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Maintaining “Dialogue” and “Debate”

Across Different Cultures

—Communication Studies for Mutual Understanding—
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* Faculty of Foreign Language Studies—— Associate Professor Noriaki Tajima
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We communicate with close people like family members and friends in our daily life, but
sometimes we also need to communicate with those whose interests conflict with ours. As-
sociate Professor Noriaki Tajima of the Faculty of Foreign Language Studies interrogates
public communication, exploring the possibilities of dialogue and mutual understanding in
modern society from a communication studies perspective, in order to address a wide
range of social themes arising from interactions among individuals, groups, and society.
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* Studying human relationships and society from a

communication perspective
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Critical, cultural and rhetorical approach to communication

—— What sparked your interest in communication studies?

| have loved American literature since high school and continued
this love by pursuing an undergraduate degree in English at the Fac-
ulty of Foreign Languages at my university. After entering university,
| joined the English Speaking Society (ESS), where | joined inter-
collegiate English-speaking policy debate club. In the college and de-
bate club, | fell in love with debate and was fascinated by the charm
of communication, not only by its methods and impacts but also its
challenges and possibilities. | simply enjoyed classes and debate
activities back then, but now that | think back on it, | guess | was too
competitive.

| majored in American literature as an undergraduate and wrote
my thesis focusing on a recurring theme of an American poet. | then
went to the United States for graduate school and majored in com-
munication studies. Then, | focused on rhetoric, argumentation, and
communication education.

When | was a graduate student, | also served as an graduate
teaching assistant, or assistant coach for the debate club, provid-
ing guidance and advice to undergraduates. | did this job to take
advantage of the university’s system that offered tuition waivers and
living stipends in exchange for the work. Since returning to Japan, |
have taught debate in classes and coordinated Japan-U.S. exchange
debate tours with the Japan Debate Association, contributing to the
promotion of academic debate.

—— What is communication studies?

In the United States, the discipline of communication studies
has a clear foundation. It began in the early 20th century when a
proposal to analyze political speeches at the then Anglo-American
Literary Society was rejected because texts outside of “sophisticated
text” were deemed unworthy of academic conversations. This led to
the organization of an academic society to establish a new academic
field in 1914. This is considered to be the beginning of communica-
tion studies in America today. For this reason, from the time it began
and until the mid-twentieth century, the field had a strong pragmatic
orientation, with undergraduate education that was focused on liberal
arts and basic education for students who wanted to go into politics
or law. The latter half of the twentieth century has a different story for
the discipline. In response to the rapidly increasing globalization of
American society, the field expanded to include research and educa-
tion on communication in a variety of contexts, such as intercultural,
organizational, and interpersonal communication as well as media. As
a result, many researchers in communication began using quantita-
tive research methods. It has also evolved to include influences from
the spread of feminism, civil rights movements, increased discus-
sions on the rights of sexual minorities, as well as the development of
ideas and theories in Europe, making contemporary communication
studies highly interdisciplinary. The discipline is also characterized
by a strong attitude to respond flexibly to insights from other fields of
humanities and social sciences.

Because of this history, some people see one of my special-
ties, rhetoric, as “the orthodox,” connected with the democratic and
oratorical culture of ancient Greece and the origin of American com-
munication studies. However, | think of rhetoric more broadly as a
humanities discipline that helps us decode communication and gives
meaning to our life. When the meanings that are revealed pose ethi-
cal dilemmas or stimulate academic debate, | find significant value in
my role as a researcher in communication.
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A few sample intercultural
communication textbooks

Is it possible to argue while respecting civility?

—— What are your recent research topics?

| have long been interested in the aspects of communication that
involve the public and numerous stakeholders. Recently, | have been
interested in how we can continue dialogues and realize constructive
discussions in the face of growing social divisions across different
ideologies and cultures. You may want to refuse or give up discus-
sions because it is very hard to keep dialogue with people with differ-
ent values or backgrounds. However, when it comes to public topics,
topics that concern with everyone in the society, we should express
our opinions with good reasons and hear opinions open-mindedly
and critically. And ideally, we should reach a conclusion that make
sense to all of us. As | search communicative practices from a variety
of different scenes, | find some that embody this ideal process. But |
also find examples that go awfully wrong. When | find either of these
cases, | find it interesting to write academic papers.

Civility is an idea that | found interesting to discuss in the scene
of social movements in Japan. It is a manner or communication, but it
is not just politeness. As you can find from the word, it is enrooted in
the virtue of keeping communication in groups. According to the spirit
of the term, you show respect to others not because they are supe-
rior, but because you believe it is civil, or because it is an expected in
the society of civilization. In other words, it is a virtue for civic society.
Usually, in Japan, you are expected to be polite in public. But | am
not sure if this polite manner is dedicated to keeping dialogue and
debate because you believe it best maintains our civil society. In light
of that, how do we express our opinions while maintaining civility?
So, | wrote a paper titled “Civility: Mannequin Flash Mob, Jitaku Keibi
Tai, and the Future of Japanese Democracy,” with social movements
that make effective use of parody and art serving as good examples
to resolve the question | proposed.

—— How do you research your topics?

| understand that sociology and media studies in Japan often
adopt quantitative research methods. | also find these papers interest-
ing to read. However, | as a rhetorician and qualitative researcher col-
lect as many relevant texts as possible, including newspaper reports,
political critiqgues, comments from talk show commentators as well as
street interviews, and social media posts. Then, | craft my works with
ideas and theories of communication, rhetoric or argumentation such
as civility.

The choice of my research topics is based on my personal belief
that public dialogues and debates should be maintained and devel-
oped. The paper on civility and Japanese current social movements
is also based on this belief. My speculation is that many researchers
in Japan define their areas of specialty from which to choose their
individual paper topics. But my primary interest lies in communica-
tion and rhetoric, and communication is happening everywhere. So,
| target hot topics in society as they occur and compelling commu-
nication phenomena. Whether it's social movements, works of art,
debates in the national Diet, or rap, | choose my research themes
according to my interest.

Dialogue with others is always intercultural communication

—— Please introduce us to the Intercultural Communication Program of
the Faculty of Foreign Language Studies.

| believe that our communication is always intercultural, whether
you interact with someone close to you or someone raised in a very
different place and era. This is because culture is not just made by
national boundaries. It involves other complex factors, such as gen-
der, race, age, sexual orientation, values, physical ability, and others.
In fact, cultures are multi-layered to make up each individual as being
one and only. But when we talk with strangers, cultural difference
may appear so deep that we sometimes feel that it is impossible to
have good, constructive dialogues. When encountering these dif-

ficulties, do you consider how to overcome them and walk in unison,
or do you decide to keep your distance? And when you decide to
keep your distance, how do you justify your decision? When we have
conflicting opinions, how can we still keep engaging in dialogue and
reconcile these differences? | believe trying to find answers to these
questions are very important for all of us, especially those in the
younger generations as students.

All students in the Faculty of Foreign Language Studies experi-
ence life in foreign countries during their second year through the
study-abroad program. The insights they learn from the intercultural
communication programs will make their life abroad safer and more
meaningful. Moreover, it provides them with foundational academic
backgrounds for exploring questions and challenges they have en-
countered during their life abroad in their 3rd and 4th years. And |
believe that after graduation, intercultural communication program
will not only make them better communicators but also contribute to
improving our whole society. By learning through the Faculty of For-
eign Language Studies, | hope students will make use our lessons to
maximize their potentials in their life as good college students, good
workers and as good citizens.
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