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Abstract: Analogy is defined in many different ways. In this paper it is understood as a process in
which the familiar structure of a direct experience in one situation is used to make conclusions regarding
an expected experience within another structure. This process is based on the perceived similarity of
the structures, not on rational, theoretical analysis of the relations between their components and the
mechanisms of their interactions. The use of analogy relies on the engagement of intuitive recognition
of the structural similarity between different instances of experience. The engagement of intuition
does not preclude rational study and the development of strategies for using analogy, as part of this
work focuses on rational learning about our own experience. Analogy plays two very different roles
in this paper; as the main subject of this study, which focuses on the development of intercultural
competence, and as a methodological instrument for carrying out and sharing the results of this study.
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1. Introduction

One of the most important goals of study abroad exchange programs for university students is
to provide participants with the opportunity to develop intercultural communication competence
(ICC) [1,2]. ICC, more recently called intercultural competence in recognition of a slightly more general
context, is defined in many, not necessarily consistent ways [3]. At this point we define it as the ability to
study, work, and live in a social environment with people with diverse cultural backgrounds. The issue
of a definition is returned to later in this paper. It is commonly assumed by administrators of study
abroad programs that immersing students in a multicultural environment provides an intercultural
experience that is sufficient for the development of intercultural competence.

However, host institutions do not always provide a multicultural environment. Moreover,
even so-called highly internationalized universities with an international student body cannot be
considered fully representative of an authentic multicultural environment. For instance, universities
create many mechanisms for eliminating sources of intercultural conflicts; students from similar
cultural backgrounds tend to form homogeneous groups shielding them from exposure to other
cultures and students may focus on their relatively short term educational goals rather than participate
in intercultural experiences. To experience authentic intercultural encounters, students should be
immersed in the life of nonacademic communities at large, but even this can limit their experience to
only one culture of the host country. Thus, typically study abroad programs provide students with
experience of intercultural interactions with only one culture. The difference between experience
in one foreign culture and experience of living and working in a multicultural environment or in
changing cultural environments is of special concern in this paper and was also considered important
in previous literature on the subject. S.A. Stadler introduced the terminological differentiation of the
“culture-specific intercultural competence” and the “culture-generic intercultural competence” [4].
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Since it is the actual experience of intercultural interactions that matters, the extension from one
foreign culture to other cultures by theoretical generalization is entirely ineffective. Therefore, the
merit of studying abroad could be questionable. There would be no reason to travel abroad because a
student could stay home and read books about other cultures.

The main objective of this paper is to demonstrate that the preferred tool in preparation for
multicultural interactions is analogy—the method of transferring experience of that which is particular
(individual experience derived from immersion in one particular culture) to the context of other
particular, individual experiences. It is also proposed that access to this tool is provided by the
development of an understanding of how we perceive and experience our environment.

This paper starts with an explanation of the concept of analogy. Then, the use of analogy is
explained both as the subject of this paper and as its methodological tool. Finally, some specific
examples providing support for the development of competency are presented as the basis for the use
of analogy in its extension to other contexts.

2. Analogy as a Subject and as a Tool

This study focuses on the use of analogy in the preparation of students for their future intercultural
encounters, but it may serve the more general objective of extending this preparation to any unfamiliar
environment. However, it is important to prevent misunderstanding of this objective. This paper
proposes an alternative to providing students with theoretical knowledge, but this does not mean that
this theoretical knowledge does not have value.

The main objective of this article is to provide an alternative strategy for the development of
competence and skills in overcoming the challenges of a novel environment, complementing existing
methods. In this paper, the strategy is exemplified by the development of ICC, for which this novel
environment means foreign culture. However, this special case can be used as a model for a much
wider variety of novel environments of different types.

It should be emphasized that the concept of analogy is understood in many different ways and
only one is chosen for this paper. Analogy, in this paper, is understood as a process where the familiar
structure of a direct experience in one situation is used to make conclusions regarding the expected
experience within another structure, on the basis of the perceived similarity of the entire experience,
rather than on a rational, theoretical analysis of the relations between their components and the
mechanisms of their interactions.

This does not mean that theoretical analysis and its increased level of abstraction is not important,
but that a competent action in the context of a cultural environment, or more generally of any
environment, is one which can be carried out without any support of rational thought or awareness.
Someone who can speak without grammatical errors is not considered a competent speaker of the
language if this is achieved by constant conscious reference to general rules. In the same way, someone
who cannot avoid reference to prescribed theoretical rules of conduct in a foreign culture, or some
other novel situation, should not be called competent.

On the other hand, there should be an awareness of the limited reliability of analogy in the
transition from a past experience in one culture to potential interactions with other cultures. For instance,
there should not be an attempt to transfer a former experience directly to the new cultural context,
instead, surprising and unexpected aspects of the earlier encounter should be used as preparation for
new surprises. We can learn more about ourselves and our own reactions in order to cope with all that
we cannot predict or learn in advance in a new cultural environment. This is where analogy enters.

Analogy relies on the holistic perception of a similarity in complex systems with a large number
of components with their own properties and mutual relations, not on the abstract elimination of
secondary properties in the search for essential properties which are the subject of objective universal
rules. This holistic perception is achieved at the subconscious level, apparently in an instantaneous act
of recognition without any self-awareness.



Philosophies 2019, 4, 25 3 of 6

There is a legitimate question whether this type of process, which is dependent on the intuitive
perception of similarity outside of rational control, can be the subject of a rational, academic study.
Can we find general rules for the development or fostering of this type of competency? There is some
support for this idea. We can find it in very old teachings—for instance, in the famous motto of the
Delphic Oracle, written in the forecourt of the Temple of Apollo: “Know thyself” (γνω̃θι σεαυτóν).
Of course, the rule is not about the rational, theoretical knowledge of one’s own psychology, but about
the ability to recognize and intuitively interpret one’s own subjective experience. An understanding of
our own experience can help us understand others who may have very different cultural backgrounds
and it can also help us to predict our reaction to unfamiliar situations. Even more importantly, it can
give us access to intuitive resources, such as the recognition of similarities and the building of analogies,
which escape rational analysis.

Finally, analogy, as it is defined and explained above, is not only a concept fundamental to the
subject of this paper (focusing on the development of ICC), but is also utilized as a methodological tool
for carrying out and sharing the results of this study. One particular case is presented, outlining the
experience of supporting students in their development of ICC. Then the reader is invited to exercise
his or her skills in the use of analogy to transmit this very strongly context-dependent structure to his
or her own context.

3. An Example of Intercultural Competence

The method of extending familiar experience to novel contexts requires the skill of observation,
not only of the environment, but also of our own experience within this environment. An elaborate,
or at least adequate description of the familiar structure is required to use analogy as a research tool.
This description does not have to be focused on analytical elements, but rather on a synthesis of that
which gives the sense of familiarity of the context. It should describe the experience rather than look
for commonalities or generalizations. Then we can try to identify the analog structures or situations.

The research field of the study is at Akita International University (AIU). AIU is a liberal arts
institution with a student population of about 1000. It is located in Akita prefecture on the Northern
seaboard of Honshu, the main island of Japan. It is a very young and small university in a rural area,
but it is considered one of the most internationalized universities in Japan. This is because from the
beginning it adopted a set of dynamic policies such as teaching all courses in English, requiring all
students to study abroad for a year, and recruiting approximately one-fourth of the students on campus
as international exchange students who live on campus together with Japanese students. AIU has
achieved success in providing students with an international environment, an intercultural experience,
and linguistic opportunities fitting their educational goals. The question remains as to what extent
AIU students have achieved authentic ICC beyond mere familiarity with the culture of the country in
which they studied abroad.

To present a complete picture of the situation, it is necessary to explain why intercultural
competence is considered important at AIU and in Japan. Also, we should consider the rationale
for the study abroad program and its emphasis on the development of intercultural competence.
Because of the lengthy recession of the Japanese economy and the fact that Japanese students’
English skills were far behind those of students in other developed countries [5], the Japanese
government and the Japanese business world put emphasis on fostering “global human resources”,
which were defined as human resources with a global perspective, the development of a global
network, and the ability to operate globally. According to the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and
Industry (METI), these types of human resources were indispensable in order to secure a competitive
advantage [6]. In addition, METI set the three types of “Common Global Competencies” which
were identified as (1) fundamental competencies for working people, (2) communication skills in
English, and (3) intercultural understanding competencies and leveraging [6]. Internationalization of
universities was recognized as one of the most urgent issues and the government put considerable
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effort into promoting it, which explains the emphasis on this aspect of education at AIU and the high
recognition of AIU in Japan.

Governmental policies are general and do not specify the meaning of ICC, but there is extensive
literature on the subject.

ICC was sometimes defined in a very general, but not very useful way as “behavior that
is appropriate and effective in a given context” [7]. There were also more precise definitions,
such as “the overall internal capability of an individual to manage key challenging features of
intercultural communication: namely, cultural differences and unfamiliarity, intergroup posture, and
the accompanying experience of stress” [8] or “the ability to analyze the given social environment and
select the appropriate behavior” [9].

The opportunity to develop ICC is one of the reasons for the increasingly popular study abroad
exchange programs in a majority of universities not only in Japan, but also all over the world.
For instance, the Council of Europe (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages)
promotes intercultural skills, which are understood as the ability to bring the culture of origin and
the foreign culture into relation with each other; cultural sensitivity and the ability to identify and
use a variety of strategies for contact with those from other cultures; the capacity to fulfil the role
of cultural intermediary between one’s own culture and the foreign culture and to deal effectively
with intercultural misunderstanding and conflict situations; and the ability to overcome stereotyped
relationships [10,11].

Recognition of the importance of ICC for economic and political national interests stimulated further
research in the subject. ICC was frequently generalized to “intercultural competence” or “global and
intercultural competence”. For the present paper, the most important development in the study of
intercultural competence was the discussion of whether intercultural competence can be learned. There is
a quite extensive body of literature with arguments for the developmental character of intercultural
competence, linking it with experiential processes requiring an extended period of time [12]. This is
consistent with the idea proposed in this paper to use an alternative approach utilizing analogy.

It is frequently assumed that participation in the study abroad program automatically brings
multicultural experience sufficient for the development of intercultural competence. However, as it
was mentioned above in the Introduction, host institutions of exchange programs for students usually
cannot provide a real multicultural environment conducive for the development of intercultural
competence. Even the most internationalized universities cannot provide exposure to a variety of
cultures without the restriction to their academic and therefore artificially homogenized versions.
This brings about the challenge to develop strategies for the development of ICC transcending the
limitations of bilateral exchanges of students.

Research on the development of ICC and its use in pedagogical practice focused on the effectiveness
of existing methods with a gradual transition to exploring alternative, more effective methodologies [13].
It is easy to recognize the limitations of an approach emphasizing adaptation, as expressed in the
traditional saying “When in Rome do as the Romans do”, as well as the limitations of passive
observation as a way to learn about other cultures. These limitations prompted a move toward more
active forms of engagement for students in activities carried out together with local communities.
The transition to a more active style of learning brought an improvement in ICC, but could not overcome
the limitations of learning through interaction with only one particular culture of a host country.

In this research, to assess the effectiveness of their experience abroad, students were interviewed
and asked to reflect on what they had learned. It was realized that the method of study itself could
be an instrument of further improvement. Students who reflected on their experiences and their
transformation through these experiences could achieve the goal of being better prepared for future
intercultural encounters. This was the source of the idea to utilize self-reflection and self-study as a
way to go beyond the particular, but rather accidental location of experiences abroad.

In the following, the examples will illustrate the use of self-reflection, i.e., learning about ourselves,
as a tool for transcending the limits of individual experience within one culture. The examples consist
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of fragments of interviews with students, in which we can easily recognize growing understanding of
their own experience. It has to be emphasized that the role of these interviews within the present paper
is not to provide empirical evidence for the general thesis of the paper, but to illustrate it in a very
specific context. Most importantly, students were not asked directly to comment on own experience,
but rather to reflect on what they learned. Students spontaneously focused on their own reactions and
their transformation.

Examples 1 and 2 are examples of the development of empathy, which is an important element in
building successful communication.

Example 1. “Before going to year abroad, I wanted to talk to international students, but I couldn’t
because I was shy and my English was not good. But when I was in the US and felt really lonely, I was
so glad somebody talked to me especially when they showed the interests about Japanese culture, I felt
very happy, so when I returned to Japan, I am trying to talk to the international students much more
than before. Also I try to ask about their countries”.

Example 2. “Before going to year abroad, when international students asked me questions, or somebody
had problems, then, I offered my SUPPORT. I thought it was rather too much if I offered help without
being asked. However, after experience in living abroad, I learned it was not easy to ask for help in
the unfamiliar country. I did not speak their language and they did not care about foreigners. After
having this experience, I try to speak to international students from my side as much as possible”.

Examples 3, 4, and 5 show growing understanding of students’ cultural identity; their “Japaneseness”.

Example 3. “Before going to year abroad, I always look outside of Japan, for me to be a global citizen
and internationalized person means to be westernized. During the time of year abroad, I realized I am
Japanese, and I can’t be American, or European. Now I think I must develop my internationalized
identity on the top of my Japanese identity. That is the real global citizenship”.

Example 4. “When I was in one year abroad program, I was so ashamed that I couldn’t answer
the questions about Japan and realized how little I know about my own country. For them I am a
representative of the Japanese, but I didn’t know anything. Even though I can speak good English, it is
not good enough”.

Example 5. “I felt I am Japanese when I behaved or reacted different way from other people from
different countries. I didn’t know how much I missed all Japanese things. I am surprised myself to feel
like this, but I am proud that I am Japanese”.

This growing understanding of one’s own experience is only one step away from achieving an
extension by analogy to unfamiliar situations. The examples above were not prompted. Students
did not have any instruction or even suggestions as to how to reflect on their experiences. The actual
method of using analogy should provide some tools for developing better methods of exploration and
greater understanding of one’s own experience. At present, suggestions addressed to students are
limited, but have the potential to be extended. Recommendations include working on the following to
help students develop their:

1. ability to observe the environment and their own experiences without prejudice or preconception;
2. ability to be aware of their own emotions and feelings, to explore their own possibly irrational,

emotional side;
3. ability to empathize with other people;
4. ability to engage in interaction with other people;
5. skills in expressing their own feelings and experiences;



Philosophies 2019, 4, 25 6 of 6

6. improvement in relying on their intuitive sense of similarity between experiences;
7. ability to use self-reflection for understanding others.

4. Conclusions

The strategy for the development of ICC presented in Section 3 does not address directly a more
general reflection of the role of analogy in building any type of competence described in Section 2.
However, once the ability to utilize our intuitive skills is developed, the recognition of analogy between
different structures of our experience does not require any intellectual, rational effort, such as is required
for a higher level of abstraction and the accumulation of knowledge of multiple cultural environments.
This ability consists of supporting, not suppressing our intuition. The key to the successful use of
the wisdom in the motto of the Delphic Oracle “Know thyself” is in the recognition of the role of
self-reflection in building analogy between structures of our experience.

The experience presented in Section 3, without any pretense to generality or objective validity,
may become valuable for someone who will find an analogy between the structure of the experience
and the context of his or her own experience.
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