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in the new socio-cultural construction as a cultural agent 
who is embracing cross-culture “negotiation rather than 
negation” (Bhabha, 1994, p.69)  

As I was moving forward to analyze my “self” in the 
three narratives, I was stuck. I was unable to analyze my 
“self” objectively. Accordingly, I decided to refer to my 
“self” with an Arabic female name, Nuha, in the analysis 
and discussion sections. I make no associations to Nuha 
since I don’t know anyone personally by that name. Doing 
this helped me proceed with my analysis. As a result, I 
recognize three overarching themes of “Cultural Identity”, 
“Appearance and Reality,” “Bridging the Gaps.” The three 
themes are reflected in each one of the three narratives; 
however, each narrative has one major theme that I will 
focus on in the findings section. 

The first theme, of cultural identity, manifests itself 
in Names and Titles. Nuha, in this narrative, reflects on 
her cultural norms in addressing professors in academia. 
She is surprised at her professor’s gesture of allowing his 
students to call him by his first name. In Nuha’s culture, 
one’s title, be it academic, professional, or social, is an 
important component of one’s cultural identity. And 
a person’s title suggests a special social code that, in 
turn, stimulates specific cultural responses. In addition, 
sometimes the use of a title alone is sufficient to address 
a person. Older people, teachers and professors, high 
officials, and people with specific job titles, such as 
physicians and university professors are mostly addressed 
by their titles only. More specific, in Nuha’s culture, the 
Arabic and Islamic culture, teachers and professors have 
a high social status; therefore, must be addressed by 
their titles. Another aspect of cultural identity reflected 
in Names and Titles is that of eating and drinking in 
classrooms. In Nuha’s culture, eating and drinking in 
classrooms is prohibited for students, and professors 
rarely drink in their classrooms. Nuha recalls, in one of 
her classes back home, that a professor was obligated to 
tell his students about his health condition; since he was 
diagnosed with diabetes and had to drink water during the 
lecture. Nuha completed her first semester without eating 
or drinking anything in any classroom.

The second theme, of appearance and reality, is 
apparent in Nuha’s contemplation of the elderly white 
woman’s appearance that contradicts her behavior toward 
Nuha. While the image of a mother figure is assumed to 
bring forth feelings of love, caring, and safety, this was 
not the case for Nuha. Another example in this theme 
is the instance where the elderly white woman uses the 
words “germs” and “contamination” in regard to Nuha. 
These words are derogatory in nature and, moreover, they 
hold serious connotations, associating Nuha with people 
who are ignorant or stupid. The elderly white woman 
judged Nuha’s level of education based only on her 
appearance as a “covered” Muslim woman, and through 
one single behavior, that of picking up few dates with her 
bear fingers. Negative stereotypes about Muslim women 

as illiterate, ignorant, and backward has helped create 
an inferior Muslim cultural identity in the West. More 
specifically, Muslim woman with hijab have become 
provocative forms to Westerners as, the hijab is viewed 
“more than simply a religious representation of Muslim 
women to the West; rather, it conveys a Muslim culture in 
its political, social, religious, and historical aspects” (as 
cited in Mohammed, 2009, p.9). 

The third and last theme of bridging the gaps 
manifested itself mainly in the third narrative as 
Nuha gladly accepts her friend’s invitation to join a 
family celebration, and, as a result, she interacts and 
communicates with the Other. Although the occasion was 
unfamiliar to Nuha, she was willing to interact with her 
hosting family and learn about their culture, American 
culture. Another example of this theme is evident in 
Nuha’s openness and welcoming response to her hosting 
family in answering all of their questions. And, finally, 
a third example is when Nuha accepts the Christian host 
family tradition of praying together in a circle. Though 
a Muslim, Nuha respectfully joins her hosting family in 
their collective prayer in reflection to her respect to other 
religions. 

Discussion
Cultures, according to Kessing (1974) can be mainly 
defined as adaptive or ideational. Adaptive systems are 
cultural systems where human communities are connected 
to their ecological systems. Cultural concepts, thus, 
become mainly associated with behavior patterns and 
people’s ways of life. While in ideational systems culture 
is approached as a system of ideas through: 1) cognitive 
system of knowledge, 2) structural system, and 3) a 
symbolic system. Ideational theorists argue that culture, 
“consists of standards for deciding what is…for deciding 
what can be…for deciding what one feels about it…for 
deciding what to do about it…and for deciding how to go 
about doing it” (as cited in Gudykunst& Ting-Toomey, 
1996, p.4).  

Homi Bhabha in The Location of Culture (1994) 
tried to find an appropriate location for the confrontation 
of two cultures in the postcolonial period. Cultures, 
according to Bhabha (1994), meet in a “third space,” an 
“unrepresentable liminal space that carries the burden of 
the meaning of culture” (p.56). For Bhabha, space is an 
imaginary “zone” where cultures encounter one another 
to “negotiate rather than negate” their differences. It is in 
this “third space,” an “interstitial passage between fixed 
identifications that opens up the possibility of a cultural 
hybridity that entertains difference” (Bhabha, 1994, p.5) 

In cross-culture communication, it is argued that 
“culture and communication are terms that represent 
two different viewpoints or methods of representation of 
patterned and structured interconnectedness” (as cited in 
Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, & Nishida, 1996, p.4). Cross-
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culture researchers argue that cultural differences and 
similarities can be explained according to four dimensions 
of cultural variability: individualism-collectivism, 
uncertainty avoidance, power distance, and masculinity-
femininity (Gudykunst et al, 1996). One major dimension 
is that of the individualism-collectivism cultural 
characteristic. On group level, members of individualistic 
cultures; such as, American and the Western cultures, 
value independence and achievement and view themselves 
as “unique persons,” while collectivistic cultures; such as, 
Asian and Middle Eastern cultures, value harmony and 
solidarity and view their interconnectedness with others in 
reflection to their collective identity. In addition, cultural 
individualism-collectivism has a reciprocal influence 
on individuals’ behavior in terms of norms, rules, and “ 
personalities, values, and self construal” (Gudykunst et 
al, p.21). On personal level, it is noted that the values 
that individuals hold influence cultural individualism-
collectivism communication since “values are the core 
of individuals’ personalities…and enhance their self-
esteem” (as cited in Gudykunst, 1996, p.26) Therefore, 
cultural identities are the results of cultural norms, 
practices, and belief systems that govern each culture. 
Hall (1989) differentiated two ways of thinking about 
cultural identities. The first is defined on the basis of the, 
“idea of one, shared culture, a sort of collective one true 
self, hiding inside the many other, more superficial or 
artificially imposed selves which people with a shared 
history and ancestry hold in common” (p.69) While 
the other way of defining cultural identity is based on 
similarities and profound differences that not only define 
“what we really are” but also “what we have become,” 
thus, cultural identity becomes a “matter of becoming as 
well as being” (Hall, 1989, p.70). 

Giroux and McLaren (1994) argued that cultural 
differences in pedagogical practices are spaces that can 
be developed in a way that enables students to re-present 
their “own histories differently” (p.51) by rewriting 
them. By doing so, critical educators allow for a “counter 
narrative of emancipation in which new visions, spaces, 
desires and discourses can be developed” (p.51).

In their study of autobiography, self, and culture 
Wang& Brockmeier (2002) investigated autobiographical 
samples from American and Chinese cultures and found 
that in American sample the individual was portrayed as 
the “leading character of the story” while the Chinese 
sample reflected “sensitivity to information about 
significant others or about the self in relation to the 
others” (p.49). They concluded that people in different 
cultures tend to take different forms of self representations 
to illustrate different themes of how the self is culturally 
perceived. Auto-bio/ethnography, then is an effective tool 
to present/re-present the self in different cultural contexts 
that may enhance cross-cultural negotiation and promote 
better understanding of the Other. 

Conclusion 
Being a Muslim woman in the U.S. after 9/11 and an Iraqi 
in the U.S. after 2003 has added more complexity to my 
situation as a cultural agent. After 9/11, Muslims have 
been viewed as “savage” people and Islam as a “barbarian 
religion” (Said, 1979, p.171) rather than a religion of 
peace. More specifically, Muslim women with their dress 
codes, hijab, are not viewed as innocent sights anymore. 
Their hijab is viewed /interpreted as a means of resistance 
to the Western social, cultural, and religious norms. Thus, 
Muslim women with hijab have become the “victims” of 
politicized Islam (Mohammed, 2009) 

As I look at how I preformed my cultural identity in 
my three narratives, I can see how different cultures shape 
our personalities differently. Our cultures govern our 
actions/reactions, ways of communication and interaction 
with the Other, and our learning about the Other. 

However, learning, as Luzio-Lockett (1998) argues is a 
holistic process, “an emotional and cognitive experience” 
and a process of “self actualization and growth” (p.219) 
that can not be achieved through academic work solely 
nor through individual efforts only. Learning in cross-
culture communication is/should be a mutual process that 
brings better understanding, respect, and appreciation of 
the Other. 
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