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Abstract. The paper focuses on case studies combined with participant ob-
servation and duoethnography as the core research methods. Duoethnographic 
analysis of a series of cross- cultural cases collected by us as co-authors from 2 
diff erent cultures (Russia and Pakitan) provides for a variety of culture- specifi c 
interpretations of intercultural misunderstanding, tensions and clashes observed 
by us in a multicultural class of a Russian university. Numerous real-life cas-
es highlight some recurring problems of intercultural communication between 
culturally dissimilar Others in the educational space of a university promoting 
international programs worldwide and conceptualized as a glocal eduscape. 
Duoethnographic interpretation of the observed challenging situations in the 
cross- cultural cases, allows not only to identify discrepancies in the worldviews, 
beliefs and values of the participants, but also to propose some solutions based 
on the assumption that eff ective communication of all participants in the edu-
cational process requires unlocking and unpacking dissimilar cultural Others. 
From this perspective, cross- cultural cases can be used for constructing a typol-
ogy of communication challenges and for modelling transcultural communica-
tion in future culture contacts in eduscapes.
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In a drop of water there is an ocean!

We have chosen “In a drop of water there is an ocean!” for our epigraph since 
we are convinced that each of the cross- cultural cases (i. e. specifi c situations that 
took place in real time and in specifi c contexts where diff erent cultures meet) we 
have collected, reveals the beliefs and values of a national and/or ethnic culture 
that enters into communication with a dissimilar cultural Other. Taken together, 
the cross- cultural cases reproduce a mosaic of cultures and a polyphony of multi-
lingual voices (ideas, opinions, assumptions, and judgments) that are important to 
see and hear since they help to unlock and unpack culturally dissimilar Others as 
a phenomenon of international higher education worldwide.

International academic mobility involves residing of students, educators, re-
searchers, and administrators from various cultures in a diff erent cultural environ-
ment for a particular period of time, determined by their specifi c goals. Participants 
in international programs bring their multiple identities into a common commu-
nicative space. In this way, they create a new environment both for themselves 
and for other participants in intercultural interaction. This cross- cultural space 
(imagined cross- culture) lacks fi xed and clear boundaries, stable confi gurations, 
and characteristics, since the composition of participants, as agents of change, is 
constantly changing.

The educational spaces of universities promoting international programs are 
now referred to as glocal “eduscapes” (Abdi and Naseem, 2008), following the 
‘scape’ approach to the conceptualization and verbalization of global semiotic spaces 
proposed by the American anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (Appadurai, 1996) in 
the 1990s. An eduscape is understood as a space of exchange and continuous fl ow 
of ideas, activities, programs, and research pertaining to internationalization of the 
educational environment (Jung, 2017, p. 19). Every new culture, represented by 
its participants, entering an eduscape inevitably changes the nature of relationships 
within it, the level of expectations and attitudes, preferences and priorities, the de-
gree of understanding and misunderstanding, acceptance and rejection, openness and 
closedness, harmony and confl ict. Each new (previously unknown or little- known) 
culture poses a challenge to the other cultures involved in communication, and fi rst 
and foremost, to the host culture.

As a result of the ever-changing trends of cultural globalization (for example, 
the emergence of “Global South” segment in Russian higher education) eduscapes 
are facing a changed demographics of participants that has a signifi cant impact 
on their academic culture. In practical terms, this means that universities that host 
multicultural foreigners need to understand (unlock and unpack) a new glocalized 
image of the Other Student (in most cases, a dissimilar Other: the Stranger and 
the Alien). The “Stranger Other”, after a certain period of adaptation and mutual 
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desire and aspiration of the ingroup members and the Other to mentally and com-
municatively move towards each other, can feel like a member of the ingroup, 
understanding and accepting the culture of the hosts, acting in conformity with 
their expectations and value orientations, without experiencing any particular dis-
comfort. The “Alien Other” with fundamentally diff erent systems of beliefs and 
values will remain Alien (distant, strange, incomprehensible and misunderstood); 
communication with Alien Other causes mutual discomfort, uncertainty, fear and, 
as a result, avoidance of contact.

The distinction between the Other Alien and the Other Stranger is conditional and 
relative. Understanding these diff erences is linked, in particular, to cultural (ingroup) 
and individual orientations and attitudes that are formed as a result of established inter-
action practices and relevant experience. It is also impossible to deny the objectively 
persistent opposing tendencies of rejecting the Other (with hostility towards them) 
and appropriating the Other (without hostility and with the endowment of them with 
“one’s own” qualities). We also cannot deny the rather persistent opposing tendencies 
found in some cultures: the rejection of the Other (with a hostile attitude towards 
them) and the appropriation of the Other (without hostility and endowing them with 
qualities inherent in “one’s own” ingroup) (Shapinskaya, 2009 p.52).

The problems of alienation and rejection of the dissimilar Other (perceiving them as 
Stranger or Alien) are also associated with situations of closeness to culture and distance 
from it (Geertz, 2017), known as the emic approach or the view from within the cultural 
code and the etic approach or the view from outside the culture when interpreting com-
municative acts and events, as well as the beliefs and values underlying them.

At the core of any culture is a system of beliefs and values. Culture, being a mental 
matrix or a product of collective mental programming (according to Hofstede: “the 
Software of the Mind”) (Hofstede, 2010), is not amenable to reformatting (or, alter-
natively, it is a complex, painful, lengthy process, and only partially feasible), even 
in the context of migration as a way of life familiar to many today. As a result, many 
universities worldwide are discovering a new Other, frequently, culturally dissimilar 
Other: the student, graduate student, intern, professor, or researcher. First American 
and European universities, and now Russian ones too, are forced to respond to the 
challenges of this cultural and demographic globalization, or rather, glocalization, 
in which global trends are refracted locally and implemented in glocal products: ed-
ucational programs that integrate global trends, national educational standards, and 
the educational expectations of students from diff erent national and ethnic cultures.

Given the obvious heterogeneity and novelty of international student fl ows, uni-
versity communities build communication with Others intuitively, stereotypically, 
without diff erentiating between them, often through trial and error. At the same 
time, international students at international universities bring not only their own 
educational goals and objectives, intentions and expectations, academic priorities 
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and preferences, forms and methods of instruction based on previous experience to 
the educational environment, but also spiritual and ethical behavioral patterns and 
communication styles that are alien (and foreign) to the host academic environment, 
refl ecting, in particular, collectivist values through the prism of religious beliefs.

Cultural traits of students create obstacles, barriers, tensions and confl icts. In this 
regard, there is a need to adapt the content and forms of teaching many disciplines, 
modify joint scientifi c research and projects, and adjust communication patterns 
in a multicultural class.

As a subject of power relations and a source of educational guidance, teachers 
face at hreat of reputational losses. Sometimes, teachers themselves can become 
a source of phobias for students. (They are seen as the Other too: Stranger or Alien.) 
This becomes especially evident when ideological and/or religious worldviews 
clash in a multicultural class.

In this study, we examine a series of cross- cultural cases: specifi c situations 
that reveal the problems of communication with a dissimilar Other. All cases took 
place in a multicultural class and in the conditions of an eduscape, therefore we 
refer to them as ‘cross- cultural’. The cases show that the cultural norms and be-
havioral orientations are based on beliefs and values. In our opinion, exploring and 
understanding, adequate interpretation and consideration of the beliefs and values 
of a dissimilar Other in the practice of intercultural interaction can increase the 
success of communication in the cross- culture of the glocal eduscape.

The case studies we collected demonstrate that beliefs and values underlie 
cultural norms and behavioral guidelines for cultural representatives. Understand-
ing, interpreting, and using these beliefs in intercultural interactions helps ensure 
successful communication in a multicultural class.

Among the identifi ed and categorized challenges of intercultural interaction in 
a multicultural class presented in our case studies, the following stand out:

• Intercultural confl icts that appeal to specifi c stages in the relationship between 
countries, certain (often tragic and traumatic) events, and collective historical mem-
ory. The confl icting parties have their own alternative history and culture- specifi c 
interpretation of the events. Meanwhile, such diff erences can be a knowledge gap 
for other students in class and for the teacher. Without recognizing the threat of 
intercultural confl ict, a teacher, following a proven seminar plan, can provoke 
confl ict on those topics and issues under discussion that previously, in groups with 
a diff erent cultural composition, did not cause heated discussions and clashes of 
cultures. (See cases 1–2 below).

• The religious worldview of students from South- Asian (Muslim) countries. 
Islamic teachings confl ict with the Christian beliefs, atheistic convictions, or ag-
nosticism of non- Muslim students. For non-religious students and faculty members, 
religion is mythology. Theological postulates and dogmas, built on faith, confl ict 
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with evidence- based science and secular theories. Beliefs, religious guidelines 
and orientations, as well as prayers and other rituals, infl uence the course of study, 
teaching and research methodology, secular procedures and practices. In Muslim 
countries accommodation of religious needs is common in universities and colleges. 
Prayer rooms are common and praying is part of regular campus life. Students hear 
the adhan (call for prayers) and have breaks in their schedule for prayers. Thus, 
religious life is closely intertwined with academic life. The secular university does 
not have prayer rooms, and the educational process does not include religious 
practices. In Russia, for example, prayer rituals are not prohibited, but may only 
be performed in designated buildings and historical premises, if any. Setting prayer 
rooms at a university involves addressing a number of complex legal, ethical, ed-
ucational, organizational, and technical issues. There are currently no established 
procedures or proven practices for organizing prayer rooms at Russian universities. 
(See cases 3–6 below)

• Silence as respect and avoidance of contact for face-saving of students 
from East Asian cultures. In Asian cultures silence is an important communicative 
resource signaling respect, politeness and focused on face-saving and harmony. 
Asian cultures are reactive, i. e. they are listening cultures whose members are “pro-
grammed” to listen attentively and respectfully, rather than to speak explicitly and 
proactively. However, in the cross- cultural context of an eduscape, silence works 
against the student, as communication takes place within the formal regulations of 
academic culture. A student’s silence in class may be interpreted by the teacher (and 
by students from other cultures) as: “not ready,” “incapable,” “not interested,” “un-
willing” to participate in classroom activities as all students enrolled in the program 
are familiar with the university’s academic rules and requirements. If classroom 
activity is one of elements for assessment, then silence would aff ect the fi nal grade 
for the course. Saving face, as it is understood and practiced in Asian cultures, is 
not practiced when interacting with people from other countries. Russian teachers 
and students don’t understand why Chinese or Japanese students are reluctant to 
participate in class discussions and debates. They do not understand why students 
keep silent, avoid eye contact, and even skip classes. The common interpretation 
of their reticence is that “they’re simply shy.” Unwillingness and/or inability to 
adequately respond to “foreign” forms of expressing respect and politeness creates 
a persistent feeling of being out of one’s usual cognitive framework, existential 
uncertainty, and, to some extent, a sense of being lost. For a teacher in a cross- 
cultural context, this is a question of their insuffi  cient intercultural competence 
(or cross- cultural intelligence). (See cases 7–10 below)

Here are a few cross- cultural cases from the practice of interacting with stu-
dents in a multicultural Master’s class at the HSE School of Foreign Languages in 
2023–2025 (Moscow, Russia):
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1) Discussing symbolism within the framework of transcultural communication 
a student from Pakistan made an example of weapons found in all houses of Pash-
tuns in Afghanistan as symbols of bravery, calling them brave warriors and protec-
tors who decorate their houses with guns as a cultural symbol. The Pakistani student 
truly and admiringly meant it, calling Afghani people brave warriors and protectors, 
understanding cultural values and appreciating brotherhood of Pakistan- Afghani 
people but the students from Afghanistan interpreted it as expressed hostility, they 
were hurt. One of them addressed the lecturing professor: “If you do not stop it, 
I will complain! I will address the academic supervisor and then the vice-rector! 
This is expressed hostility!”

(2) During a seminar discussing the dimensions of national cultures, a question 
arose about the diff erences between the cultures of China and Taiwan. A Taiwan-
ese student spoke of the values and advantages of his culture, emphasizing the 
country’s democratic development and freedom. This provoked a critical response 
from a Chinese student: “Taiwan is just a province of China! Taiwan is completely 
dependent on China, economically and technologically. Where would you be without 
us? Don’t believe him; it’s not like that at all!”. The Taiwanese student remained 
silent in response.

(3) In a course on axiological linguistics, when the binarism of values Life and 
Death were discussed at a seminar, Russian students classifi ed Life as a value (“the 
beginning of everything”), and Death as an anti-value (“the end of everything”). 
A student from Afghanistan rejected this perspective of evaluation: “Death is a val-
ue for us because it is the beginning of a new and eternal life, the completion of 
earthly trials, liberation from suff ering, pacifi cation, but Life can be an anti-value 
if it is fi lled with unvirtuous deeds and the fall from grace.”

Other students in another group supported the idea of Death as a value and Life 
as anti-value: “We lose our loved ones in Life! But we will get reunited with all of 
them after Life! Death will make us meet again!”

(4) A student from Algeria, at the seminar on intercultural and cross- cultural 
communication, challenged the thesis that a person’s cultural identity is the 
result of enculturation and socialization: “No! I was born a Muslim! I agree 
that nature created us as biological beings, culture created us as individuals, 
but both nature and culture are created by God (Allah). Therefore, everything 
in us is from God!”

(5) When discussing Martin Heidegger’s concept of “Humans’ Thrownness” 
(Geworfenheit des Menschen), which states that people are born without choosing 
their place and conditions of life, they have no power over circumstances, and 
are literally “thrown” into the world without expressing their will, a student from 
Pakistan categorically disagreed: “God (Allah) determines where we live and what 
our mission here is!”



European Research: Theory, Practice and Innovation

186

(6) Students from Afghanistan and Pakistan approached the educational program 
academic adviser with a request: “We need a prayer room at the university!”. They 
explained that they experience inconvenience when performing prayers. They are 
forced to look for a place to pray, and the places they fi nd are generally unsuitable 
for prayer (near the elevator, behind the stairwell, in an empty classroom). Prayer 
situations are morally and ethically hard to bear not only for Muslim students, but 
also for those around them (faculty members, administrators, non- Muslim students) 
in terms of behavior and communication.

(7) A student from Taiwan refused to speak at seminars and explained to her pro-
fessor in a private conversation: “When I hear my voice in a room with many other 
students, I feel like I could lose consciousness!” “If I realize that I’m wrong and 
answer publicly in a way that’s not expected of me, I’m ready to die or disappear!”

(8) A student from China, explaining her non-participation in a discussion 
at a seminar when professor suggested critically examining the proposed thesis, 
explained her silence (after the class): “I cannot allow myself to argue with the 
professor! Professor is the Teacher! You don’t argue with the Teacher!”

(9) At the end of the program, the professor discovered that she had been mis-
pronouncing a Taiwanese student’s name throughout the course. “Why didn’t she 
ever correct me?” the professor asked another Taiwanese student. “Because you’re 
a teacher!” he replied.

(10) A student from Japan, while participating in project- based seminars, always 
chose a seat away from other students, always kept silent, and only asked the pro-
fessor for clarifi cation on assignments during breaks. After several seminars, she 
stopped attending classes and sent a letter to the professor explaining that she had 
missed the deadlines for the competed assignments and therefore could no longer 
come to class: “You spent a lot of your precious time explaining to me how to com-
plete the assignments, but I displayed disrespect, irresponsibility, incompetence, 
laziness, and unreliability!”. A Taiwanese student shared a similar fear: “If I don’t 
complete an assignment on time, I’d rather not show up for class than lose face in 
public explaining why I didn’t complete it!”

The responsibility for resolving problems of intercultural misunderstanding 
in a multicultural class lies largely with the teacher as a facilitator of the educa-
tional process, a cultural broker, and a mediator of intercultural and cross- cultural 
communication. However, given the radically changed composition of the mul-
ticultural class, educators increasingly encounter communication situations in 
which they realize that they lack the intercultural competence to adequately and 
eff ectively resolve issues of cultural clashes. A new level of intercultural compe-
tence is becoming relevant, that is the formation of cross- cultural (or transcultural) 
intelligence as a personally and professionally signifi cant quality of a teacher 
in a multicultural class. This is the ability and readiness for greater openness to 
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change and cultural diversity (to the emergence of a multifaceted and dissimilar 
Other in class: the Stranger and the Alien), cultural sensitivity, fl exibility and 
adaptability in interpreting unusual and non-standard opinions, decisions and 
actions of students, and broad inclusiveness.

Some principles of intercultural pedagogy include the recognition of context 
and the “situated knowledges”. It is an approach discussed by Donna Haraway, 
who proposed abandoning the idea of the universality of knowledge and asserted 
that any knowledge is partial and is formed by the uniqueness of the subject in 
a specifi c historical, social and cultural context (Haraway, 2013). Some important 
principles also include the teacher’s awareness of variable ways of verifying truth; 
teaching based on conducted directed research in a specifi c multicultural class, and 
the widespread use of formative feedback (Hailu et al., 2017).

Involving international students themselves, as diverse and diff erent Others, as 
consultants and teaching assistants allows for more successful resolution of prob-
lems of intercultural misunderstanding and confl ictual behavior in a multicultural 
group. Students’ designing of case studies as models of behavior both in their own 
culture and in an imaginary cross- culture to reveal beliefs, value orientations, and 
behavioral norms helps all participants in the educational process develop their 
cross- cultural intelligence.

Thus, cross- cultural cases are valuable units of research, since they allow both to 
typify intercultural communication confl ict situations and to model situations of com-
munication with a dissimilar Other in educational spaces in further contacts between 
cultures. The pragmatics of a cross- cultural case analyzed and interpreted duoethno-
graphically lies in diagnosing a current problem and modelling future perspectives.
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