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Unit 1
Culture Behind Language

When you communicate with people from other countries, it is
unlikely that they will have the exact same word or meaning in mind. That
difference in thought, however tiny, sends shock waves throughout the
communication process. All understanding, therefore, is at the same time
a misunderstanding and all agreement of feelings and thoughts is at the
same time a means for growing apart. Language plays an essential role in
culture learning. Language is a reflection of the cultural environment and its
values. Developing intercultural awareness usually goes along with learning
a new language and being exposed to a new culture, though not always. In
intercultural communication, the role of language is especially important.

What You Can Learn from This Unit

Understand how important it is to learn culture through a foreign language;
Know that culture gives meaning to words;

Understand the meaning behind words;

it ol g

Understand that culture might be a hidden barrier in intercultural communication.

Questions for Intercultural Awareness

1. What is the relationship between language and culture?

2. When learning English, are you trying to understand what cultural values
some English words or statements indicate? List some English sayings or
proverbs and explain the values they transmit.

3. Can you list some barriers in intercultural communication? Share your view

in class.
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What's Wrong?

How to Understand Invitation

Carmen and Judy are two mothers who live near each other. They often take

their children to the park so that their children can play together.

Carmen: Hi, Judy.
(Judy and Carmen's children are pleased to see each other and then begin
playing together in the sand.)
Judy: Hi, Carmen. How are you?
Carmen: Fine. I’'m glad to see that our children like to play together.
Judy: Yeah, me too. I remember just a month ago they weren’t sharing their toys.
Carmen: Now it looks like they’re enjoying each other’s company.
(The two mothers continue chatting.)
Judy: This has been fun. Maybe we could get together at one of our houses
sometime. I’'m sure the kids would enjoy that.
Carmen: Sure. That’d be nice.
Judy: Well, let’s do it.
Carmen: OK.

(Two weeks later in the park.)
Judy: Hi, Carmen.
Carmen: Hi, Judy. How are you?
Judy: Fine. How about you?
Carmen: Pretty well.
Judy: I’ve been so busy lately, but I still want to get together soon. I know our
kids would enjoy that.
Carmen: Yes. They would.
Judy: Let’s do it soon.
Carmen: OK. That sounds like a good idea.

(Judy and Carmen continue to talk for a few minutes.)
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Judy:I can’t stay long. I promise my kids that I would take them to the library
across the street.
Carmen: Yeah. I have to go, too.
(Carmen and her children begin to get ready to leave.)
Judy: Let’s get together soon. I’ll give you a call.
Carmen: OK. That sounds good. Bye.
Judy: Bye.

In the situations above, are Judy and Carmen really interested in getting
together at each other’s houses? Why or why not?

From a linguistic perspective, we can see that Judy invited Carmen to get
together by saying “Maybe we could get together at one of our houses sometime.
I’'m sure the kids would enjoy that.” And Carmen also accepted the invitation by
saying “That’d be nice.” Judy agreed by saying “Well, let’s do it.” This invitation
was sent each time when they met. But they did not make an exact date to meet.
Why did that happen? Was Carmen angry or disappointed with Judy for not
making an exact time for the play-date?

From an intercultural perspective, the expression “Let’s get together” in
English does not have the same meaning as an invitation would have in Chinese.
Instead, it may be a conversation closer—a way to end a conversation or an
interpersonal encounter without using an abrupt departure expression which may
hurt the other person’s feelings. Examples of this might be “Sorry I have to go
now” or “Sorry I have an appointment right now.” Each time that Judy was about
to leave, she would use the vague expression “Let’s get together” to achieve her

purpose of indicating that she needed to depart.

Ambiguous Invitations
In English, a number of expressions sound as if they are “invitations,” but
they are not. The following expressions are not real invitations because they are

ambiguous statements to achieve the pragmatic function to leave.

A: Listen, I have a lot to talk to you about. I think we should try to have lunch

together sometime soon.



Unit 1 Culture Behind Language

B: OK.
A: I’ll call you.
B: Sounds good.

A: Good talking to you. Let’s get together sometime.

B: Sounds good.

A: I’ll call you one of these days and we’ll set up a time that’s good for both of us.
B: Great. Talk to you soon.

Real Invitations
A real invitation should be specific; it has the activity, specific time and

place. The following are examples of real invitations.

I would like to invite you over for my birthday party at my house at 8:00

this Friday evening. Can you come?

A: Jim, are you and Claudine free on Saturday night? We’d like to have you over
for dinner.

B: Yes, I think we’re free. That sounds nice.

A: If you can, let’s make it for 8:00 after the kids are asleep.

B: Good idea. See you then.

Change Ambiguous Invitations into Real Invitations

Sometimes a friend is serious about the invitation, but he or she is not sure
whether the other person would accept it. In this case he or she would not be
specific in uttering a real invitation as stated above; instead he or she would
send an ambiguous invitation as a hint to see the other person’s response. This
avoids embarrassment if he or she receives a refusal. If someone sends this kind
of invitation to you, you can employ the following communication strategy to

confirm your understanding.

A: Let’s get together soon.
B: I’d like that.
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A: Good. Il give you a call.

B: I have got my notebook with me now. How about setting a date now?
A: Uh, sure. I'm free any day next week at noon. How about you?

B: Will tomorrow at 12:00 be OK?

Discussion

1. Are there any misunderstandings between the two mothers? If yes,
what is the cause for these misunderstandings?

2. When you hear some expressions that sound like “invitations,” will
you interpret them as real invitations? Why or why not?

Reading 1

Language, Thought, Culture, and
Intercultural Communication

Every language has its unique features and ways of allowing those who speak
it to identify objects and experiences.' These linguistic features, which distinguish
each language from all others, affect how the speakers of the language perceive
and experience the world. To understand the effects of language on intercultural
communication, questions such as the following must be explored:

«  How do initial experiences with language shape or influence the way a
person thinks?

« Do the categories of a language—its words, grammar, and usage—
influence how people think and behave? More specifically, consider the
following question: Does a person growing up in Saudi Arabia, who learns
to speak and write Arabic, “see” and “experience” the world differently

than does a person who grows up speaking and writing Tagalog in
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the Philippines?

Although many scholars have advanced ideas and theories about the
relationships among language, thought, culture and intercultural communication,
the names most often associated with these issues are Benjamin Lee Whorf and
Edward Sapir. Their theory is called “linguistic relativity”.”

The best-known example of vocabulary differences associated with the
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis’ is the large number of words for snow in the Eskimo
language. (The language is variously called Inuktitut in Canada, Inuit in
Alaska, and Kalaallisut in Greenland.) Depending on whom you ask, there
are from seven to fifty different words for snow in the Inuktitut language.
For example, there are words that differentiate falling snow (gana) and fully
fallen snow (akilukak). The English language has fewer words for snow and
no terms for many of the distinctions made by Eskimos. The issue raised by
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is whether the person who grows up speaking
Inuktitut actually perceives snow differently than does someone who grows up
in southern California and may only know snow by secondhand descriptions.
More importantly, could the southern Californian who lives with the Inuit
in Alaska learn to differentiate all of the variations of snow and to use the
specific Eskimo words appropriately? The firmer version of the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis suggests that linguistic differences are accompanied by perceptual
differences so that the English speaker looks at snow differently than the
Eskimo speaker.

Numerous other examples of languages have highly specialized vocabularies
for particular features of the environment. For instance, in the South Sea Islands,
there are numerous words for coconut, which not only refer to the object of a
coconut but also indicate how the coconut is being used. Similarly, in classical
Arabic thousands of words are used to refer to a camel.

Another variation in vocabulary concerns the terms a language uses to
identify and divide colors in the spectrum. For example, the Kamayura Indians of
Brazil have a single word that refers to the colors that English speakers would call
blue and green. The best translation of the word the Kamayuras use is “parakeet
colored.” The Dani of West New Guinea divide all colors into only two words,

which are roughly equivalent in English to “dark” and “light.” The important issue,

7
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however, is whether speakers of these languages are able to distinguish among the
different colors when they see them or can experience only the colors suggested
by the words available for them to use. Do the Kamayura Indians actually see blue
and green as the same color because they use the same word to identify both? Or
does their language simply identify colors differently than does English?

Do you think that you could learn to distinguish all of the variations of the
object “snow” that are important to the Eskimos? Could you be taught to see all
of the important characteristics of a coconut or the color? Such questions are
very important in accepting or rejecting the ideas presented in the firm and soft
versions of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.

Researchers looking at the vocabulary variations in the color spectrum have
generally found that although a language may restrict how a color can be labeled
verbally, people can still see and differentiate among particular colors. In other
words, the Kamayura Indians can in fact see both blue and green, even though
they use the same linguistic referent for both colors. The evidence on color
perception and vocabulary, then, does not support the deterministic version of the
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.

What about all those variations for snow, camels, and coconuts? Are they
evidence to support the firm version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis? A starting
point for addressing this issue is to consider how English speakers use other
words along with essentially the one word English has for “particles of water
vapor that when frozen in the upper air fall to earth as soft, white, crystalline
flakes.” English speakers are able to describe verbally many variations of snow
by adding modifiers to the root word. People who live in areas with a lot of snow
are quite familiar with dry snow, heavy snow, slush, and dirty snow. Skiers have
a rich vocabulary to describe variations in snow on the slopes. It is possible,
therefore, for a person who has facility in one language to approximate the
categories of another language. The deterministic position of Sapir-Whorf, then,
is difficult to support. Even Sapir and Whorf’s own work can be used to argue
against the deterministic interpretation of their position because in presenting
all of the Eskimo words for snow, Whorf provided their approximate English
equivalents.

A better explanation for linguistic differences is that variations in the
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complexity and richness of a language’s vocabulary reflect what is important
to the people who speak that language.® To an Eskimo, differentiating among
varieties of snow is much more critical to survival and adaptation than it is
to the southern Californians, who may never see snow. Conversely, southern
Californians have numerous words to refer to four-wheeled motorized
vehicles, which are very important objects in their environment. However,
we are certain that differences in the words and concepts of a language do
affect the ease with which a person can change from one language to another
because there is a dynamic interrelationship among language, thought, and

culture.

Vocabulary

crystalline flakes  } 34k 45 &
referent n.  [i&] & 77 Pr4g By 3t &
spectrum n. i

Notes

1. Every language has its unique features and ways of allowing those who speak
it to identify objects and experiences.
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