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Abstract. The paper examines a communicative phenomenon of SILENCE as
an element of enacted identity construction in cross-cultural interaction. SILENCE
is explored cross-culturally in multicultural class settings within a glocal eduscape
environment, i.e. in the conditions of an international university promoting educa-
tional programs worldwide (in a Russian university, as an example). The students
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involved are from South Asian, East Asian, West African, and Russian linguacul-
tures. The concept of SILENCE is interpreted, translated into life, and practiced
differently by students and faculty members from different cultures. Close and di-
rect contacts with culturally dissimilar Others who are viewed as Dissimilar Silent
Others pose challenges for appropriate and efficient communication in academic
discourse. SILENCE in communication can be interpreted differently, under-inter-
preted, or misinterpreted by faculty members as well as students from other cultures
if they lack previous experience of interaction with culturally dissimilar Others.

The research methods used for the study are participant and non-participant
observation, case studies (including a “case-within-a-case” approach), free as-
sociation experiment, ethnographic interviews as a tool of survey, and duoeth-
nographic interpretation of the findings from the perspectives of Russian and
Pakistani cultures. A number of cross-cultural cases provide some instances of
misunderstanding, communicative failure, and culture shock at its climax ex-
pressed through adherence to the practice of SILENCE and a sharp departure
from a silence-based habitual behavior in academic discourse. Free association
experiment conducted in the multicultural class of an eduscape showed some dif-
ferences in perception and practicing of SILENCE in communication.

Keywords: SILENCE, dissimilar silent Others, culturally dissimilar Other,
cross-cultural communication, academic discourse

As a result of some new trends taking place in cultural globalization, in the
eduscapes as educational spaces of international universities a changed demo-
graphics of participants is being discovered. It has a significant impact on academ-
ic culture and academic discourse. First, American and European universities, and
now Russian ones too, have faced the challenges of such demographic globaliza-
tion, or rather glocalization, where global trends are refracted locally and imple-
mented in glocal products. It means that educational programs integrate global
trends, national educational standards, and educational expectations of interna-
tional students with various national and ethnic backgrounds.

International students bring to the educational environment their own education-
al goals and objectives, intentions and expectations regarding learning, academic
priorities and preferences, desired forms and methods of teaching, based on their
previous experience. They introduce behavioral practices and communication styles
that are alien to the host academic environment. These practices and styles affect
the academic discourse and put faculty members in a difficult position of choosing
alternative technologies and forms of teaching, as well as communication strategies
in the classroom. Some of such dramatically different practices are silence and silent
communication as a behavioral orientation and meaningful construct of interaction
experienced by Russian faculty members in contact with Asian students.
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Differences in communication extend beyond purely academic forms and
models of communication. They extend to all types of interactions: they begin
with forms of address and greetings, and end... nowhere!

Silent Others in a multicultural class have become a challenge for faculty
members. Classroom activity of students may not only be an element of control
affecting the interim assessment and/or the final grade for the course but it is a reg-
ular basis for many forms of teaching/learning activities, e.g. project presentation
and discussion, teamwork, debates, various competitive activities in which ver-
bally expressed proactivity from the part of the students is of crucial importance.

Basically, at the core of misconception and misinterpretation of silence as a
meaningful construct of communication in intercultural or cross-cultural settings
lies the challenging and complex issue of the mindset of the Other (the ‘mental
program’ of culturally dissimilar Other).

Silence as communication has become a factor of success and failure of the
teacher in class.

While colleagues in a Russian monocultural class share the experience of “la pa-
resse pédagogique” (“pedagogic laziness”’) — a metaphor standing for the teachers’
joy and satisfaction when their students sustain teamwork activities, complete ana-
lytical tasks, debate, and move towards a successful outcome without their teachers’
active involvement, assistance, or advice, teachers in multicultural classes with the
majority of East Asian students feel challenged. They have to be active and proactive
in “activating” their students, developing new training resources, and preparing al-
ternative options of their seminars in case debating or other discussion-based activ-
ities fail. East Asian (e.g., Chinese) students choose to stick to silence both in class,
and in out-of-class activities. They do not ask for clarifications of home assignments,
do not ask for feedback, do not argue if they disagree with their classmates and
teachers, they do not advise the teacher on anything.

Compared to them, South Asian students being patient and respectful in class
may come to the professor during the break or after the seminar and initiate advice
(““Could you limit the time of speaking per participant?”, or “Do not allow talking
on off-topics”, etc.). Chinese students look passive, indifferent, and uninterested,;
they are silent, calm, looking down at their notebooks or pads, as if avoiding eye
contact with the teacher. When they get criticism, they never attempt to argue and
defend their position. They never correct the teacher.

By way of comparison, West African students (from Nigeria, Ghana, or Gam-
bia) may initiate criticism in class and ask the teacher not to discuss certain issues
if they feel them uncomfortable or diverting from the main topic of the seminar.

Discussing sociolinguistic norms applicable to classroom situation Ikuko Na-
kane points out that in Asian cultures, students are not to challenge their teachers,
but are expected to attend and receive knowledge. Referring to other researchers,
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Nakane goes on to discuss that students from East Asian cultures are expected to
behave as respectful and silent recipients of the teacher’s knowledge. They apply
the same behaviour to the new educational environment of Western universities,
display marked passivity and silence (Nakane, 2007, p. 20).

As Gao and Ting-Toomey explain, communication as a gift of talking is not a
universal practice. It pertains only to a “privileged” few, and this cultural orien-
tation explains why communication has not been given attention in the Chinese
academic domain. They also point out that in the Chinese linguaculture there is
no a single term that corresponds to “communication”. There are only a few trans-
lated equivalents of the concept that stand for “to exchange”, “to disseminate”,
and “to connect” (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1997, p. 5). Further on, they argue that
the primary functions of communication in Chinese culture are to maintain rela-
tions, to reinforce role and status differences, and to preserve harmony within a
group. Chinese communication serves affective and relational purposes. Gao and
Ting-Toomey also argue referring to other researchers that hierarchy plays an im-
portant part and it is the role of communicator but not the self, that determines the
behavior (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1997, p. 6). This consideration explains the silent
behavior of Chinese students in a Russian eduscape: they act from the position of
guest students in respect to host faculty members, apart from other value orien-
tations that make them behave in a humble and modest way sticking to the mode
of silence. Besides, “a spoken ‘voice’ is equated with seniority, authority, age, ex-
perience, knowledge, and expertise. As a result, listening becomes a predominant
mode of communication” (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1997, p. 42).

One of the methods we applied for the research is case study. Our cases are
real-time real-place situations observed by us in the eduscape settings of a Russian
university. Our cross-cultural case is a real situation of interaction based on a com-
municative act with participants from different cultures, and in which a conflict of
values and/or beliefs is manifested. Below are some examples of cases illustrating
the phenomenon of SILENCE:

(1) A Japanese female student selected a course, attended several classes, al-
ways chose a seat away from other students and always kept silent. After some
seminars she stopped attending. After some time (another form of silence!) she
forwarded a long letter to her professor, in which she wrote disparagingly about
herself, saying that she had not completed the assignments on time as elements of
control, and this fact did not allow her to continue attending classes. “You spent a
lot of your precious time on me, explaining how to complete the assignments, but [
demonstrated disrespect, irresponsibility, incompetence, laziness, unreliability!”.

(2) A Taiwanese female student, even after repeated explanations from the
teacher about activity in class as an element of control, preferred to get a zero as
her score rather than force herself to get involved in discussions in the classroom.
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“When I hear my voice in a classroom with many other students listening to me,
1 feel like I can faint!”. “If I realize that I am wrong and answer in public not
what is expected of me, I am ready to die or disappear!”. The student offered to
the teacher her own alternative solution to the issue of activity in class: “Will you
allow me to answer after class? Or may I answer in writing? ”. She also shared
another fear of hers: “If I do not complete my homework on time, I would rather
not come to class than lose face in public, explaining why I did not complete it!”.

Discussing this case the following year, students from West Africa (Nigeria)
did not support the idea of individualization of training for dissimilar Silent Others
(by email, or in writing, or after class individually) because “it was their choice
to get enrolled in an international university in a Masters program, so it is their
responsibility; rules and regulations are set for everyone, besides, public speaking
competence is a soft skill expected to be developed in Masters. There should not
be any exceptions!”

(3) A Taiwanese male student has always kept silence in class. He attended
all the seminars, completed all home assignments in due time, but preferred to
keep silent in class. Whenever the teacher asked him to comment on some issue,
he would always blush and speak in a shaky voice. It was obvious that speaking
wasn’t his strong suit or his favorite activity. However, after a month and a half
of internship at a Russian organization, during his final project presentation, he
acted very confidently and seemed to be quite critical of his Russian experience.
He openly criticized his communication with Russians at his workplace. After the
seminar professor told him that she could hardly expect such explicit and direct
criticism from him and asked what made him change his communicative behavior
so dramatically. He said: I am just tired of Russia and Russians! Though I was
offered a job, I don't want to stay. I want to go home! I dont want it anymore! It
looked like it was a delayed and progressing culture shock (cultural fatigue) at its
climax. His usual patience and endurance were exhausted! Silence as a social and
cultural norm had lost its value. This case is primarily about silence, but also about
an identity crisis! Psychologically, the longer you remain silent, the harder it is to
initiate communication, the harder it is to break your personal silence! But he did
it, and his change surprised everyone.

(4) A Chinese female student kept silent refusing to participate in a seminar
discussion when the professor suggested that the students should critically consid-
er the proposed issue. After the class, the student explained her position: “I cannot
argue with the professor! The professor is a Teacher! You do not argue with a
Teacher!”

(5) During a lively discussion about cultural stereotypes, in which students
from a multicultural class actively and enthusiastically participated, a student
from Afghanistan turned to two of his Chinese classmates, who were listening but
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not participating in the discussion: “Why are you keeping silent? Why don't you
express your opinions?” The Chinese students looked at each other, smiled, but
remained silent. The teacher attempted to interfere: “All individual comments are
absolutely voluntary! Apparently, silence is your conscious choice!?” However,
the Chinese students continued to remain silent.

(6) During the defense of their projects at the exam, students presented reports
on the results of their research. All speakers, while defending their projects, tried
to speak freely or with minimal reliance on the text on the screen, confidently
navigating the structure and content, and maintaining eye contact with the audi-
ence. The presentation of the Chinese students stood out from the general style
and atmosphere oriented towards discussion, and evidently reduced the interest
of the audience in their research. They were reading their texts from their phones,
without taking eyes off the screens and without addressing the audience. Even af-
ter the teacher asked them not to read, but to discuss, explain, and comment, they
continued reading and avoiding eye contact with the audience. Equally, they never
asked questions after other students delivered their reports. They always preferred
to keep silent.

(7) The professor discovered that she had been mispronouncing a Taiwanese
student’s name throughout the whole course of studies. “Why did she keep silent
forso long? Why didn t she ever correct me?” the professor asked another Taiwan-
ese student. “Because you re a teacher!” he replied.

(8) The professor confused two Chinese students who looked exactly alike
(from her Russian perspective) and approached one to discuss her research pro-
ject, believing she was addressing the other. The student listened silently, only
occasionally repeating “Maybe”. She never pointed out the professor’s obvious
mistake.

Further on, some of the SILENCE cases were offered for discussion in the
following year for another multicultural group of students. We share the idea of
the pragmatic value of case studies expressed by Jan Chrastina who argued that
the key advantages of a case study in educational and social science research
are its flexibility, memorability and reproducibility, a high degree of conceptual
validity, [...], lower theoretical demands (compared to other qualitative research
designs). A case study allows the researcher to model more complex causal
relationships, recognize and understand human behavior and thereby analyze
the “unique phenomena of unique cases” (Chrastina, 2022, p. 172). We also
analyzed the concept of SILENCE with students in the context of real-class
communication situations. That was a “case-within-a-case” approach. As Anna
Wierzbicka argues, “to show that a particular word is of special importance in a
given culture, one has to make a case for it. Evidence is necessary for each such
claim...” (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 16).
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Collecting, observing, analyzing, and interpreting cases of silence in a multi-
cultural class provoked comparison and brought us to some conclusions that fur-
ther on were supported by the students’ comments. For East Asians SILENCE
is the concept of universal communication with the outside world (with the Uni-
verse), it is striving for harmony, balance, and universal peace. They do not visi-
bly differentiate between public and private communicative behaviors. For South
Asians SILENCE is a selective strategy of communication for public face-saving
that can differ from a private talk on the same topic. They may be silent in class
producing the air of respect, modesty, and concern for the opinions of others but
in private communication with a teacher they may criticize other fellow-students,
complain and even advise teachers on their activities.

(9) As one of the cases, a student from Pakistan always being very active (and
proactive) in class and supportive of the professor, silent when not asked, came up
during the break in the seminars and advised the professor to regulate the students’
comments on the discussed topics by limiting the time for their voiced arguments.

Misunderstanding sometimes occurs from the part of faculty members due to
some limited exposure not only to national or ethnic cultures, but to modern trends
in those cultures, including popular culture.

(10) As a case, a male Chinese student never speaking in class but coming to
communicate with his teacher after the seminar to ask questions or to check the
correct understanding of the phenomena under discussion, came to class one day
with his hair dyed blond, and after a while, with his hair colored pink. The teach-
er’s confused feelings prompted some communicative contradiction: the student
was not speaking in class out of shyness and modesty with the desire not to attract
the attention of the audience but by dyeing his hair he achieved the opposite — at-
tracted everyone’s attention by his changed appearance. In the follow-up discus-
sions of the case students in another class came to the agreement that silence in
class is about the Chinese student’s national identity while dyeing hair blond and
pink is about some youth culture or pop culture (fandom) identity not associated
with the culture-induced silence.

Some East Asian students in discussion of previously collected cases presented
to them in class, insisted that in some of their national universities active speaking
practices in class are introduced that allow them to get used to “Western” academ-
ic discourse and develop speaking competences (staying away from traditional
‘silent mode’) which are very important for educational mobility.

SILENCE is interpreted by us as one of cultural and social values, and for
testing the status of values in the mental program of young generations, a free
association experiment is viewed as appropriate. It is a way to better understand
communicators in real-life situations in which they act out their identities and
mentalities.
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To comprehend the difference in interpretation of SILENCE by culturally dif-
ferent Others in a multicultural class we conducted a free association experiment.
A concept of SILENCE was announced to the class, and the students were in-
structed to write down from 3 to 5 associations (words or word combinations)
referred to the SILENCE concept. According to the frequency of the respondents’
references their nominations were grouped into the core and the periphery. The re-
spondents were encouraged to put down any association that comes to their minds
during a short session without any censorship or pressure. Free association exper-
iment helps to find out what the respondents really think, feel, and believe, and
it is instrumental in exploring identity, mentality, and worldview of the research
participants.

The free association experiment conducted in multicultural classes and sup-
ported by follow-up discussions showed some basic distinction. East Asians and
South Asians refer to SILENCE as a positive communicative practice, while West
Africans (Nigerians, Ghanaians, Gambians) and Russians consider SILENCE a
negative phenomenon indicating bad causes and bad effects.

As for some specific associations, East Asian students (Chinese and Taiwan-
ese) prioritized politeness, patience, face-saving, kindness, modesty, humbleness,
harmony, peace. South Asian students (Pakistanis, Indians, Afghans) highlighted
honor, dignity, respect, wisdom, discipline, reticence, safety, hiding the truth. West
African students (Nigerians, Ghanaians, Gambians) stressed sorrow, sadness,
tranquility, shame, disagreement, danger, uncertainty avoidance, lack of self-con-
fidence, cowardice. Russian students pointed out alienation, rejection, asymmetry,
fear, loneliness, isolation, darkness, discomfort, lack of interest.

Although all cultures studied are classified as collectivistic, high-context, and
shame-based (versus individualistic, low-context, and guilt-based), the scores of
these cultural dimensions vary across these cultures. Meanwhile, the differences in
priorities in free associations regarding SILENCE are more or less obvious: East
Asian politeness and patience vs South Asian dignity and honor vs West African
sorrow and sadness vs Russian alienation and rejection.

Alienation in communication is, first of all, the rejection of the Other or hostility
towards the Other (Gonotskaya, 2019, p. 61). Russian students who had no previ-
ous experience of direct (face-to-face) communication with their Chinese colleagues
confessed that the silence of their Chinese fellow-students felt like alienation and
rejection of Russians and Russianness. For them silence meant absence of commu-
nication while for the Chinese it was communication of politeness of guests towards
hosts. Problems of alienation and rejection of the dissimilar Other are particularly
related to situations of closeness to culture and distance from culture, known as the
emic approach or view from within the cultural code and the etic approach or view
from outside the culture when interpreting communicative acts and events, as well
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as the beliefs and values that underlie them (Geertz, 2017). As for asymmetry, it
signifies inequality, lack of mirror-like interaction, power relations, dependence, and
superiority. Russians felt that in their interactions with the Chinese, they were forced
to assume a position of power, whereas they expected equality.

The limitations of our free association experiment stem from the limited num-
ber of respondents (68 participants from all the cultures mentioned above) and the
large number of unique associations produced by them. The associations mentioned
above are repetitive and occur three or more times in the participants’ responses.

We believe that the practical significance of this study lies in the fact that it
contributes to the reconstruction (or rather deconstruction) of the identity of cul-
turally dissimilar Others (specifically, Silent Others) in the glocal eduscapes of
international universities, where dissimilar cultures come into close contact and
have a strong influence on academic discourse.
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