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Learning Objectives

In this chapter, you are to know:

. the deﬂn;trons and s:gnmcance of language;
the definitions and charactensncs of culture;
) the relatnonshlp between languageand culture
4 foretgn language learning and mtercultural cor




; Words of Wisdom

9

» To know another’s language and not his culture is a very good way to make a fluent fool
of one’s self.
— Winston Brembeck
» Studying a second language without learning the culture is like learning how to drive a car
by studying a driver’s manual and never getting behind a steering wheel.
— Kathy J. Irving
* The sum of human wisdom is not contained in any one language, and no single language is

— Ezra PoundJ

capable of expressing all forms and degrees of human comprehension.

Warming-up Activities

1.

What is the pragmatic failure in the following conversation?
Xiao Li (a Chinese interpreter): You must be very tired. You’re old ...
Catherine (an elderly American lady): Oh, I’'m NOT old, and I'm NOT tired.

. What are the two speakers talking about in the following conversation? How do you explain

it to foreigners?

B A A BRI VR 7
L INFEB—WE.

H: ARERAREI A T EIE

. What do you know “#E K=" means? Why do you think the American guest in the following

report had difficulty working out its meaning?

In a CCTV quiz program hosted by Wang Xiaoya, an American guest who could speak
some Chinese was to choose the correct meaning of “Z & K=" from the following: Tff .
0 WB A . 4% . Although he fully understood the literal meaning of this term (the most
important thing in one’s life), he couldn’t work out the meaning that the Chinese people
attach to it until the host gave him some hints.

How do you understand the term “culture” ?

1.1 Language

1) Definitions

From past to present, different definitions of language have been given from various

perspectives by scholars and researchers. The following is just a glimpse of it.
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Chapter 1 Language and Culture iEE531{k

(1) “Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicating ideas,
emotions and desires by means of voluntarily produced symbols.” (Edward Sapir, 1921)

(2) “A language is a system of arbitrary ( B ) vocal ( i &) ) symbols by means of
which a social group cooperates.” (B. Bloch and G. Trager, 1942)

(3) “From now on I will consider a language to be a set (finite or infinite) of sentences,
each finite in length and constructed out of a finite set of elements.” (Noam Chomsky, 1957)

(4) Language refers to: (D the method of human communication, either spoken or written,
consisting of the use of words in a structured and conventional way; @ the system of
communication used by a particular community or country, (3) the manner or style of a piece
of writing or speech (The Oxford American College Dictionary, 2002).

(5) “Language is behavior which utilizes

body parts: the vocal apparatus and the auditory ‘. JC‘-J’ {REF

> 2 ) Ciaod
system fo.r oral language; the brachial apparatus annz?wello! wil)
and the visual system for sign language. ... Such ’%.‘E 13| tholal J |

body parts are controlled by none other than the : w70
brain for their functions.” (Fred C. C. Peng, 2005)
(6) “A language consists of symbols that

convey meaning, plus rules for combining those
symbols, that can be used to generate an infinite variety of messages.” (Wayne Weiten, 2007)

(7) “We can define language as a system of communication using sounds or symbols that
enables us to express our feelings, thoughts, ideas, and experiences.” (E. Bruce Goldstein, 2008)

(8) “EHERRAEHBFER T R - NE B W AE S A DUy, /TR B
T, WHRE LRI T . DiERARMER, (HRAREEE LA, TRIFA LA R
MAESCFRAF O, CFRRIEFW—F, IR BERMIES  800E.” ( £77,1943)

9) “EFRABRANLEFGE R ESRE LR RRRIAIT TR (BITE,
1968 )

(10) “IEF R—ARKEEMN PR TR, IHE J0IL GREMBEER (B F 2R ),
1998 )

D “HERARFFAEHN SRR, YEEHT ASANXRWEHE, BRERE
ME RN E A SEFEHT AMERMAASCRRE, ERANNFWR TR, MEME
TRy, BRSO fm B a8dA A as . (PR, 1991)

(12) “WBEF R AFSNI R b7 ik a9 77 g 2.7 (RS, 2001 )

Despite all the differences in the definitions, it is universally accepted that language is
a symbolic code of communication consisting of a set of sounds (phonetics) with understood
meanings (vocabulary) and a set of rules (grammar) for constructing messages.

2) Functions

(1) Tool for Social Communication

Language is the most effective way of communication although there are many other
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ways, e.g. non-verbal communication. All the other
ways of communication can only play auxiliary
roles. Only with language, can knowledge and
information be spread far beyond time and space.
Language permits us to remember the past, deal
with the present, and anticipate and plan for the
future. (Samovar, 1998). Language is human-

specific. Only human beings possess what can be
called language and make social communication in the true sense while animals, e.g. parrots,
can only imitate people’s language mechanically, by a few words or a few sentences, but can
not master the whole complicated language system of human beings.

(2) Device for Thinking

Thinking, which mainly includes abstract thinking and image thinking, is human beings’
brain activity to reflect the real world.

Thinking takes form and “speaks out” with the help of language, which makes people’s
communication possible. In this sense, there would be no thinking or communication without
language. Language and thinking are closely related to each other. They promote and develop
each other in human beings’ social activities. For example, human beings thinking activity has
developed from concreteness to abstractness, so has the vocabulary in a language. With human
beings’ deeper understanding of the world, there is a larger and larger vocabulary, especially in
abstract words.

(3) Propeller of Society

As a social phenomenon, language originated in society from labor on the one hand, and
reflects the society on the other hand. It plays a very important role in society. In every field
of human beings’ activity, from material production to spiritual creative work, from political
and cultural activity to daily life, language, as a link, helps human being set themselves apart
from the animal world, ties the whole society together, develop their thinking, organize their
activities and promote social civilization. Without language, people could not coordinate their
group activities, and the whole society would stop working, which would make all the other

activities come to a stop, too.

1.2 Culture

In English, the word “culture”
comes from the Latin word “cultura”
and “colere”, meaning “inhabit ( /&
f£)7, “cultivate (#F )", “protect
(fRH0) 7.
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Chapter 1 Language and Culture EEHS5XH

In Chinese, the earliest appearance of the term “3C4L” so far is generally regarded in{ %
3t - #5i% ), works by Liu Xiangzhi ( X||[i]Z ) in West Han Dynasty (206 BC—25 AD): “ZE A
ZBR T, e EmER . NaZ 2%, AR, AR, AR5 ik, ”

Later, at the end of 19th century, when scholars translated the English word “culture” ,
they used “3CfL” as its equivalent.

1) Definitions

Culture has been given a lot more definitions than language
by scholars and researchers from various perspectives.

Edward Burnett Tylor, the well-known culturist in
Britain, gave the classical definition of “culture” in his Primitive
Culture ({JR#AC4L ) ) in 1871: a completed system including
knowledge, faith, art, law, morality, custom, and all the
abilities and habits from which a social member would acquire.
(—REMER, BEBRR G 2R EE GEE K
16 LA B AN Fat 2 — B AN AL S R SR & TR BE )
52918.) (Edward Burnett Tylor, 1832-1917)

Some other typical definitions include:

(1) “Culture is the medium evolved by humans to survive. Nothing in our lives is free
from cultural influences. It is the keystone in civilization’s arch and is the medium through
which all life’s events must flow.” (Hall, 1959)

(2) “Culture refers to the total way of life of a particular group of people. It includes
everything that a group of people thinks, says, does and makes.” (Kohls, 1979)

(3) “Culture is a system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts that
the members of a society use to cope with their world and with one another, and that are
transmitted from generation to generation through learning.” (Harris & Moran, 1996)

(4) “Culture is the deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, actions, attitudes,
meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts of the
universe, and artifacts acquired by a group of people in the course of generations through
individual and group striving.” (Samovar, Porter & Stefani, 1998)

(5) “Culture is the total accumulation of beliefs, customs, values, behaviors, institutions
and communication patterns what are shared, learned and passed down through the generations
in an identifiable group of people.” (Davis, 1999)

(6) “Culture is the coherent, learned, shared view of a group of people about life’s
concerns that ranks what is important, furnishes attitudes about what things are appropriate,
and dictates behavior.” (Beamer and Varner, 2001)

(7) Culture refers to (D the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement
regarded collectively; @ the customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a particular nation,
people, or other social group, or (3 the attitudes and behavior characteristic of a particular social
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group. It is a term we commonly use to explain the differences in our ways of living. (The
Oxford American College Dictionary, 2002)

(8) B NAETEFRIER — Y . Uk Z AR TEBUR (AT, T3 2 —Y), BT ( 3Lk,
1949)

(9) SCABE AR A BN A RS AR Sy A B (30, 1985)

(10) |~ LAY AL R NS0 9 — D04 57 & FORS Pl P b B R R SO
TEFEES OCF SRR IR IVESENREM . (PEXER2S - #ta%),
1993)

(11) 3CAb)™ A8 A EAEAE 2 S BOd B b B RS B B S B9 A 7 RE I MBI E Y )
J ORIV E 0 B B SCRERE R AE P RE AR B i, B — U B AAR
22 BARRE HAEPES. ZHR—BER, AFEESCRR, i #30e” BiFE S XF
FSREL— AR . LA A A& 8 SRR, 38— D ARESCRARERE . PE.
REFE E R FTE B SR AL EFR . (CREEE ), 1999 )

(12) BGei, AR —Ftt 2 BER, BANTKIAQIEIE a4, [Faf & —Fh
BEE, Bt SR REY . BT, ST RBRSS Y 2 Th X T R Z A
RESEBAL R 1Y E RS R I 52 3R K A ARG I8 AR IT R SCFZAR AT AR
0 JBYET R NMEESE , B Z A BT 3 Ui 3 A T ) — R BE RS AL AR VB S .
7 XA AR N2 P s R e AR b B 3 B W B W ' AR AR A e S (EBE)

Many metaphors have been employed

DEFENSE

ARl — to help people have a better understanding of
The Cultural Iceberg the term “culture”.

(1) Culture is like the water a fish swims
in. A fish notices everything except the water
it is swimming in. The same is true for us.

(2) Culture is like an iceberg; only some
of culture is visible.

(3) Culture is our software. Culture is
the basic operating system that makes us

human.

(4) Culture is the grammar of our behavior. Culture is what people need to know in order
to behave appropriately in any society.

Besides, culture is also regarded as: compass, mind maps, ecosystem and toolbox ...

The metaphors mentioned above emphasize different features and functions of culture.

2) Characteristics ‘

Although there may not be a universally accepted definition of culture, there are a number
of characteristics of culture, on the basis of which most people agree to describe its essence.

(1) Culture is learned. Culture is not something we are born with; rather, it is learned. We
all have to be taught our culture. The process begins immediately after birth — even earlier,

6



Chapter 1 Language and Culture &5 53

e.g. prenatal education ( if#{ ) according to some recent researches. People learn culture
through proverbs, folktales, legends, myths, art, mass media and many other ways.

(2) Culture is transmitted from generation to generation. The means of transmitting the
culture can take a variety of forms and can have numerous “carriers” (family, media, church,
etc.), but the key elements of culture must be shared with each new generation, so culture and
communication are linked in the way that communication makes culture a continuous process.

(3) Culture is subject to change. Cultures are constantly changing over time. They change
in the process of transmission from generation to generation, group to group, and place to
place. Four major mechanisms account for the change of cultures: technological inventions,
disasters, cultural contacts, and environmental factors.

(4) Culture is integrated. Culture is composed of parts that are related to each other.
The interrelationship of these various parts is so important that all aspects of culture must be
reasonably well integrated in order to function. It is believed that you touch a culture in one
place and everything else is affected.

(5) Culture is ethnocentric. Ethnocentrism is our instinctive reaction to assume that our
culture, our way of life, are the right ones, and that all others are not. It is the natural state
for peoples of the world. Acceptance of cultural differences is the exception. Developing
sensitivity to cultural differences does not come naturally.

(6) Culture is adaptive. People need their cultural skills to stay alive. On this point, culture
has been a highly successful adaptive mechanism for human-beings. It has given them a major
selective advantage in the competition for survival with other life forms. From the invention
of efficient hunting skills, fire use, and ultimately, clothing, warm housing, early agriculture to
modern science and technology, culture has allowed the global human population to grow from
less than 10 million shortly after the end of the last ice age to more than 7 billion today, a mere
10,000 years later.

3) Cultural Patterns

People and cultures are extremely complex

and consist of numerous interrelated cultural

Elements of Culture

orientations, which constitute the components of
cultural patterns.

Cultural patterns refer to the specific
cultural rules that people from a certain nation

or a certain group have become accustomed

to and followed together for a long time. Behaviours
) Ideas * customs
They consist of a whole set of stable cultural * beliefs * habits
* values dress
system, such as beliefs, cultural values, norms % [sHmuons foods

leisure

of behaviors and social practices. ( 3Lk 77 2
TRAEE— RIS P AT S
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87 R ST A A SCAR AU , A8 AT TS A S B AT A TE Bt & S R — %
EREN RS, )

(1) Beliefs

Beliefs are ideas that people assume to be true about the world and are a set of
learned interpretations that form the basis for cultural members to decide what is and what
is not correct and logical. In other words, beliefs are people’s conviction in the truth of
something, and they are at the core of our thoughts and actions. For example, if people
highly value the Islamic tradition, they will believe that the Koran is an infallible source
of knowledge and thus accept the miracles and promises that it offers. What is interesting
about beliefs is that they are so much a part of culture that in most instances we do not
demand proof or question them. We do not have to declare the belief wrong. We should
recognize the fact that cultures have different realities and belief systems. People accept
them simply because they know “they are true” . Beliefs are influential in communication
in that they affect people’s conscious and unconscious minds, as well as the manner in
which people communicate.

(2) Values

Values are learned organizations of rules for making choices and for resolving
conflicts. These “rules” and guideposts are normative and teach people what is useful,
good, right, wrong, what to strive for, how to live our life, and even what to die for.
Although each of us has a unique set of individual values, there are also values that tend
to penetrate a culture. These are called cultural values, which are transmitted by a variety
of sources (family, media, school, church, state, etc.) and therefore tend to be broad-based,
enduring, and relatively stable. Most importantly, as is the case with cultural beliefs,
cultural values guide both people’s perception and communication. An understanding of
cultural values helps people appreciate the behavior of other people and an awareness of
cultural values also helps people understand their own behavior. Values can be classified as
primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary values are the most important: they specify what
is worth the sacrifice of human life. In the United States, democracy and the protection of
one’s self and close family are primary values. Secondary values are also quite important.
In the United States, the relief of the pain and suffering of others is a secondary value. The
securing of material possessions is also a secondary value for most Americans. Tertiary
values are at the bottom of our hierarchy. Hospitality to guests and cleanliness is regarded
as one of the tertiary values in the United States.

(3) Norms

Norms are the socially shared expectations of appropriate behaviors. When a person’s
behaviors violate the culture’s norms, social sanctions are usually imposed. Like values, norms
can vary within a culture in terms of their importance and intensity. Norms may change over
a period of time whereas beliefs and values tend to be much more enduring. Norms exist for a

8
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wide variety of behaviors. For example, the greeting behaviors of people within a culture are
governed by norms. Similarly, good manners in a variety of situations are based on norms.
Norms also exist to guide people’s interactions and to indicate how to engage in conversation,
what to talk about, and how to disengage from conversation. Because people are expected
to behave according to their culture’s norms, they therefore come to see their own norms as
constituting the “right” way of communicating. Norms, then, are linked to the beliefs and
values of a culture.

(4) Social practices

Social practices are the predictable behavior patterns that members of a culture typically
follow. Social practices are the outward manifestations of beliefs, values, and norms. In the
United States, lunch is usually over by 1:30 p.m. and gift brought by dinner guests are usually
opened in the presence of the guests. In Italy, lunch hasn’t yet started by 1:30 p.m. In China,
gifts are never opened in front of the giver, and doing so is considered bad manners. One type
of social practices is informal and includes everyday tasks, such as eating, sleeping, dressing,
working, playing and talking to others. Another type of social practices is more formal and
prescriptive. These include the rituals, ceremonies, and structured routines that are typically
performed publicly and collectively: saluting the flag, praying in church, honoring the dead
at funerals, getting married, and many other social practices. Of course, all members of a
culture do not necessarily follow that culture’s “typical” social practices; each person differs,
in unique and significant ways, from the general cultural tendency to think and behave in
particular ways.

4) Classifications

Cultures can be classified into different types from different perspectives.

(1) Material Culture, Spiritual Culture & Institutional Culture

Material Culture: the culture that satisfies people’s material life, such as food, dressing,
building, cars, etc.

Spiritual Culture: the culture that reflects the various forms of human beings’ psychology
or social consciousness, such as literature, art, etc.

Institutional Culture: the various forms of culture that regulates human beings’
relationship or behaviors, such as economic system, marriage system, family system, legal
system, etc.

(2) Big C Culture & Small C Culture

According to E. D. Allen, culture can be divided into two types: “Big C Culture” and
“Small C Culture”.

Big C Culture: the culture that is most visible, such as literature, art, music, architecture,
philosophy, science and technology, etc. They are the most overt forms of culture.

Small C Culture: the more invisible type of culture associated with a region, group of
people, such as norms of behaviors, patterns of living, daily habits, customs, etc.
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(3) High-context Culture & Low-context Culture

Edward Hall categorizes cultures as being either high or low context, depending on the
degree to which meaning comes from the settings or from the words.

A high-context culture is a culture in which the individual has internalized meaning and
information, so that little is explicitly stated in written or spoken messages. In conversation, the
listener knows what is meant because the speaker and listener share the same knowledge and
assumptions, and the listener can piece together the speaker’s meaning. Communication in a

high context culture expresses much
e information either in the physical
Contextual

Vanous Countries
Notw. Puttomed sher 8 T, Hot

context of the situation or is already
internalized in the person.

A low-context culture is one
in which information and meanings
are explicitly stated in the message or
communication. Individuals in a low-

context culture expect explanations

when statements or situations are
unclear, as they often are. Information
and meanings are not internalized by the individual but are derived from context, e.g., from the
situation or an event. Low context, in contrast, conveys most information as explicit statements

and little is conveyed by relationships or internalization.

1.3 The Relationship between Language and Culture

As early as 1921, the American anthologist-linguist Edward Sapir pointed out, “Language
does not exist apart from culture, that is, from the socially inherited assemblage of practices

” o«

and beliefs that determines the texture of our lives.” “The vocabulary of a language more or
less faithfully reflected the culture whose purposes it serves and that the history of language
and the history of culture move along parallel lines.”

Language and culture are intimately related to each other. They depend on and permeate
into each other.

American intercultural communication scholars Gudykunst and Kim (2003) summarize
the relationship between language and culture as:

Every culture has a language with which people are able to communicate with one
another. The specific languages we speak are learned in our cultures and reflect our
cultures. Over time, changes in our languages change our cultures and changes in our
cultures lead to changes in our languages. We learn our languages as we are socialized

into our cultures.
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