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Undoing the “non’s” within English hegemony: teaching
intercultural communication as a transnational teacher
Tao Zhang

Department of Communication Studies, Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL, USA

Talking about the concept of double consciousness in my intercultural communication
class, I read:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity. One feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Du Bois, 1897)

Language is never neutral. Not until receiving a female African American student’s com-
plaint did I realize my reading of Du Bois had stirred her feelings as she heard me read
out loud the N-word in the quote. As a teacher from China teaching in the U.S. college
classroom for over four years, I believe teachers should “listen, learn, reflect, and act”
upon our own experiences, especially when encountering contradictions (Wink, 2005,
p. 11). By naming and reflecting on what happened, I shared this scenario with both
of my intercultural communication classes in the hope that we may learn from each
other through dialogue, reflection, and action (Sorrells, 2016). After class, I expressed
my gratitude to the student for bringing her concern to my attention and allowing me
to learn from her personal feelings, and she replied, “Thank you for acting as if
nothing happened. I’ll learn from you, too.” Confused, I was left wondering what had
gone wrong with my open reflection in class. One thing is certain, though. My reflection
failed to reach her from my end of the cultural bridge I was hoping to build. Or, maybe
the N-word weighs much more in her consciousness than I could grasp from my own
intersectional and transnational location.

Stripped off of my Asian-ness, Chinese-ness, native-Chinese speaker identity, I have
become a walking talking amalgam of “non’s” in the U.S.: non-White, non-U.S.
citizen, non-native English speaker, et cetera. Seen from a negative angle, international
graduate teaching assistants (IGTAs) from the Global South are perceived as inadequate,
insignificant, and invisible (Zhang, 2021). Amid the pandemic and the current U.S.–
China tensions, these “non’s” also find companions within the political rhetoric of
“Chinese Virus,” “thief,” and “spy.” Buried under so many labels, as a linguistic Other,
I found myself increasingly censoring myself before speaking. I speak with suspicion
not knowing whether I have the right to share “other voices, other experiences” from
the periphery as an international teacher (Delpit, 1995, p. 20).
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Globalization/transnationalization walks its path across the world in divergent ways.
While Westerners stretch Western influence to the Rest of the world, non-Western
societies are being Westernized/Americanized and measured by the Western/American
standard. For instance, intercultural communication professor Greg Patton from the
University of Southern California was recently suspended after he explained in his
class how verbal fillers may affect speaking fluency. He used the Chinese filler “nà gè”
(i.e., that) as an example, but nà gè in Chinese sounds like the N-word in English
(Allen, 2020). The university officials reiterated that political correctness must be
upheld, and cultural sensitivity and diversity protected. Ironically, however, speaking
Chinese, as a form of linguistic diversity, was dismissed, and Chinese became disciplined
and silenced by English.

Speaking the master’s language as an Other merely perpetuates “the imperialism of
voice” (Crawley & Husakouskaya, 2013, p. 325). I thus wonder how we can undo
English hegemony and break through from the imperial hierarchy of English speaking
that places non-English speakers at a disadvantage. Striding on multiple linguistic
borders, maybe transnational teachers can act as potential cultural mediators for inter-
cultural communication to challenge the “normalizing power” of English hegemony
by undoing the “non’s” and sharing our invisibilized cultural knowledge (Toyosaki &
Yajima, 2018, p. 70). To my understanding, intercultural communication is all about alli-
ance building, the key to which lies in a mutual walk toward each other. Cultural diversity
and political correctness need not cancel one another. Cultural critique could be based
upon both evaluation and validation instead of mere resistance without careful
thought and intercultural insight. My feeling disciplined and insignificant is so powerful
and makes me feel powerless. This sense of disempowerment inspires me to empathize
with my student who may have felt similarly disempowered hearing the N-word spoken
by an intercultural communication teacher. I was caught in the cracks between wanting
to share Du Bois’s visceral feelings of being Black in the U.S. by reading it and being
aware of the power of this N-word. I am with my student to fight the racial offense. In
the same breath, I am also hoping to name the power of English hegemony behind the
N-word because, by resisting the N-word, we together validate the sufferings and
painful memories of Black communities starting from 1619 till today. However, the
English language, where the N-word has its home, sits at the core of our communication
and pedagogy and continues to “secure academic legitimacy” (Shome, 2009, p. 694).
When we conform to it, we also reinforce the hegemony behind it.

I thus attempt to find a way in this essay both to deconstruct English hegemony and to
build cultural awareness and alliance. Possibly, through undoing the “non’s,” the hidden
and the invisible from both ends of the bridge can walk toward each other and try to con-
textualize our pedagogical experiences with a global consciousness. In so doing, we learn
to listen to and validate each other’s concerns by decolonizing English hegemony in the
N-word. We may then move from recognizing it as the fixated racial slur in the U.S.
context into a more nuanced intercultural understanding in a global context by asking
who is speaking, when, from where, and for what purpose. Moreover, we may also
need to be aware of the possible consequences of the powerful censorship of English
hegemony. Without such awareness, the single story would be further strengthened,
and new frames of knowing would be closed. And, even worse, as a powerful Black
voice speaking from the margin, Du Bois’s own breathtaking work would eventually
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become voiceless, rendering intercultural alliance building a failed task, as one would not
be able to utter him unless one is Black.

This essay unpacks the N-word from a transnational perspective with an awareness of
undoing the “non’s.” It serves two purposes. On the one hand, it advocates for a recog-
nition of cultural and linguistic diversity in the classroom through building intercultural
alliances. On the other hand, it forges understanding between intersectional forces of
politics, race, language, and power in the intercultural communication classroom at
the interpersonal and intercultural levels. With the “private cargos” of our cultural
knowledge, expertise, and lived experiences, I believe our non-native English speaking
and writing can “leap forth” and “claim to live” among native-English speakers who
read, listen to, and communicate with us while slowly and gradually disrupting
English hegemony together with us, who are also actively developing cultural awareness
in the host culture (Stucky & Wimmer, 2002). Only through undoing the “non’s” while
learning to improve our cultural sensitivity from one another can we make the unknown
known, the invisible visible, and the unspoken spoken (Pelias, 2013). Only through
deconstructing the already built but shaky bridge can we walk toward each other on
an intercultural communication bridge we build collectively. Thus, no longer should
we live in the hidden invisibilities like ghosts, where we are there while also never there.
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