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Abstract: This paper aims at providing informatioon what body language is
and to state the importance of it in intercultur@ommunications. People can
have serious problems when interpreting body movetaeand gestures of
people who belong to different cultures as they htigot be aware of the fact
that they have different meanings in interculturasituations. What one
action means and reflects in a certain culture mighe totally different or
even offensive in another culture; therefore probhes are likely to occur in
these intercultural situations. Proximics is alsamportant in non-verbal
communications in relation to intercultural commumeations as it refers to
the distance between the communicators which alémidd be mentioned
when talking about body language. Gabriel and RagR007) state that the
distance between two people communicates the typelationship they have
and this distance reflects different meanings inffédrent cultures. Some of
the main body movements and gestures include smgjlihands, pointing,
looking, listening, head movements and feet andsbeare the ones that play
a great role in intercultural communications. Thefere, the present paper
includes examples to indicate the importance of $kebody movements and
how they might lead to serious misunderstandings imtercultural
communications.

Keywords: Body language, gestures, intercultural nmmunications,
sociolinguistics, non-verbal communication

KULTURLERARASI ILETiSIMDE BEDEN DILiNiN ONEMI

Ozet: Bu calsma vucut dilinin ne oldgunu ve kilturlerarasi iletsimde olan
onemini belirtmeyi amaglar. Insanlar kiiltiirlerarasi iletsimde deisik
kultdrlere ait olan insanlarin vucut dilini ve vuctihareketlerini yorumlarken
ciddi problemler yaayabilirler ve bunun sebebi bu vucut hareketlerinin
degisik kdlturlerde farkli anlamlarinin  oldugunu bilmemelerinden
kaynaklanir. Bir kulttirde belirli bir hareketin anami ve yansimasi l&a bir
kultirde tamamen farkli ve hatta hoolmayan nitelikte olabilir bu sebepten
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dolayi, bu kilttrlerarasi iletsim durumlarinda problemlerin ortaya ¢ikmasi
muhtemeldir. Kdulturleraras! iletsime bali olarak, s6zsuz iletimde
konusma uzaklg bilgisi de cok 6nemlidir. Kongma uzaklgi bilgisi, iletisim
halindeki iki kisi arasindaki uzaklga hitap eder ve vucut dilinden
bahsederken bundan da bahsedilmesi gerekir. Gabkiel Raam (2007) iki
kisi arasindaki uzaklgin, bu Kkisilerin arasindaki iligkiyi yansittgini
vurguluyorlar ve bu uzaklgin farkl kdltirlerde farkli anlamlar tasidigini
savunuyorlar. Temel vucut hareketlerinden bazilarel, bg ve ayak
hareketlerini; ayrica gulimsemegaret etme, bakma, dinleme gibi unsurlari
da icerir ve bunlar kilttrlerarasi ilettimde buydk rol oynarlar. Bundan
dolay! mevcut olan ¢agma bu vucut hareketlerinin 6nemini vurgulamak ve
bunlarin kulturlerarasi iletisimlerde nasil ciddi yank anlasiimalara yol
actigini gostermek icin érnekler icermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Vicut dili, vicut hareketleri, @ltirleraras iletisim,
toplum dilbilim, s6zsiz ilegim.

1. INTRODUCTION

Body language is a means of communication whichudes body
movements of the head, eyes, neck, hands, armoifether parts of the body
to reflect expressions. These body movements sesgtages to the receiver
and they are primarily used to reflect our emotiondo support the verbal
message. It is stated that the first impressioma @krson is received by eye
contact which takes up %60 of the message and %oteived by the ear, the
remaining %10 of the message is the verbal messselfe(MEGEP, 2008). It
iIs obvious to understand that non-verbal messadag @ great role in
communication by looking at the portions above.

Gullburg (2013) defines gestures and body langubgestating that
“gestures reflect and interact with cultural, limgjic, cognitive, and more
general aspects of communication, showing systematiation across a range
of measures in each of these domains”. Gesturesparformed to convey
meaning and structure. In other words, they arel tselarify, disambiguate,
highlight messages or regulate turn taking. Gestare actions that help one to
organize thoughts and facilitate their expressions.

It is obvious that a great number of people aghe¢ non-verbal language
takes up more space in communication than verbgllage. Therefore the aim
of this paper is to indicate the importance of bdalyguage in intercultural
communications and the role it plays in sociolirsgjai contexts. It is crucial to
bear in mind that body actions have different megsiin different cultures.
For this reason, the interpretations of these astwill be quite different in
diverse cultures. People can run into serious ldnd they are not aware of
the fact that the encoding and decoding of theeraccan vary according to
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culture. The paper also contains information on imgortance of body
language in intercultural contexts, and also presigarious examples which
will aid one to understand how different the samdybmovement might be
interpreted by different cultures.

2. THE IMPORTANCE OF BODY LANGUAGE (NON-VERBAL
COMMUNICATION) IN COMMUNICATION

Mato (2012) aims to indicate how utterances or bogywements have
different effects or meanings when perceived byppeovho belong to
different cultures. The author indicates that tmeppens when the performer
intends to express something with utterances doracthat are perceived with
a totally different meaning by the receiver. Thss the main reason why
misunderstandings between people occur especially intercultural
communication.

Novinger (2001) refers to non-verbal behaviors las tolor of verbal
messages. In other words, non-verbal gesturesh@avimes support the verbal
messages. Novinger (2001) gave a real life exanmaiehappened between a
Brazilian woman and a man from Columbia to show tha same gesture
might have different meanings in different culturdhe Brazilian woman
decided to visit her sister who was married to &u@bian man in Columbia.
She bought gifts to everyone in the family and gaveo them when she
arrived. Her brother-in-law started to laugh loudlyer receiving a figa as a
gift. The figa is a statuette hand gesture whigregents good luck, in Brazil
but it is totally slang in many cultures includi@g@lumbia. This gift was not a
good idea to be given to a person who did not lgetorihe Brazilian culture.

Actions or body movements contribute to non-vera@ahmunication and
they are also called kinesic code. Movements antbh\wer of the body
communicate differently (Gabriel & Raam, 2007). mdgiyour hands and
especially touching someone when communicatingbmanrery dangerous in
some cultures because you might be perceived aanied or breaking norms.
A suggestion provided by Gabriel and Raam, (208#piobserve the person
who you communicate with first and then decidentbate or touch.

Sharifiabad and Vali (2011) state that, there aemynfactors that affect
communication related to body language like cultgender, age, and psyche.
The researchers conducted a study to identify ithereinces between Persian
students and native speakers of English using Hadguage. The study
revealed that there were no significant differenicesveen the two groups in
terms of using body language but the observatibiosved that Persian EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) learners used fiagral expressions than
gestures when communicating.

Sharifiabad and Vali (2011) claim that there areo twypes of
communication: non-verbal communication which dne skills we use to

EUL Journal of Social Sciences (IV:ll) LAU SosydirBler Dergisi
December 2013 Aralik



Fatma C")zUorgud 73

express our ideas and feelings without using anydsvoand verbal
communication which we use in spoken interactiofise researchers claim
that body language includes greetings, how peopplersstand, what facial
expressions they use, clothes, hairstyle, toneoafey eye movements, how
they listen, how close they stand, and whether toelgh each other while
communicating. The researchers also refer to badguage as the language of
emotions, space, time, and tacit knowledge. Nofralercommunication
involves unspoken language produced by the persgitier with gestures and
facial expressions and gestures are referred im@ement of a part of the
body, especially the hand or the head. On the dihad they refer to facial
expressions as the movements of face especiall/velyieh are very important
in non-verbal communication. The way one sits @ands also conveys
messages in intercultural communication like bowisigowing soles of feet
etc. (Sharifiabad & Vali, 2011).

Ekman, (2007) indicates that there are six emotitias are innate and
universal, these are; happiness, sadness, feaer,adiggust, and surprise.
Watson (as cited in Sharifiabad & Vali, 2011) refédo some cultures as
“contact” cultures and some as “non-contact” ltues according to the
physical touch or contact during interaction. Ia &iudy, he has found out that
the contact cultures (ones who facilitate physimalch or contact during
interaction) have more direct orientation, les®ipérsonal space, and more
touching when interacting.

3. PROXIMICS

Proximics is another important issue in intercdtucommunications in
relation to non-verbal language. Proximics refersthe space between the
communicators. The distance when communicatingdifaccording to culture
and the amount of distance has different meanmgkffierent cultures (Sree &
Siawuk, 2012). For example, Sree and Siawuk haued out that the Gamo
(an ethnic group in Ethiopia) females feel uncortafole when strangers are
too close to them when communicating.

Sree and Siawuk (2012) divide proximics into foumim categories;
intimate, social, personal, and public space. Tsearchers support that the
distance plays a great role in the communicatioocgss. They give an
example of an American diplomat and his Arab hestere the Arab moved
very close to the American but this closeness mtmde American very
uncomfortable that he retreated a few feet. Orother hand this action made
the Arab to feel that the American was cold anafal®his action transferred a
non-verbal message and it was misinterpreted bywbecultures because of
the lack of knowledge they had about each cultdineericans preserving space
can also be seen when two Americans get on an eagigtor, each one will
move to opposite sides.
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Proximics is defined in MEGEP (2008) as the amafrépace around or
between us and others. They indicate that the spaewmveen two
communicating people communicates what type otioglahip exists between
the two people. The meaning of space differs adegrtb culture and people
have to be aware of this especially in intercultacanmunications.

People reflect their relationship with proximicsdaMEGEP (2008) has
identified 4 types of closeness related to thetiorlahip between people. The
article uses a diagram to clarify the situation gaytting the person in the
middle and drawing 4 circles around it from smalllarger. The first circle
indicates the person in the middle and the space dipe second circle is the
private area which the person uses for his/herl§aamnivery close friends. The
distance between the people in this area is fram Zb cm’s. When strangers
enter this area the person feels uncomfortable veawts to leave the area
immediately. This is the reason why the faces & theople on mass
transportation are always sulky. The same thingpbap when people are on
lifts. They move very little and wait to get offethift as soon as possible. The
second circle is called personal area and it istierpeople who know each
other and for friends. The person maintains theesgeom 25cm’ to 1 meter
with these people and handshakes appear betwess rtieasures. The person
will feel uncomfortable when a stranger approachdsser than the
measurement provided. The third circle is calledacarea and these are the
spaces for people who know the person but do redtaiey closeness. These
people might be the students at the person’s schiotthe people from the
neighbor apartment and the people keep 1 to 2,8rmethen greeting with
each other. The fourth and the last space is catbetimon area and these are
the areas which are used by everybody. The peagkecdomfortable when
strangers are at least 2,5 meters away from theBGEP, 2008).

According to communication specialists, two-thitdsthree-fourths of all
communication are non-verbal. The percentage vaaiesd this variation
depends on different cultures. What is obvioushet tpeople communicate
more by non-verbal language than verbal languageifiger, 2001).

4, FIVE CATEGORIES OF FACIAL AND BODY
MOVEMENTS

Ekman (2007) has divided the entire facial and bwdyements into five
categories;

1. Symbolic movement: Symbolic movements are saidetaused
as a substitute to verbal language and they hafferatit culture
characters. For example, the gesture to expressa@Kvictory with
ones hand. Another example is the body languagd tseefer to
“suicide”. Japanese people would perform an ake Istabbing a
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dagger in the stomach while an American would perfan act like a
gun in ones hand and pretending to shoot himsmif he temple. Both
actions in both cultures are used to refer to thedwsuicide”.

2. lllustrative movement: These movements are useetheg with
verbal language and they intend to clarify the pw@ihich is said, like
characterizing a thing’s rhythm and speed or descra body
movement.

3. Emotion revealing movement: These are normally afaci
expressions that reflect emotion or mood.

4. Modulation movement: These movements are used totama
or adjust the face to face talk. For example, usimg head or eye
movement to let somebody know that you have firdsheur turn of
talking and now it is the other side’s turn to dpea

5. Adaptable movement. These movements contain mousmen
like wiping eyes, shaking hands or feet.

5. BASIC BODY MOVEMENTS IN RELATION TO
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIONS

Below are some basic body movements and examplsréiveal how
differently the same body movements or gestureshimimp interpreted by
people who belong to different cultures.

Smiling
The Europeans perceive a smile as an affirmatishowing that you agree
with the communication partner. Whereas the Astanto reveal that he/she is

not happy with the situation. For this reason tbdybaction is same but the
meaning it represents is different in each culasecited in Cangil, 2004).

Communication breakdowns are likely to occur whemyblanguage is
interpreted incorrectly due to cross-cultural deigr Smiles have different
meanings and people smile for different reasonslifferent cultures. The
people in the USA show gratitude through smiles #rey also smile when
greeting with people. On the other hand, peopldapan smile for different
reasons other than the ones mentioned for AmerickpEmnese people smile
when they are embarrassed, ashamed and even whefedt uncomfortable.
Fontes (2008) also gives an example of her ownat® shat smiles represent
different meanings in intercultural communicatioBhe thought that her
Japanese friend was not concentrating on what sisesaying about a very sad
event.

Novinger (2001) also indicates that there are cbfié smiles in France and
they all have different meanings for certain situa and reasons; a smile can
be flattering, convivial, possessive, cynical, ¢eaus, or condescending. The
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person who hears that smiles have different meaningFrance might be
confused as this does not happen in their culture.

Hands

A very serious example is when people with the saexe(mainly adults or
older people) hold hands and walk about. In theiSaror Cypriot culture this
reflects that they are having a homosexual relahign But in other cultures
like China it is not like that at all, it just meathat they are very close friends
(Dresser, 1996).

Kumayama (1991) states that hands are importatiieinlapanese culture
especially when giving and receiving something. Example, the Japanese
people use both hands to give their business caddlee receiver is expected
to take the card with both hands otherwise it tsrjpreted as the person being
rude and not paying respect. The same thing happbes giving gifts. The
Japanese people stand up and give the gift with lands and the person who
is receiving the gift should also stand up andiwecthe gift using both hands.
Receiving a gift with both hands reflects apprecrain the Japanese culture
(Kumayama, 1991).

Coshkun (2010) says that using the left hand fdmea greeting, or
smoking is not approved in the Middle East becafseligious beliefs. The
Middle East people would most probably misundestanperson from a
different culture when using his/her left hand doeeting.

OK gesture

Non-verbal communication plays a greater role thenval communication.
An American teacher had a student from Afghanistame to see her who was
interested in finding out if she had passed thé fEse American teacher
looked at her and performed the gesture “Okay” Wweth hand and fingers. The
girl was very upset and ran away at once, went hantestarted to cry. Her
brother asked her what had happened and thendstartgugh as he knew what
the gesture meant to Americans. Then she underdioaidthe American
teacher was actually trying to say that she hacedme on the test (Dresser,
1996).

Pointing

Pointing is another example that most of the timesults In
misunderstandings in cross cultural communicati@resser (1996) provides
an example of a family from Japan who got extrenaglgry by a girl who was
working as a shopping assistant at Disney Land. J&pan family asked her
where the restroom was and the girl pointed andl “#ais over there”. She was
not aware that pointing was very rude in the Japacelture (Dresser, 1996).

Coshkun (2010) indicates that pointing with youder finger towards
yourself is insulting for the people who come fr@ermany, Netherlands, or

EUL Journal of Social Sciences (IV:ll) LAU SosydirBler Dergisi
December 2013 Aralik



Fatma C")zUorgud 77

Switzerland and this action can lead to problemt wb intention to do so.
This action is rude in Venezuela, Sudan, and in.&nka as well.

Fingers

In many parts of the world holding your thumb upame victory or well
done. This is not the case in some countries lika br Nigeria where it is
perceived and interpreted as an insulting langsideGEP, 2008).

Cangil (2004) provides an example in her articlatesl to fingers. She
indicates that the Turks use their index fingerpogting it at the chest level
and shaking it forth and back to threaten someb@idythe other hand, this
action will not mean anything to the Germans beeabhgy use their index
finger to threaten people by waving it to the rigimd to the left with their
palms towards themselves.

An American will try to convey the message thatespn is crazy by
holding the index finger next to the right ear witih touching the ear and
twirling and twisting the index finger in a rotamotion. This non verbal
message will probably mean nothing to somebody feordifferent culture
(Molinsky et al., 2005).

Another interesting example about fingers is reldtenumbers. In Turkey
people raise their index finger to represent onerwbounting but this index
finger means four in France because they starttocauwith their little finger.
The same finger will mean two in Japan and theoreéar this is that they start
counting from the thumb (Coshkun, 2010).

Looking

Another important gesture is looking at someong/sse(Dresser, 1996).
Looking at someone’s eyes when speaking is a bigihshows you mean what
you say to Americans and if the person in frontidsaeye contact, this is
interpreted negatively. An experience from an Aweariteacher is appropriate
to be mentioned here. She had a misbehaving ginemclassroom that was
from Mexico. The teacher called her to the frond &med to explain that her
behavior was not appropriate. The girl stood arakdd down for the entire
time that the teacher was talking. The teacheaggty and asked her to look
at her in the eye. The little girl refused to doasw continued to look down.
After school the little girl went and explained exthing to her mother. The
mother came to the teacher to explain that thie lgirl was actually trying to
show her respect while looking down when the teaghas speaking. On the
other hand, looking down was a sign of disrespectttie American teacher.
Both sides were not aware of the cultural diffeemndn relation to body
language and gestures so the situation above deseribus misunderstandings
(Dresser, 1996).

Gabriel and Raam (2007) believe that eye contaegng powerful in non-
verbal communication. It is believed that confidpebple are the ones who
use eye contact, they are credible and do not aaything to hide.
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The Japanese people will close their eyes entiefing a meeting and this
IS not a sign of tiredness or disrespect, it abtuslows that they are listening
carefully to the person who is talking (Dorn & Ko&@®05). On the other hand,
in America, Turkey or Cyprus, the people would lfieraded towards such an
action as they would think that they are boringgle®r the people are paying
disrespect to the speaker.

Another example for eye contact is provided by Mger (2001), where
she talks about a Brazilian woman moving to theté¢hiStates. The woman
felt invisible when she was out in public becausbaty looked at her. The
woman did not understand as looking at somebodthénBrazilian culture
meant admiration or interested in, where as inUnéed States looking at
somebody especially for a long time is consideredbé threatening or
inappropriate (Novinger, 2001).

Staring

Staring at somebody in the eye means an invitatmnviolence to
Americans, it reflects that you are daring themisTgesture is called “mad-
dogging”. In some places (like Universal Studio’ivbrsal City Walk) they
warn people with signs saying “no undue staringiisTexpression will make
people understand that just by staring at somelyodymight be in trouble
(Dresser, 1996).

Listening

According to Dresser (1996) Americans and many rorglish speaking
countries, you look down when you speak and yok @ when you listen.
You reflect that you are listening to the persorousispeaking when you look
up to the person. It is not always the same iredbffit cultures. Africans and
African-Americans show that they are listening tmuiyby looking down and
they look up when they are talking to a personsHinple gesture might lead
to misunderstandings between the two sides as theridans will think that
the African or African-American is not listening showing disrespect, and
obviously the African or African-American will feelhe same when an
American looks at them when they are speaking. @bton shows that if a
person is looking away or down when you are spgpkiom a different
culture, it might not mean that they are not ligignto you or ignoring you
(Dresser, 1996).

Handshake

Handshakes are common all over the world but peaspecially males
should be careful when tending to shake a womaaisdhwhich especially
belongs to the Islamic culture, as in many cultutes a serious disapproved
action to touch a woman, even for a handshake.

Shaking hands is not common in the Japanese c@tupzople should not
misunderstand when they do not do it instead tlseythe bow to greet people
(Coshkun, 2010).
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Head movements

The same body movement may reveal entirely opposg&nings in cross-
cultural communications. For example, in the wheteld a person would nod
their head up and down to say yes. On the othed,hthe people in Turkey,
North Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Syria, and Sicily nibeir head up to express
“no”. Shaking their heads back and forth means ™yiesthese countries
(MEGEP, 2008).

Cangil (2004) also indicates that Turkish people tleeir head up and
down when approving a verbal message but theyussahe same gesture to
represent disapproval sometimes. This gesture waldfinitely be very
confusing for people who are not Turiskh, GreelSgrian as the people who
belong to other cultures nod their head right afdtb show that they disagree
or disapprove something.

Blowing your nose

It is extremely rude to blow your nose in publicJapan (Coshkun, 2010).
An English or American person will feel free to Widheir noses anywhere. An
American can get into serious trouble in such & egighout even knowing or
understanding why such a problem occurred as theyotlhave it in their own
culture.

Feet or shoes

It is stated in MEGEP (2008) that a person can tstded the real intention
of another person by looking at their feet. If ggezson’s feet ate turned to the
door when speaking to someone else, then this concates that they are not
really happy speaking and that they want to encctim¥ersation.

Coshkun (2010) indicates that American businesspugriheir feet on the
table especially when speaking on the phone buapankse person would
perceive this action as very bad manners becauis@&dt accepted to show the
soles of your feet to anybody.

Victory or Peace sign

The victory sign or peace sign is perceived OK whwan palm is facing
outward in America, whereas when the palm is fatovgards the performer it
Is accepted as very offensive to the society’s imargngland.

Finally all the examples above reveal that, in otdecommunicate well it
is a must to understand that every culture is wignd has its own values,
customs, and characteristics other than treatiegn ths inappropriate behavior.

6. CONCLUSION

It is important to know and understand that everfyuce is unique and has
its own values, customs, and characteristics. Miststandings and
misinterpretations can be minimized when both satesaware of the fact that
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not every behavior is appropriate or conveys theesamessage in every
culture. It is assumed that the examples providedughout the paper will
shed light to the importance of body language tergultural communications
and aid people in understanding these body movenather than treating
them as inappropriate behavior
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