ends?" "Ef- lematic in the first place, as that which is 
fective in whose eyes?" Indeed, that in- in need of explanation? One could ar
tercultural communication which brings gue that in the masculine conception of 
about desirable outcomes should be personhood "separateness· is va 10 r-
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ized. Perhaps a gynocentric view of butes of knowledge, attitude, and be
competence would assume human havior that characterize effective inter
connectedness, and would valorize car- cultural communicators. Such attributes 
ing intercultural communication. I do not are considered to be predictors of suc
wish to pursue the above argument, the cess in intercultural interactions. In his 
purpose is merely to show that the val- early studies which laid the ground for 
orization of the very concept of compe- much of the work which was to follow, 
tence is itself historical and contingent. Ruben (1976) operationalized compe
It comes across as a stable and "natu- tence as seven behavioral components: 
ral" construct only because it occurs display of respect, interaction posture, 
within the reified discourse ofthe domi- orientation to knowledge, empathy, role 
nant western, male group. This interest behavior, interaction management, and 
group has "disciplined" (in the Foucaul- tolerance for ambiguity. Hammer, 
tian sense) the field, and other dis- Gudykunst and Wiseman (1978) found 
courses about desirable intercultural three behavioral attributes to be related 
communication have become subju- to intercultural success, namely: the 
gated. An important part of a post- ability to deal with psychological stress, 
modem approach to intercultural com- the ability to communicate effectively, 
petence would be to give voice to those and the ability to establish interpersonal 
alternative discourses. relationships. 

The following sections of my paper ex- Certain scholars have focused on cog
plore some of the assumptions which nitive dimensions of competence. Det
underpin the "received" versions of weiler (1980), for example, has exam
competence, and relate them to post- ined the relationship between category 
modem concerns in three key areas: width and intercuHural competence, 
questions of the nature of knowledge whereas Wiseman and Abe (1986) 
and truth, the nature of culture, and of have investigated the role of cognitive 
personhood, or subjectivity. In the complexity and perceptions in compe
course ofthe discussion I will try to point tence. Triandis (1973), by contrast, has 
out implications for the conceptualiza- emphasized the role of knowledge of 
tion of competence. I will mention vari- the other culture in intercultural ex
ous researchers whose work seems to changes, maintaining that intercultural 
be moving in directions that are consis- competence requires isomorphic attri
tent with some of the trends suggested bution -- the ability to analyze and an
by the discussion. ticipate the other person's behavior 

through an understanding of his or her 
QUESTIONS OF KNOWLEDGE cultural assumptions. 

AND TRUTH 
Several scholars point out the impor-

. . tance of the affective dimension of in-
The pnmary thrust of ~esea.rch In co~- tercultural competence. Examples are 
petence has been to Identity the attn-
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the studies by Stephan and Stephan tivism and interpretivism to modernity. 
(1992) who examined the causal link The knowledge produced by this ra
between anxiety and intercultural suc- tional enterprise would be what Jane 
cess, and by Redmond and Bunyi Flax calls "innocent knowledge," that is, 
(1993) who considered the relationship truth that "can tell us how to act in the 
between competence and both the world in ways that benefit or are for the 
amount of stress, and the handling of (at least ultimate) good of all" (Flax 
stress. Wiseman, Hammer and Nishida 1992:447), free from the taint of power. 
(1989) incorporate all three dimensions As researchers, the knowledge 
(cognitive, affective and cognitive) in grounded on the authOrity of reason 
their operationalization of competence, would be neutral, and would not distort 
and examine cross-cultural attitude as either the investigator or the investi
one of their variables. The theoretical gated. This is clearly a fallacy, a con
formulation that has achieved wide- ception of knowledge which masks the 
spread acceptance is that of Spitzberg roles such things as desire (especially 
and Cupach (1984), which sees com- for power), fantasy, and historicity play 
petence as a function of motivation, in the construction of knowledge. 
knowledge and skills. 

The first implication ofthis post-modem 
It is clear that the researchers cited analysis is that we have to accept our 
above are seeking a set of universal constructions of competence as con
qualities, skills or attributes that would structions and we have to take respon
characterize competence and would be sibility for their consequences. These 
true for all people, and probably at all "scientific truths" are artifacts, the ef
times. Their faith in these constructs fects of discourse rather than "immedi
rests on the fact that they have been ate, indubitable features of mental life." 
discovered through the process of ra- Truth is always contextual. There can 
tional research. It is not difficult to see be no set of attributes that qualify as 
that this aim fits in squarely with the "true competence" transcendent of a 
"Enlightenment project" of progress. particular discourse. Moreover, any 
(Harvey, 1990). Indeed, the underlying conception of competence wilLbe si
raison d'etre of much Communication multaneously enabling and limiting, al
studies could be seen to be the ad- lowing one only to make statements that 
vancement of the project of modernity conform with the rules of the particular 
by working towards the "perfection" of discourse. This makes the attempt to 
human communication, towards a time construct a Single, unified conception of 
when "all sources of irresolvable con- competence highly suspicious. It can 
flicts or contradictions will disappear only be achieved through the subjuga
and ... human actions [will be] in con- tionofotherconceptionsofcompetence 
formity with our highest and most both within the society from which it 
emancipatory potentials" (Flax 1992: emanates, as well as those of other so-
449). Fergusen (1993) links both posi- cieties. Anderson (1990) points out that 
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the beliefthat truth is on one's side is the theory constructed in this way. 
characteristic of the fundamentalist, a 
position antithetical to post-modem The second major implication of the 
sensibility. underlying assumptions of knowledge 

and truth, adumbrated above is that 
In other words, a conception of compe- western theorists need to take respon
tence that would be able to straddle the sibility for the drive to power that has 
discourses of many different cuHures provided much of the momentum of 
could never be based on the truth con- western knowledge. In seeking to name 
structions of the discourse emanating "universal" attributes of competence, 
from a single culture, and the "scientific we have in effect been attempting to 
method" in no way absolves the re- define competence for all cultures. 
searcher from this stricture. It follows Post-colonial writers point out that this 
that any conceptions of intercultural act of unilateral definition denies differ
competence would have to begrounded ence and independent character or 
in rules which emanate from several worth. The resuH is a bifurcation of the 
discourses. Flax(1992:452) comments, consciousness of the oppressed (see 
"Prior agreement on rules, not the hooks, 1994; Trinh, 1991). Flax 
power of objective truth, makes conflict (1992:459) comments: " ... [C]onsti
resolution possible." By this argument, tuting acts of exclusion or repression 
competence thus becomes the ability to can only become evident when the 
recognize, and to agree on using, dia- power relations which enable the con
logic structures which accommodate struction of knowledge claims are ex
the cuHural discourses of individual par- plicitly addressed." Post-modem ism 
ticipants, along the lines ofthird culture welcomes the rise of previously decen
building (See Casmir & Asuncion- tered people, "the eccentrics"(Lather 
Lande, 1990). Moreover, because 1991 :31). Harvey (1990:47) regards 
"discourses are local, heterogeneous, this concern with 'otherness' as the 
and often incommensurable," it may be most liberating and appealing aspect of 
that some interacting cultures have few post-modernism. One could add that 
rules of discourse to agree upon, this is true particularly of the post
whereas for other cultures, there may structural branch of contemporary the
be considerable overlap. The attempt to ory. Some recent scholarship has in
find essentialist categories that has deed begun to explore competence 
characterized western conceptions of taking some of these "other" con
competence gives way to an analysis of sciousnesses as starting point (Hegde 
why a particular set of discursive prac- 1993; Miyahara 1993; Yum 1993). 
tices is "preferable for certain pragmatic 
purposes" (Flax 1992:458) within more Although not couched in these exact 
specifiC contexts. There can, however, terms, there has, of course, been some 
be no historical, transcendental stand- awareness in the literature on intercul
point from which to judge the truth of a tural communication competence of 
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aspects of the issues raised above. For one particular context, a nd that provides 
example, scholars have debated that a framework allowing for meaningful 
some components of competence comparisons" (1993:28). This would 
seem to be culture-general, and some require research along the lines of the 
culture-specific (Abe & Wiseman 1983). tradition of cultural communication 
Koester et al (1993:12) comment: "The studies and ethnography of communi
crux ofthe choice on this presupposition cation as found in the work of scholars 
is a scholar's judgment about whether like Hymes, Carbaugh, and Philipsen. 
intercultural competence can theoreti- Collier ('1989:289) argues in favor of 
cally, conceptually, or even practically such an approach. She maintains that, 
be identified without reference to the "Culture-general theoretical frame
specifics of interaction rules within a works or processes can be posited only 
particular culture". The post-modem after representational and cultural va
reply would be an unequivocal, "No." lidity have been demonstrated. Con
Moreover, the quest for culture-general structs and behaviors which are posited 
components is exactly the cause for to be generalizable across culture 
unease from a post-modern perspec- groups should be based upon a re
tive. Martin (1993:18) points outthatthe search perspective which ensures rep
development of theories that are resentational validity". Her own woi1<, 
culture-specific to the middle-class, which defines intercultural competence 
college-educated Euro-American com- as the mutual confirmation of the in
munity, has "inhibited progress toward a teractants' cultural identities according 
general theory of competence because to rule structures that differ for various 
the findings and conclusions from these ethnic groups, is cited by Martin (1993) 
theories were sometimes inappropri- as a promising culture-specific ap
ately used to conduct scientific tests proach. Related work that Martin sees 
whose results were then extrapolated to extending beyond the Eurocentric 
inferring the universality of general framework, is that of Hecht and various 
theories". The consequence is that, "It associates (See, for example, Hecht & 
is not clear to what degree the models Ribeau, 1984; Hecht, Ribeau, & AI
representing Euro-American commu- berts, 1989). Hecht explores Afro
nicative competence are applicable to American, Europe-American and Mexi
other cultures". She continues by no- can American perspectives. Rather 
ting that the Westem bias has led to a than focusing on competence per se, 
reliance on the positivistic research the emphasis is on interactions which 
paradigm. The challenge, then, is to are sometimes problematic. The resu~s 
study emic perspectives that "represent from these studies ·confirm the specu
communities' realities" and "the inter- lation that previously established mod
subjectivity of the communicators" with els of interpersonal competence may 
the eventual goal of "an integrated not be generalizable beyond the Euro
theory of communicative competence - American community" (Martin 
one that is emically appropriate to any 1993:26). Nishida's (1985) research 
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supports this conclusion. This author for intercultural competence is that we 
comments that skills found to predict ef- probably should not regard our task as 
fectiveness in Western research may constructing a large, overarching the
not be applicable to people whose cul- ory, a "grand narrative" which through 
tural backgrounds are very different "lack of fit" may alienate and disconfirm 
from those of Westerners, and calls for less dominant cultures. Rather, we 
work which explores individual cultures' need to build a more integrated view 
communication patterns. Post- through allowing conceptions from in-
modernism (particularly post- dividual contexts where meaning is 
structuralism) requires that we move produced, to jOintly form a comprehen
beyond mere interpretivism, however, sive pattern. The composite meaning 
and confront questions of power more that emerges from the co-existence of 
directly, as well as explore the implica- all these views, should be seen as a 
tions of the social construction of reality more accurate reflection of communi
more fully, acknowledging belief as be- cation in the post-modern reality than a 
lief, and not as fact. Given the present uniform theory can provide. Although 
power structures, the western story of there may be individual propositions of 
competence is likely to retain some what constitutes competence that are 
prominence, even though relativized, as true of many societies, the conjunction 
one against which others react, and of any particular set of propositions is 
which they use to make their own con- unlikely to be true of most (see Frazer 
ceptions more defined. and Nicholson 1990:29). We may 

therefore need to think in terms of clus
Moreover, although it may be tempting ters of factors that work in different 
to seek the goal of a meta-theory that combinations in different contexts. The 
would encompass various first-order theoretical emphasis would probably be 
conceptions of competence, the post- more on constructing genealogies ofthe 
modem sensibility exhibits a profound different views of competence. Where 
skepticism towards any attempt to we do construct theories, they would 
formulate a meta-narrative that would have to be more local, and explicitly his
claim to operate on a higher level of ab- torical- and the various categories could 
straction, and which would be "capable be genealogized as well. But for the 
of situating, characterizing and evaluat- most part, the style of constructing 
ing all other discourses but not itself to knowledge would be comparativist 
be infected by the historicity and con- rather than universalizing, "attuned to 
tingency which render first-order dis- changes and contrasts instead of to 
courses potentially distorted and in covering laws," and would thus be more 
need of legitimation." (Frazer & Nichol- complex and multilayered. Moreover, 
son 1990:22). Frazer and Nicholson these theories would have to insist on 
quote Lyotard in saying that legitimation their own incompleteness (Denzin & 
in the post-modern era becomes plural, Lincoln 1994:572). 
local, and immanent. The implication 
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I would now I~ke to discuss culture from created for political ends) just no longer 
t~e perspective of P?st-modemism a works. Anderson (1993:356) com-
1~le more closely, as it affects concep- ments: "We live i~ the age of the fading 
tlons of competence. boundary, the twilight of a mind-set that 

structured reality with sharp lines. The 
POST-MODERN CULTURE boundaries between nations races 

classes, cultures, species - all'becom~ 
Although (most) post-modern thinkers less distinct." (See also, Rosaldo, 
do not deny the existence of a reality 1989). Subcultures forge links all 
separate from our attempts to make around the world - "free-floating com
sense of it, our understandings, or so- munities of shared interests and ideol
cial constructions, are regarded as all ogy and information" (1993:23). Ander
we can ever know of "objective" reality. son also poi~ts ~ut that what seems like 
Culture thus becomes a really important the Westernization of the world is coun
concept, as our reality is more-or-Iess terbalanced by a subtle Eastemization . 
synonymous with our culture. We live in The global cultural changes taking 
the symbolic universes we weave place are multidimensional, "full of in
around us, not some objective reality .. novations and improvisations, ghost 
"All the things that identify and define "a and disguises" (1993:24). Post-modem 
people" are the (usually reified) prod- culture .is multivocal, pluralistic and in
ucts of ear1ier inventions." (Anderson d~~ermlnate. Although we may now en-
1993:107). This means that culture VISion one global culture, this culture is 
(seen as a shared wor1dview) has to be "a thin, fragile, and ever-shifting web of 
taken very seriously, not merely treated common ideas and values" balanced by 
as a variable in a study, but as the or- "incredible diversity - more diversity 
ganizing principle ofthe study. Pearce & than there has ever been" . As Nowlan 
Kang argue that differences between (1993) comments, "Social reality is no 
cultures cannot merely be treated as longer conceived of as a structured 
"overlays" over the "same" objective whole, precisely understandable 
realities: "the variety of ways people thro~gh theoretical inquiry, but rather 
communicate ... are not just different as, Instead, an amorphous globality 
ways of doing the same things, because comprised of a vast multiplicity of dis
the "things" of culture differ and some- crete localities 'articulated' and 'inter
times have no precise' correspon- articulated' in irreduCibly complex and 
dence." (1988:28) constantly shifting ways with each 

other." Obviously, the more diverse 
At the same time, however, the circum- cultures become, the more value sys
stances of the post-modern era make terns are available to people within a 
the composition of cultures considera- ?ultural group, and the more complex 
bly more complexthan ever before. The Issues of competence become. Our 
traditional view of culture as synony- research into competence therefore 
mous with a static nation-state (a fiction needs to focus on smaller, fragmented, 
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local cultural creations of social groups, Clifford 1992) also militates against 
and to take into account the dynamic viewing competence in static terms. 
nature of culture. Berry's (1992) analy-
sis of acculturation also suggests that In many ways the post-modern accep
factors such as voluntariness and per- tance of culture as socially constructed, 
manence of contact, as well as rela- makes the prognosis for intercultural 
tionships of domination may influence competence actually more optimistic 
what counts as competence between than when it was viewed in terms of in
groups. Sonn (in press) provides a good herent personal attributes. We are, in 
example of this when he says that an effect, dealing with one culture's fiction 
important part of the survival skills of as opposed to another's. Anderson 
many Africans in South Africa has been (1993:8) suggests that an important dif
acting as if one is "less than" the other in ference between the way that we inhabit 
intercultural encounters. Another ex- our cultures in the emerging post
ample is that for many homosexual modem era as opposed to earlier his
people, privacy boundaries probably torical periods, is that we are forced to 
become an important competence is- make choices about our realities. We 
sue, when confronting other people's are "forced to be free," as we know that 
homophobia. In other words, different we have the option to choose an entirely 
positionalities as affected by various different cultural framework, even is we 
constraints within fairly specific con- don't want to have the choice. Most 
texts, will make different competencies traditional research in intercultural 
become salient. Competence is de- communication assumes a premodern 
termined not only by who is speaking, relationship between people and their 
but also to whom, and under what. culture. People are seen to behave as if 
Again, there are some studies within the there is no gulf between their social be
field that have been moving towards lief system and objective reality - they do 
taking contextual factors into account, not even realize they have a worldview. 
for example, Dinges & Lieberman 1989; According to Anderson, our age is 
and Spitzberg 1994. Moreover, an ap- characterized by the fact that we are 
proach is emerging that views compe- reflexive, and think about our thinking. 
tence from a relational standpoint Few people exist as the ethnographer's 
(Spitzberg 1994; Imahon & Lanigan "primitive' who knows nothing about the 
1989; Collier 1989). None of these, possibility of cultural difference. We 
however, considers the constraints of have an awareness of social institutions 
power differentials, and the above ar- as social creations, and that social 
gument suggests that context is central identities vary with culture (Anderson 
to an accurate reflection of how compe- 1993:8). People feel free to create new 
tence works. Similarly, the awareness cultural forms and to create new identi
of culture as a process, reflected in ties for themselves. This means that we 
conceptualizing culture as a verb (see can "step into .. different constructions 
Conquergood 1991), and as travel (see for the sake of good intercultural com-
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munication, and step out again. The reflexivity is the ability to see one's own 
view of competence that seems to me to constructions as such; to become 
come closest to this understanding is aware of the way in which we reside in 
that of Pearce & Kang (1987) who re- our own stories (Fergusen 1993). 
gard optimal competence as the ability 
to utilize the meaning resources of more The final underlying assumptions of 
than one culture. The emphasis in post-modernism I would like to examine 
post-modernism is on being strategic. briefly, are those that relate to person
Intercultural ~mpetence can the~efore hood, or identity, as these obviously 
be conceptualized as a collaboration to also impact upon how competence is to 
form temporary dialogic "coalitions" of be conceptualized. 
social constructions, drawing from 
available. possibilities . of discourse PERSONHOOD IN THE 
those which are strategically appropri-
ate for the purpose at hand, and ac- POST-MODERN ERA 
companied by a great deal self-
reflexivity. Anderson (1993:260) em- As mentioned in the first section of this 
phasizes that the awareness that a so- paper, traditional conceptions of com
cial construction is exactly that, a con- ~etence d!vide the person into cogni
struction, does not diminish its value or tlve, affective and conative dimensions. 
usefulness. "Wheneverwe step out of a This ~ccords wit~ the view of the person 
reality construct and step back in again, held In modemlst psychology, a view 
the stepping in involves both choice and that has become reified in the compe
creativity ... As we become more sen- tence literature. However, we need to 
sitive to these various strategies, we reco~nise firstly, that this is just one 
discover that we are living in a much possible story about what it means to be 
more interesting time than we may have a person, and that different conceptions 
suspected - a time when there are not of personhood will inform other ideas 
only many realities, but many ways of about competence, relativizing the 
living in them - and we may become Weste~n conception of competence. A 
more skilled at making such choices." very ~Ifferent conception of the self is 
My sense is that forming temporary explained by Vera Buhrman (in press), 
constructions in this creative and stra- when she describes how the Nguni 
tegic way is how most people experi- people of South Africa have traditionally 
ence the great number of intercultural understood personhood. 
encounters that they deal with in the . 
present world. Probably, if a single According to the Ngumi, man [sic] is 
quality is to emerge most prominently as composed of two parts: the body and 
characterizing competent intercultural the ancestor. The ancestor is not visible 
communication in the post-modern era, but is seen in dreams, visions and 
it is the self-reflexivity required to create omens - it is real. The relationship be
such constructions successfully. Self- tween a person and the ancestors is 

symbiotic - they are not separate. The 
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living must keep the ancestors alive cultural identities according to rule 
though rituals and ceremonies, structures that differ for various ethnic 
whereas the ancestors protect their liv- groups, with different dimensions of 
ing kin and guide them in dreams. (p.6) identity becoming salient in different in-

teractions. 
That this conception of a person will 
produce a radically different conception An interesting departure form traditional 
of competence goes without saying. conceptions of competence that is truly 
Dealing competently with difficult post-modern in spirit is Bateson's 
communication situations, as with all (1993) view which uses a performance 
problematiC situations, therefore re- paradigm. She sees effective intercul
quires bringing one's behavior into tural communication as improvisation. 
alignment with the ancestors' wishes. Given the acute awareness within the 

post-modern consciousness that "All 
Secondly, the post-modern conception the world's a stage" (Anderson 
of personhood also departs fair1y dra- 1993:231) this seems a worthwhile line 
matically from a modernist psychologi- ofthinkingto pursue. The idea of identity 
cal model. In post-modem thought a as performance does not imply superfi
person is not seen to be a homogenous, ciality. As Butler's analysis of gender as 
autonomous being. The post-modem performance superbly demonstrates; it 
person is not the monolithic, humanis- can lead to a profound thinking through 
tic, self-actualizing person ofmodemity. of the implications of what it means to 
Nor are people assumed to have ra- exist in a reality that is constructed so
tional, or even conscious understand- cially. A closely related paradigm that 
ings of the meanings they ascribe. The seems to be promising is that of narra
inner-outer distinction disappears, and tive. Many writers stress the value of 
we are seen to be largely constructed at narrative in capturing the fluid and 
an unconscious level by the various temporal nature of culture (Rosaldo 
discourses we are exposed to. We are 1989; Jackson 1989). Creating a co
intertextual. Lather (1991) argues that herent story is seen in constructivist 
the post-modem self is contingent, therapy as the way in which one con
shifting, multiple, and contradictory. structs one's selfhood. Our cultures 
Thisselfis described in phrases such as provide us with plots which we adopt in 
"hyphenated identities" (see Fine 1994) configuring of ourselves. This should be 
and "mobile subjectivies" (Fergusen a rewarding line of thought for compe-
1993). At the moment the only concep- tence studies, and one that Pearce & 
tualization of competence that I am Kang (1988) approach when they talk of 
aware of that tries to take into account a traveler's tales providing insights for 
more complex sense of identity is that of dealing with modemity. Given that our 
Collier (1988), referred to before, which social constructions of reality ~re so 
regards intercultural competence as the frequently referred to as stories, our 
mutual confirmation of the interactants' conceptions of competence would be 

108 R
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 S

ab
in

et
 G

at
ew

ay
 u

nd
er

 li
ce

nc
e 

gr
an

te
d 

by
 th

e 
Pu

bl
is

he
r (

da
te

d 
20

10
). 



stories about our stories. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarize the main thrust of this ar-
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