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Abstract. The paper discusses cross-cultural interpretation of cultural phe‑
nomena expressed in intercultural communication with the dissimilar Other and 
seen as cultural values. Behavioral patterns are often mutually misinterpreted by 
participants in communication due to differences in their cultural codes. Such 
differences may appear so drastic that they could be viewed as antinomies and 
paradoxes, threatening the effectiveness of an intercultural communicative act or 
event. The authors draw on a  number of real-life cross-cultural cases that en‑
courage reflection and analysis of the phenomenon of Truth (Truthfulness) in its 
correlation with the phenomenon of Politeness, in the forms in which  they are 
expressed and negotiated in communication with culturally dissimilar Others.

It has been shown that not only “guests” but also “hosts” experience uncer‑
tainty and anxiety when they find themselves in cross-cultural settings and are 
unable to predict each other’s communicative behavior. In many cases, when peo‑
ple feel anxiety, they tend to act relying on their cultural mental program rather 
than on their newly acquired knowledge of the values ​​and beliefs of the contacting 
culture. For example, disappearing from the professor’s view due to an uncom‑
pleted assignment was meant as politeness and respect by the student, but was in‑
terpreted as an avoidance of telling the truth and not being honest by the professor.

Keywords: intercultural communication, dissimilar Other, cross-cultural case, 
antinomies and paradoxes, Truth (Truthfulness), Politeness
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Culture, as a system of codes shared synchronically and diachronically, is the 
core of human identity. As Ting-Toomey argues, culture is “a complex frame of 
reference” that embraces beliefs, values, norms, traditions, and meanings shared 
to varying degrees by interactants; it is “a  patterned way of living by a  group 
of interacting individuals who share similar sets of traditions, beliefs, values, 
and norms”, known as the normative culture (Ting-Toomey, 2005, p. 72; Ting-
Toomey, 2012, pp.10–11;). “While cultural beliefs and values are deep seated and 
invisible, norms can be readily inferred and observed through behaviors” (Ting-
Toomey, 2012, p.11). It is particularly noticeable in intercultural communication, 
when people with different belief and value systems (as their mental programs) 
come into regular and long-term contact in the conditions of joint activities in 
a single context. Belief and/or value systems may not only be different, but also 
antagonistic, and therefore they may be perceived as unsurmountable. In such 
communicative cases interactants appear to be Dissimilar Others to each other and 
therefore have to discover and interpret unfamiliar patterns of  behavior. By a Dis‑
similar Other we mean a typical representative of an outgroup who demonstrates 
fundamental differences (in identity, mentality, worldview, way of life based on 
beliefs and values) with a typical representative of an ingroup.

Many international universities worldwide have developed strategies of effi-
cient communication with the Other since similar and dissimilar Others have be-
come part of their regular academic environment or eduscape (i. e. multiculturally 
inclusive educational landscape). Still there are universities which have to build 
up their cross-cultural experiences and modify their academic practices because 
they have just started to encounter new dissimilar Others: Other students, Oth-
er interns, Other professors. Currently, Russian universities are facing challenges 
associated with hosting students from the cultures unfamiliar to Russian faculty: 
African, South Asian, and East Asian cultures. Frequently, such Other students 
make up an overwhelming majority in multicultural classes (with Russian students 
becoming a minority).

Some of culturally new Others are in the core of our consciousness (our men-
tal matrix); they regularly get to the focus of our attention, contemplation, and 
reflection. This is mainly due to the mass media coverage and social media effects, 
mixed up with some kind of mythology and historical memory. Meanwhile, many 
new Others are on the periphery of our consciousness, and we need to discover 
them for ourselves just as we would discover new lands. A similar path of explo-
ration is experienced by foreign students, who perceive their Russian colleagues, 
professors, managers, and administrators as dissimilar Others.

When new dissimilar Others appear in a Russian university, embodied in flesh 
and blood – ​classmates in classrooms, roommates in dorms, fellow interns in the 
workplace – ​cultural clashes become a reality: theory turns into practice.
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The main issue in communication with dissimilar Others is how to achieve 
understanding, so that we could act appropriately and efficiently.

Apart from discrepancies in beliefs and values, antinomies and paradoxes of 
intercultural communication come into play here.

As Leontovich notes, there are at least eleven paradoxes of intercultural com-
munication caused by (1) discrepancy in cultural rules and norms; (2) code-switch-
ing failure; (3) imbalance of “old” and “new” knowledge; (4) frame conflict; (5) 
inconsistency of scripts across cultures; (6) discrepancy in cultural memories; (7) 
asymmetry of semiotic systems; (8) differences in views on the truth of judgments; 
(9) discrepancy between the level of proficiency in a foreign language and the level 
of proficiency in a foreign cultural code; (10) the illusion of cultural closeness; (11) 
establishing similarities vs establishing differences (Leontovich, 2005, pp. 25–29).

(1) Communication develops according to the rules of its culture, but simul-
taneously it violates these rules, because communicators operate the categories 
belonging to different cultural and linguistic systems. Meanwhile, intercultural 
communication requires modification of the rules in accordance with the specific 
conditions of communication.

(2) The principle of cooperation, which presupposes an implicit agreement 
between communicators about linguistic interaction, makes them expect adequate 
communicative behavior from their partners, but they frequently fail to reach this 
“communicative agreement” about coordinated actions. Conversely, the interact-
ants’ insistence on using a single code when code-switching is actually occurring 
causes communication breakdowns.

(3) The postulate of sufficiency of information in intercultural communication: 
a reasonable balance between old and new information is violated. An imbalance 
arises between the volumes of old and new knowledge about home and foreign 
cultures. What is required is an excess of information, repetition, reformulation 
of what has already been said, as well as mandatory feedback.

(4) The postulate of identity in intercultural communication: identifying new 
objects by analogy with old ones (facilitating the process of understanding in 
one’s own culture) leads to erroneous reference, incorrect establishment of ge-
neric connections, the formation of false associations, and access to incorrect 
information, i. e. frame conflict.

(5) Habitual actions within a single culture are associated with scripts, i. e. chains 
of stereotypical actions used in response to situational stimuli. Scripts eliminate un-
necessary cognitive effort and serve as the basis for forming connections between 
new experiences and existing knowledge. Due to the inconsistency of scripts across 
cultures, applying familiar scripts to situations leads to confusion and disorientation.

(6) The postulate of shared memory: cultural memory is diverse, incorporating 
different connotations, background knowledge, presuppositions, and precedent 
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texts. The distinction between what we say to ourselves and what we communicate 
to others varies across cultures. Cultural memory consists of individual and collec-
tive components. Individual memory depends on life experience, education level, 
interests, and social circles. Collective memory includes universal and culture-
specific components.

(7) As a result of the mismatch of semiotic systems at different levels of lan-
guage and culture, intercultural communication can lead to disruptions in semantic 
coherence, which is one of the most important conditions for successful commu-
nication. All types of signs and all types of information codification are significant 
in the contacting cultures.

(8) The idea of sincerity and truthfulness of communicators: concepts of the 
truth of judgment in intercultural communication can vary greatly due to the rela-
tivity of the concepts of time, space, value judgments, ethical and moral standards.

(9) The postulate that the better a person’s command of a language, the greater 
the likelihood of communication breakdowns. It can be a hindrance to mutual un-
derstanding if proficiency in a foreign language does not correspond to proficiency 
in the cultural code. 

(10) The postulate that the greater the illusion of cultural closeness, the greater 
the likelihood of communication breakdowns. The assumption that interactants 
are in many ways different helps to avoid communication breakdowns.

(11) When analyzing communication within one culture, the researcher 
strives to explore universal patterns of communication while moments of simi-
larity come to the fore. In intercultural communication, the researcher’s priority 
is to establish differences.

The paradoxes and antinomies of intercultural communication described above 
are revealed and clearly manifested in the interaction between Russian hosts and 
guests from East Asia, South Asia and Africa in the semiotic and communicative 
spaces of a Russian university eduscape.

The research methods we chose for our study are the case study, participant 
and non-participant observation, survey via interview, and duoethnography (a col-
laborative qualitative method that involves two researchers from two opposing 
cultures – ​in our case from Russia and Pakistan) in the interpretive paradigm.

In our research, we rely heavily on cross-cultural cases observed by us in multicul-
tural classes of a Russian university promoting international educational programs and 
building up a new communicative experience of hosting and training students from the 
countries of East Asia, Africa, and South Asia. Cross-cultural cases are real-life situa-
tions of intercultural communication that took place in real time and in real locations 
within the eduscape of a Russian university over the past three years.

We believe that case study approach is the road to understanding the values 
and the normative culture of real people in real-life communication. We support 
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the idea that “identifying cultural and personal value differences provides us with 
a map to understand why people behave the way they do in a new cultural setting” 
(Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2022, p. 172).

We focus on the value aspect in communication observed in the cases we se-
lected because we find the issue of cultural values an interculturally controver-
sial and cross-culturally paradoxical phenomenon. We draw on the meaning of 
“values” as shared ideas about what counts as important or unimportant, right or 
wrong, fair or unfair, as well as what counts as ethical or unethical conduct (Ting-
Toomey & Chung, 2022, p. 173).

We included a fragment of a real dialogue between a Russian professor 
and South Asian students in the title of our article (“Don’t I  Deserve the 
Truth? – ​No, You Deserve Politeness!”) as we intend to focus on the issues of 
Truth and Politeness and therefore we selected some cases with this intention 
in mind. Truthfulness and Politeness certainly refer to universal human val-
ues, but what it means to be truthful (honest) and what it means to be polite, 
as well as how these values are supposed to be expressed from the normative 
perspective, are culturally specific.

Interpreting social and cultural phenomena in human communication, espe-
cially those of ethical and moral type, we apply norms and standards of our cul-
ture. As Holliday, Hyde and Kullman point out, in interpretation of meanings in 
communication with the Other, we use “comfortable” resources and discourses. 
What we see in the behavior of a person from another (dissimilar) culture is the 
process and result of projecting resources from our (familiar) culture onto an un-
familiar culture (Holliday, Hyde & Kullman, 2005, p. 29).

Cases of “Escape and Disappearance”
(1) A Pakistani student agreed (made an agreement with a professor) to pre-

pare some research material by a certain date. However, not only did he fail to 
submit it, but he also failed to show up for the meeting (did not show up on the 
appointed day).

(2) A Chinese student who had missed most of the classes and failed to com-
plete her assignments on time, arrived at the university to take her exam. Mean-
while, she prepared her presentations for a retake entirely using AI. In response 
to the professor’s criticism and a request for an explanation, she simply repeated, 
“I wish you a happy life! I wish you nothing but a happy life!”

(3) A Japanese student stopped attending seminars without obvious (for the 
professor) reasons and after a while emailed to her professor explaining that she 
had missed the deadlines for the completed assignments and therefore could no 
longer come to class: “You spent a lot of your precious time explaining to me how 
to complete the assignments, but I displayed disrespect, irresponsibility, incompe‑
tence, laziness, and unreliability!”.
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Cases of “Silence”
(4) A Chinese student explained why she never took part in classroom debates 

and kept silent when she was asked by the professor to give her counter-arguments 
to the professor’s arguments: “I cannot allow myself to argue with the professor! 
Professor is the Teacher! You don’t argue with the Teacher!”

(5) The professor discovered that she had been mispronouncing a Taiwanese 
student’s name throughout the course. “Why didn’t she ever correct me?” the pro-
fessor asked another Taiwanese student. “Because you’re a teacher!” he replied.

(6) The professor confused two Chinese students who looked identical (from 
her Russian perspective) and approached one of them about her thesis, believing 
she was addressing the other one. The student listened silently, only occasionally 
repeating: “Maybe.” She never pointed out the obvious error to the professor.

When discussing the “Pakistani” case, students from South Asian cultures 
commented that they would likely have acted the same way if they had not ful-
filled the request. It was about saving face! It was about politeness and respect. 
Students should not humiliate the professor, and should not humiliate themselves 
by failing to complete the task. “We create an alternative reality: it simply did not 
happen! We preserve each other’s reputations!”. Possibly, by agreeing, based on 
the nature of the task and the due date, the student initially knew he would not be 
able to complete the assignment on time, but he agreed. He was lying, but demon-
strating respect and politeness. “Don’t I deserve the truth?”, the professor asked 
the South Asian students. “No, you deserve politeness!”, was the answer.

Discussing the “Chinese”, the “Taiwanese” and the “Japanese” cases, students from 
East Asia explained that those were manifestations of respect, politeness, and a desire 
for harmony and peace. Those messages were conveyed through escape and silence.

What we found out via case studies and surveys is that in situations of stress, 
tension, fatigue, uncertainty, and anxiety, even after a  prolonged contact rein-
forced by theoretical and practical study, students act not as they were taught and 
trained to act in an intercultural situation, but as they would act at home, in their 
own culture. Their mental program suggests authentic cultural moves.

As Gudykunst argues, when people are strangers in host cultures, one of their 
major concerns is predicting hosts’ behavior. People experience uncertainty as 
a cognitive phenomenon. They need to be able to predict and to explain hosts’ 
behavior, attitudes, feelings, thoughts, and beliefs (Gudykunst, 2005, p. 421). 
Anxiety is the emotional equivalent of uncertainty. It stems from the feelings of 
uneasiness and tense, when people are worried or apprehensive about what might 
happen when they interact with hosts. Anxiety is based on anticipation of negative 
consequences from the interaction (Gudykunst, 2005, p. 422).

However, as our research shows, in a multicultural class, in cross-cultural con-
flictual situations, all communicative partners actively involved in interaction with 
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each other, experience uncertainty, i. e. inability to predict and adequately inter-
pret their partners’ behavior. In a similar vein, they experience varying degrees of 
anxiety that could block their abilities to analyze the situation from cross-cultural 
perspectives and choose an appropriate (and more effective) pattern of behavior.

The cases and the follow-up survey showed that in situations of anxiety and 
uncertainty in the new multicultural environment people refer not to the new-
ly learnt patterns of communication but to their habitual and culturally norma-
tive ways of interaction (escaping, disappearing, avoiding, keeping silent, not 
looking straight in the eyes) in the true belief that they act respectfully and po-
litely. Russian communicators interpret such behavior as accepting guilt, being 
ashamed of wrongdoing, hiding real reasons or causes, dishonesty, disloyalty, 
disrespect, impoliteness. When asked about the motives of such behavior, the 
students explained that they feel they act more naturally, they feel authentic, they 
feel themselves. Silence and escape stand for politeness and respect. Refusing 
right away might mean (may signify) admitting being weak, unable, incapable, 
untrustworthy, irresponsible, below the expectations. At the same time South-
Asian and East-Asian students explained that refusing right away and doing it 
face-to-face would mean impoliteness and disrespect; even declining a request 
from a colleague would cause embarrassment to him/her as the communicative 
partner (or even to both interactants).

Sometimes, as our respondents admitted, they feel they find themselves some-
where in-between cultures, in some transculture (“neither here, nor there”), and 
their behavior decisions seem wrong from both perspectives: their own culture and 
host culture. This is something similar to what Peter S. Adler described as becom-
ing “multiphrenic”, when “in the face of confusing, contradicting, or overwhelm-
ing messages, the individual is thrown back on his or her own subjectivity to 
integrate and sort out what is indiscriminately taken in. Where incapable of doing 
this, the […] person is pulled and pushed by the winds of communication, a victim 
of what everyone else claims he or she is or should be” (Adler, 1998, p.238).

In order to prevent or avoid intercultural paradoxical disagreements, it seems 
logical to explain to people from different cultures who come into contact the 
rules, norms, standards, as well as assumptions and expectations characteristic 
of their cultures. However, Anna Wierzbicka argues that not all problems caused 
by misunderstanding can be solved by explaining: if there is a  real conflict in 
underlying values, mere explaining will not help. Wierzbicka states that in most 
cases, what is involved is not a real conflict in values but a difference in the hi-
erarchy of values; and when this is the case, explaining can help. She also refers 
to the practice of cross-cultural researchers who try to explain differences in the 
ways of speaking in terms of values such as ‘directness’ or ‘indirectness’, ‘soli-
darity’, ‘spontaneity’, ‘sincerity’, ‘social harmony’, ‘cordiality’, ‘self-assertion’, 
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‘intimacy’, ‘self-expression’, without explaining what they mean by those terms, 
and using them as if they were self-explanatory (Wierzbicka, 2020, p. 70).

One of our cases highlights the situation of intercultural misunderstanding, 
where South Asians expected to be treated as welcome guests, while Russian col-
leagues interpreted their communicative behavior as impoliteness, disrespect and 
even staged lies (dishonesty).

A case of “Failed Hospitality”
At a  copy center, several people are standing in line, waiting for document 

copying, printing, binding, and lamination services. Four young men enter, and, 
ignoring the line, one of them addresses the staff member printing and binding 
a collection of materials: “We need copies of our documents urgently!”. The staff 
member responds: “In 15 minutes! I’m busy right now!”. The young man contin-
ues: “But we are students from India!”. Someone in the line replies: “So what? 
There is a line!”. The staff member is surprised but cracks a joke: “I have only two 
hands, and right now they are busy, see?!”. The Indian students look at each other 
in surprise, disappointment, dissatisfaction, and leave.

When discussing this case, Russian-speaking students were also surprised by 
the Indians’ desire to be served out of turn. Some even suspected that those students 
exaggerated the urgency of their request as a tactic of pressure in order to speed up 
the service. However, international students from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and 
Afghanistan explained that in their cultures, it is customary to let guests from other 
countries go first – ​it is an accepted cultural norm of hospitality in their countries. 
For them, this is a situation about expected politeness and respect, but not about 
fairness, truth or honesty.
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