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How “intercultural conflicts” can be positioned in the context of
a multi-national corporation?:
Case studies as related to the meaning-construction of sharing/not sharing cultures

FUNAYAMA lzumi
(Kumamoto University)

Abstract. Based on ethnographic research, the present study discusses that members of a
multinational corporation sometimes construct cultural differences for the purpose of tolerating
disagreement or resolving potentially conflicting issues. Supposed “cultural differences”
between members of two national cultural groups serve as an available rationale for them to
rethink and even “not to bother” any more about the conflict they have with those with different
national cultural background. In other words, “cultural differences” actually function as a
rhetorical tool to allow individuals to tolerate behaviors of cultural others.

On the other hand, when individuals share national cultural background, their premise of
communication is (having obtained and to obtain) mutual understanding among each other,
whereas when individuals do not share national cultural background, they do not expect mutual
understanding to occur so easily. Thus, when individuals with shared national-cultural
background cannot reach a mutual understanding, it is more upsetting and conflict-ridden than
when individuals with differing national backgrounds fail to reach a mutual understanding.

It should be carefully noted, however, that sharing national-cultural background itself is
not the reason for conflicts, while not sharing it does not automatically guarantee conflict-free
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communication, either. “Shared-ness” and “Non shared-ness” are likely supposed because of
visible or tangible factors (e.g., physiognomy, native language, knowledge about the nationality),
and certain expectations come along with such a supposition—such as automatic mutual
understanding or inevitable misunderstanding.

Yet, the meaning of sharing and not-sharing is subject to particular ways in which
individuals make sense of particular events. This study rather attempts to explore the
resourcefulness of “cultural differences” as a convenient tool by which community members can
make sense of their conflicting experiences with members with different national-cultural
background, as opposed to the unavailability of such a tool when members with the same
national cultural background experience conflict among themselves.
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=letting it pass
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