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Abgtract

In this paper | explore the nation that human beings are culturing beings. 1 contend that the
world' sinfinite ambiguity is congantly pushing usto condruct new and different ways of being and
undergtanding the world. | dso argue that verbing our understanding of culture enlarges our
underganding of what being human means and, moreover, expands mord action by locating our
humanity within aworld with an inherent mord potentidity. Findly, | discussthe nature of this emergent
mordity and the theoretica implicaions thet this emergent quantum understanding of culture bringsto
bear on interculturd communication theory.

An emergent view in intercultural communication theory is chdlenging the commonly held view
that cultures are stable and homogenous (see e.g., Beay, 1993; Caamir, 1993; Dervin, 1991; Martin &
Nakayama, 1999; McPhalil, 1996; Rodriguez, 2002; Said, 2000; Shuter, 1993; Starosta, 1991). The
common criticiam is that we are masking the many points of conflict, dissent, and diversity that permeste
all cultures and, in S0 doing, masking the full complexity that cultures possess and even creste. More
importantly, such masking, in exaggerating (redly distorting) our perceptions of homogeneity and
gability, forces usto adopt dichotomous stances that stop us from “moving toward multiple
pergpectives that might inform each other in adidogue of differences’ (Dervin, 1991, p. 50). As Sad
(2001) notes, “Thereign’t asingle Idam: there are Idams, jus asthere are Americas. Thisdiversty is
true of dl traditions, rdigions or nations even though some of their adherents have futiley tried to draw
boundaries around themsalves and pin their creeds down negtly.” We are demanding more complex
understandings of how we congtitute cultures so asto reflect and spesk better to the complexity,
discontinuity, and divergty thet dl cultures inherently possess and to devise means to have more
congructive and nonviolent ways to dedl with our rich and infinite differences. We are therefore more
and more writing about placing and racing and differencing instead of ethnicity and race and difference
90 asto afford amore heurigtic understanding of the complexity, discontinuity, and diversty thet
condtitute race, ethnicity, and difference (Dervin, 1991; Fry, 1998; Olmsted, 1998; Rodriguez, 1998,
Said, 2000).

In this pgper | push forward this emergent trangitive verb trend by viewing human beings as
culturingbeings. | define culturing as our prodivity to congtruct new and different meanings,
undergtandings, and practices S0 as to reckon with the world' sinfinite ambiguity and quantum nature
that congtantly destabilize extant meanings, understandings, and practices. We are dways condructing
new and different ways of being and understanding the world, which isto say thet cultures are dways
reckoning with ingability and change. No cultureisinherently stable and homogenous. Culturing is
born out of our uniquely human need to bring meaning to bear upon the world' sambiguity. 1t represents




the various tendons and rhythms that come with our trying to find and hold onto meaningsin aworld
that isinherently quantum in consciousness. Thus, this paper forwards a quantum understanding of
culture. Such an underganding, | argue, dlows usto look anew a what being human means and
expands mord action by locating our humanity within a potentialy mora world. It ansversthe cdl for
“away to acknowledge and accept those agpects of didectical inquiry that contribute to saf-reflection
and the gppreciation of Otherness, and at the same time cultivate an awareness of those aspects that
perpetuate symbalic violenceg’ (McPhail, 1996, p. 150). It dso gives us atheoreticd and politica way
“to gtep back from the imaginary thresholds that separate people from each other” by rdeasing usfrom
the dichotomous labd s and positiondities that come with such thresoholds (Said, 2001).

This paper begins with alook at the ontologica foundation that makes cultures inherently
quantum. Cultures are congantly negotiating the interplay between ambiguity and meaning, chaosand
order, homogenety and diversty, equilibrium and disequilibrium, agency and sructure, and other such
quantum and didecticd tengons. The result being thet cultures are dwaysin flux (Martin & Nakayama,
1999). | arguethat cultures evolve and expand by encouraging the rich interplay between dl quantum
tendons, especidly that of meaning and ambiguity (Bateson, 1994; Bohm, 1996). Through this
evolution and expanson cultures promote the evolution of new and different ways of understanding and
experiencing the world. What emergesis a culturing ethos that promotes interpretation and
reinterpretation, and, in o doing, pushes us to be more open to new and different ways of
undergtanding and experiencing theworld. Such an ethos therefore blocks the formation of rigid
postiondities thet tend to pit us violently againgt each other (Bateson, 1994; Bohm, 1996; Said, 2000).
The paper ends with a discussion of three episgemologica implications that a quantum understanding of
culture brings to bear on intercultural communication theory.

The Reaion Between Ambiguity and Meaning

Cultures are organic sysems. Aswith other such systems dl cultures have points of
homogenaty and diversty, continuity and discontinuity, Sability and ingtability, mesning and ambiguity,
order and chaos (Bohm, 1980; Capra, 1983; Gribbin, 1984; Herbert, 1987; Jantsch, 1980).
Indinctively, cultures—like any other organic sysem—dtrive to affirm life so asto evolve and expand.
Conversdly, practices and forces that undercut the evolution of cultures make for the demise of such
cultures. To survive and prosper cultures therefore have to change and evolve by promoting the forces
and practices that make for change and evalution. Integrd to the promotion of such change and
evolution is ambiguity (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).

Meaning and ambiguity are ontologically intertwined (Janstch, 1980; Prigogine & Stengers,
1984). A world devoid of ambiguity is one devoid of meaning. Each defines the other by making for
the existence of each ather. As such, ambiguity and meaning more than Smply define each other; they
actudly condtitute and embed each other. So thereis dways meaning in ambiguity and ambiguity in
meaning. No meaning is ever completdly sable, that is, ever beyond the reach of anew and different
interpretation. There is much heuridic purchese in this inextricable relation between ambiguity and
meaning. Ambiguity chalenges usto look at the world anew. 1t expands our humanity by forcing usto
develop new meanings, new ways of experiencing and being in theworld. In thisway, ambiguity fosters
diversty and evolution. It isalife catdyd, or, according to Mary Catherine Bateson (1994), “the warp
of life” Sysemsthat focus determiniticaly on diminating ambiguity alow for no growth, no evolution,
and, ironicaly, no order (Bohm, 1996). Ambiguity therefore makes for open and vibrant sysems—the
only sysemsthat evolve and strive.



Ambiguty makesfor new experiences, new understandings, new ways of being, and new kinds
of relations with each other by kegping meaning incomplete. Regardless of our most strenuous efforts,
no meaning, agan, is ever aosolute, ever devoid of ambiguity, or ever devoid of interpretation. The
ambiguity of the world kegps meaning in acongant Sate of flux and openness (Bateson, 1994). There
isdways the occason for anew and different interpretation. Meaning is dways multivocd and
incomplete (Bohm, 1996; Lee, Wang, et d. 1995). As such, ambiguity poses a congtant threet to the
dausquo. It congantly pushes usto look at the world differently by inherently destabilizing how we
undergand theworld. Yet it isthisjamming that life finds ingpiration through the redization of new
interpretations. The inherent incomplete nature of meaning therefore makes our worlds and cultures
quantum by congtantly promoting the evolution of new ways of being and understanding theworld. In
worlds and cultures where meaning is embraced as being inherently incomplete, life evolves and
prospers through the congtant evolution of new and different meanings. Abdulkarim Soroosh, who is
seen by many scholars as Iran’ s boldest contemporary theologian, and who faces congtant persecution
from Iran’ s rdigious autocracy, mekes this point well:

The essence of religion will dways be sacred, but its interpretetion by fdlible human

beings is not sacred—and therefore can be criticized, modified, refined, and redefined.

Wha sngle person can say what God meant? Any fixed verson would effectively

smoother religion. 1t would block the rich exploration of the sacred texts

Interpretations are d <o influenced by the age you live in, by the conditions and mores of

the era, and by other branches of that knowledge. So theré sno sngle, inflexible, or

absolute interpretation of 1dam for dl time. (Wright, 1999, pp. 46-47)

We can never end or completedy command the world' s ambiguity. It exceeds and precedes us.
Y e without ambiguity ife hasno meaning. It isambiguity that catalyzes and ingpires our prodivity for
meaning, and through meaning life finds expresson and aticulation. Still we parsg intrying torid the
world of ambiguity. We dam that soon we will be able “to knowthe mind of God” and find the “find
theory” thet will explain the origins and workings of theworld. Of course absolutism abounds many
pheres of many cultures. However, our ambition to end the world' s ambiguity is born out of adeep
fear of the world. We assume no mord, exidentid, or spiritua connection between the world and us.
Insteed, we assume that the world isin conflict with us and, consequently, our own surviva and
prosperity is dependent on us forcefully and coercively subduing and controlling the supposed
maevolent forces of the world that seem bent on destroying us. We dso assume that ambiguity
threstens meaning. We focus on reducing and managing ambiguity. We condrue the relaion between
meaning and ambiguity dudigicadly and gopostiondly rether then didecticaly and holidicaly. We
reman committed to developing stiences, machines, and techniques that end the world' s ambiguity,
complexity, and mystery (Bohm, 1996).

But the world no longer seemstolerant of our ambitionsto end its ambiguity. It ssemsto have
hed enough of the horrors that such an ambition exacts on the wesk and innocent. So aswe persistin
theillusion of positing aosolute and complete meanings, understandings, and truths, the world dso seems
to be resssarting its ambiguity, complexity, and diversty. For example, we areincreaangly dismantling
long held nations of race, ethnicity, sexudity, and rigion. More and more of us belong to every place,
every race, and worship dl Gods. We are more and more writing aout racing, placing, and hopefully
soon, culturing  Understandings of identity are becoming increesingly complex, incomplete, and fluid
(Chen & Sarodta, 1996). We areincreasngly describing ourselves as human rather than, say, Antiguan

3



or Indian; sexud rether than heterosexua or homosexud; spiritud rather than religious, and so forth.
New sciences, writings, paradigms, and fields of study that stress union rather than separation are dso
emerging. And though Nobd Laureate Steven Wanberg promises to uphold reductionism to the end,
holism is seen by other Nobel Laurestes like Freeman Dyson and Ilya Prigogine as the path we must
now take to understand aworld that ontologicaly resists absolute and complete truths and
undergtandings (see Weinberg, 1995 & 2001). Ambiguity, again, will dways exceed and precede
meaning.

Communication is aso acknowledging this emergent quantum worldview and reflecting different
ways that it reshapes and expands our understanding of communication (Contractor, 1994; Cottone,
1993; McPhall, 1996; Murphy, 1996; Seeger, Sdlnow, & Ulmer, 1998; Witte, Meyer, et d., 1996).
McPhail (1996) contends that this emergent paradigm makes for anew rhetoric by getting us beyond
the separation that dudity fosters. Our “belief in separatedness has, indeed, made us strangers, and has
created alanguage of negative difference which manifestsitsdf in the socid and symbolic spaces of
race, gender, and rhetoric” (p 66).

In the following section of this pgper | ook at how a quantum undergtanding of the rdaion
between ambiguity and meaning helps us identify communication practices that promote the evolution of
cultures and, thereby, more condructive ways of negotiating our infinite differences. | examinethe
potentiaity of such an understanding to help “lessen the threets of our differences’ by drawing upon the
intertwine relation between homogendty and diversty.

Rhythms, Tendgons, and Meanings

All organic sysems have points of disequilibrium that congtantly disrupt the status quo. These
points reflect different interpretations, meanings, and truths that make for conflict and dissent. For
example, forestsfires resulting from natura forces represent points of disequilibrium. Yet such firesare
vitd for thewdl-being of forests by dlowing for the burning of underbrush and old trees that encumber
forests ecosysems from evolving and flourishing. Points of disequilibrium perform avita function by
blocking naturd systems from becoming completely homogeneous, thet is, from becoming beholden to
one undergtanding of theworld. Moreover, such points undercut the reifying and deifying of certain
ways of being and, in 0 doing, act as catdysts for evolution and trandformation. Conversdly, through
the suppression of such points organic systems lose the ability to respond flexibly and creetively to new
gtuations Points of disequilibrium therefore affirm life by congtantly contesting and disrupting the status
quo; pushing the system to redlize new expressions.

So dl cultures possess a driving to evolve, and through such evolution find prosperity. But such
evolution is dependent on cultures promoating the rich interplay between meaning and ambiguity. This
requires cultures redlizing those rhythms that promote new meanings and interpretations while
smultaneoudy dlowing for the devolution of current meanings and interpretations. Integra to finding
these rhythmsiis the promotion of ways of being that encourage the incomplete nature of meaning, that
is, understandings of communication that promote interpretation rether than tranamisson. AsMcPhall
observes (1996), “Communication, as it has been practiced and continues to be practiced in Western
culture, is geared towards socia control and the maintenance of exigting ideologica and epigemological
dructures’ (p. 138). However, such an understanding of communication gtill pervades intercultura
communication theory (Martin & Nakayama, 1999; McPhall, 1996). In many cases, we il treat
communication as a medium phenomenon—communication conveys and articul ates culture.
Communication emerges as arepresentationd rather than ontologicd phenomenon, whichisto say a
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way of representing rather than away of embodying our worlds. In persgting in looking a
communication in terms of transmission, we help perpetuate the view that cultures are sable and
homogenous and thus amenable to reductionistic methodologies that srive to make complete and
abolutedams

Viewing communication as transmisson—a bedrock assumption of popular definitions of
culture—assumes that human beings are passive to theworld. We are supposedly molded by prevailing
discursve, communicative, and performative practices. We conceptudize the relationship between
culture and communication as causd and determinigic (Martin & Nakayama, 1999). We assume that
culturd patterns can theoreticaly predict behavior. Accordingly, exaggerated notions of sability and
homogeneity permeate many popular definitions of culture (Dervin, 1991; Martin & Nakayama, 1999;
Moon, 1996). Deetz (1995) contends thet viewing communication as transmisson misses the palitics of
sf condruction. It depaliticizes communication by masking issues of identity formation and blocking
scrutiny of the deep ideologica structures that condrict meaning creetion processes. For Deetz (1995),
“ Communication is about didogic, collaborative congructions of sdf, other, and world in the process
of making collective decisons. This indudes the production and reproduction of persond identities,
socid knowledge, and socid dructures’ (p. 107). Communication places and diplaces us. It
aImultaneoudy gives us an underdanding of the world while Smultaneoudy undercutting thet
undergtanding of theworld. For ingtance, we never mirror our experiences or our thoughts. Each
retelling crestes new experiences, new meanings, new understandings, and, often, even new truths. In
this way, communication enables us by affording us constant access to new experiences, new meanings,
and new understandings (Arthos, 2000; Gordon, 2000).

A quantum world needs undergandings of communication that can ek to its quantum
prodlivity. Such undersiandings can be found in emergent definitions of communication that ontologically
assume no separation between communication and the world (e.g., Bohm, 1996; Thayer, 1995). Such
definitions stress a consequentid rather than referential understanding of communication (Thayer, 1995).
That is emergent definitions of communication hold to the quantum notion thet the world and us are
embedded within each other. Communication Stuates usin the world rather than is the meansto
represent theworld. As Thayer (1995) notes, “In naming the world, we name oursdves, in explaining
the world, we explain oursaves, in defining the world, we define oursdves’ (p. 9). Through
communication we congtruct as well as embody our worlds. However, such condructing and
embodying is by no means arbitrary. As Martin Buber, Paulo Freire, David Bohm, and many other
proponents of didogue long argued, some communication practices are more heuristic and humane than
others. Those practices that embrace ambiguity pull ustowards the center of the world and thereby
dign uswith the world's quantum rhythms.  Such communication practices dlow usto ebb and flow to
thesetensons. Meaning remains open and fluid and, in being so, dlows usto dso remain open and
fluid. Thus how we embody, condruct, understand, and relate to the world are dl deeply intertwine and
inseparable processes.

But many practi ces thresten the rich interplay between ambiguity and meaning. Arguably, one
of the most serious and ingdiousisthat of reification. Reification isthe gateway to diendion and
defication. It amsto limit human action by limiting ambiguity. 1t seduces us by limiting the anxiety thet
comes with ambiguity. In limiting humean action, however, refication limits valition and, consequently,
responghility. It thuslimits our obligation and commitment to each other and, in so doing, promotes
separation and fragmentation. Refication aso encumbers the evolution of new and different ways of
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being and understanding the world by promating rigidity rather than flexibility. 1t does so by subtly
turning us away from the world' sambiguity. We thereby lose the courage to fully embrace the
ambiguity that isvitd for new thoughts, ideas, experiences, underdandings, and meaningsto enter the
world. Inthisway, refication aso undercuts diveraty and plurdity. Findly, refication blocksthe
formation of the degp and complex human rdations thet flow from vibrant meaning cregtion and
interpretive processes. In Developing Through Relaionships Alan Foge (1993) writes about how
reification harms the evolution of such rdations

When relationships evolve into patterns in which participants percaive them as sequences of

discrete exchanges or reward and codt it is quite likely thet the creativity has gone out of them.

They are no longer dynamic sysenms in which individuds grow, they have become prisons of the

soul. Repeated encounters, therefore, can sometimes dull the senses and produce hatred,

anger, and boredom. It is not mere repetition thet leads to credtive daboration, it isone's
stance toward the other, one's openness to change and desire to create new meaning through

the relaionship. (p. 90)

Fogd dso writes that “Rdationships must have . . . something not quite known, something thet
may never be understood or even articulated, something that entices the mind and body and thet renews
the meaning in the rdationship” (p. 90). Put differently, cultures evolve by promating incompletion. But
more importantly, through the promation of incompletion we aso redlize our own potentidity to
corstruct redities thet actualy promote diversty and plurdity. Incompletion therefore encourages a
didogic communication senghility.

Such asenshility assumes that we quest for completion, that we possess the capacity to act
deiberatdy upon the world, that we become fully human only through practices thet promote
affirmation, empathy, openness, and trudt, thet an exigtentia, mordl, and even piritud relation exids
between the world and us, and that the world isincomplete (Arnett, 1986; Buber, 1970 & 1994;
Cissna& Anderson, 1994; Freire, 1993; Gordon, 2000; Murray, 2000; Shotter, 2000). Through
dia ogic communication we contribute to the world' s creetion and completion. Our becoming is
entwined with thet of theworld. Practices that harm our becoming aso harm the becoming of the
world. Assuch, adidogic senshility encourages usto be open, sendtive, and tolerant of new ways of
understanding and experiencing the world (Czubaroff & Friedman, 2000; Pearce & Littlgohn, 1997,
Rodriguez, 2001). We areto didogue with (rather than againgt) others to achieve mutua
undergtandings and reelize new possihilities

In remaining pages of this paper | look &t three different ways thet culturing expands interculturd
communication theory and heightens the ferment emerging in intercultural communication studies thet
views culture rdaiondly, didecticdly, and haligicdly (Bday, 1993; Caamir, 1993; Martin &
Nakayama, 1999; McPhail, 1996; Shuter, 1993; Starosta, 1991).

New Vidas and New Posshilities
Undergtandably, intercultural communication theory has a deep tradition againg dams of
different cultures being moraly superior to other cultures. Much good has come from upholding this
tradition. But emergent observations of the world are forcing us to reckon with the daim that we have
no ontologica or episemologica ground upon which to make mord daims about different cultures. To
look a cultures from a quantum standpoint alows us to move beyond the horrors thet attend to culturd
hegemony while smultaneoudy alowing usto make mord daims about different cultures. We
accomplish thisfeat in the mog interesting of ways
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Adopting a culturing Sandpoint revedls how the congtant evolving and changing nature of
cultures congtantly undermines efforts to establish and sustain cultural hegemony.  Culturing highlights the
guantum tengons and contradictions that define dl cultures. We smultaneoudy see the homogeneity
and diversty, the gability and ingability, the order and the chaos, and so forth. We dso seethe
paliticd, mord, and exigentid struggles, and the many contests over meanings, interpretations, and
symbolsthat define dl cultures. We ultimately come to understand that daims of culturd uniformity and
dahility will dways beillusory. There will dways be gpaces where hope resides.

Thus culturing gives usamord direction rather than amord dedtination. 1t promotes
communication practices that dress diverdty, sengtivity, and other ways of being that make or intend for
no harm to others and the world. Inthisway, culturing does make for asuperior mordity. For
example, cultures where peoples of different undergtandings, truths, and even gods, live peacefully with
eech other are indeed mordly superior to other cultures where such peoples are persecuted, maimed,
and killed for amply being Other. In sum, culturing does give usaway to understand which
communication and cultura practices acknowledge and appreciate Otherness and difference, while a
the same time cultivating “an awvareness of those aspects that perpetuate symbolic violence” (McPhall,
1996, p. 150).

But culturing gives us more than amord direction. It aso acknowledges, even cdebrates, the
culturd commondities that morally bound us together, and, in o doing, “lessens the thrests of our
[culturd] differences” All cultures are congtantly grappling with the interplay between ambiguity and
meaning and the other quantum tensonsthat thisinterplay sets off. Y et culturing demydifies cultures
without destroying or infringing on their inherent complexity. It gives us a heuristic means to understand
cultures without making us believe that our understandings can ever be or need to be complete and
absolute. Cultura complexity makes for inherent mystery. But now we no longer need to be afraid of
thismygery. It reflectstheinfinite potentidity thet undergirdsdl cultures. So wheressintercultura
communication theory has long focused on describing whet is, culturing alows us now to dso consider
what can be and aso what needsto be,

Findly, in aworld where recent horrendous events seem to be endoraing the hypothesis about
the coming “dash of dvilizations” culturing reframes our undergtanding of culturesin away that nather
undermines hope nor the possibility of usforging new ways of being together with otherswho seem to
be s0 culturdly different and dien to us, even to the point of being seen asless human than us. Hope
residesin the points of disruption, disequilibrium, and dissent that constantly destabiilize the status quo.
Hope d 0 resides in the quantum tugging found in al organic sysems. No culture can escagpe the
quantum order of theworld. Cultures that focus on ending ambiguity and diversty will eventudly
devolve. The quantum order of the world will tolerate only so much variahility. In thisway, though
never certain, redemption is dways possble that is, there is dways the possibility for more congructive
and nonviolent ways of being together to emerge and make for new redlities. Thus“for future
generations to condemn themsdlves to prolonged war and suffering without o much asacritica pause,
without looking at interdegpendent higtories of injugtice and oppresson, without trying for common
emancipation and mutud understanding seems far more willful than necessary” (Sad, 2001).

Condusion

Verbing our understanding of culture assumes that human bangs are fundamentaly rdaiond
beings with a griving and patentidity for communion with the world and each other. We are culturing
beings—aways congtructing and decondructing cultures. Common undergtandings of culture mask the
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natura tensonsthet cultures possess and which are so vitd for their prosperity. This, again, isworld of
chaos and order, ambiguity and meaning, homogeneity and diversity, Sability and ingability, and
equilibrium and dissquilibrium. Cultures like dl organic entities, are congtantly negatiating these
quantum tensons. Y et these tensons are naturd catdyssfor lifé s evolution and expanson. Through
the evolution and expangon of our cultures our humanity evolves and expands. It ssemstherefore that
our redemption and that of the world issacredly intertwined.
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