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Communication and Culture

HESEEOHEANERANNGEYRSIRNSERED N UNBENROUREENGUNR
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.?

Reading and Discussion

Cross-Cultural Awareness

Developing cross-cultural awareness usually goes along with
learning a new language and being exposed to a new culture; such
exposure reveals both cultural similarities and differences. And
sometimes it is the similarities between cultures that surprise us as much
as the differences. Once a little four-year-old American traveling in
China was overheard exclaiming, “Look, Mommy, that little Chinese
boy is eating ice cream, too.”

Cross-cultural awareness is the ability to understand
cultures—your own and others’—by means of objective, non-
judgmental comparisons. It is an appreciation for, an
understanding of, cultural pluralism—the ability to get rid of our

ethnocentric tendencies and to accept another culture on its own
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terms. Many cross-cultural interactions go sour due to a lack of
such an awareness.

We study a foreign language in order to communicate with
people who have learned their native language not in a classroom,
but in natural, everyday interactions with people and situations in
their culture. They have learned the intentions behind words and
phrases mostly without consciously thinking about them; it has
been part of their culture and they have taken it for granted. We,
however, as adults learning a second language, must make a

conscious effort to examine the cultural context of the language we

want to learn.

1. Discuss the following questions in groups.

— What does the “exclamation” of the little American reflect?

— What does “ethnocentric tendencies” mean?

2. Comment on the following views.

—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.

— As adults learning a second language we must make a

conscious effort to examine the cultural context of the language we

want to learn.

Communication

It has been said that without a culture we cannot see, but with

a culture we are forever blind. In other words, each of us is born
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into a culture that teaches us a number of shared meanings and
expectations. We usually learn our own culture’s ways of doing,
speaking, and thinking so well that it becomes difficult to think,
feel, speak, and act as people in other cultures do.

As the basic building blocks of communication, words
communicate meaning, but as we have seen, the meanings of words
are very much influenced by culture. Meaning is in the person, not
in the word, and each person is the product of a particular culture
that passed on shared and appropriate meanings. Thus, if we want
to learn to communicate well in a foreign language, we must
understand the culture that gives that language meaning. In other
words, culture and communication are inseparably linked: you can’
t have one without the other. Culture gives meaning and provides
the context for communication, and the ability to communicate
allows us to act out our cultural values and to share our language
and our culture.

But our own native language and culture are so much a part of
us that we take them for granted. When we travel to another
country, it’s as if we carry, along with our passports, our own
culturally designed lenses through which we view the new
environment. Using our own culture as the standard by which to
judge other cultures is called ethnocentrism, and although
unintentional, our ethnocentric ways of thinking and acting often
get in the way of our understanding other languages and cultures.
The ability and willingness to change lenses when we look at a
different culture is both the cure and the prevention for such
cultural blindness. Studying a new language provides the
opportunity to practice changing lenses when we also learn the
context of the culture to which it belongs. .

When linguists study a new language they often compare it to

their own, and consequently they gain a better understanding of
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not only the new language but of their own language as well.
Students who study a foreign language will also learn more about
their own native tongue by comparing and contrasting the two
languages. You can follow the same comparative method in
learning more about culture—your own, as well as others’.
Remember that each culture has developed a set of patterns that are
right and appropriate for that culture. If people do things
differently in another culture, they are not “wrong”—they are just

different! Always thinking that “culturally different” means

“® ”

culturally  wrong will only promote intercultural
misunderstanding.

The clothes we wear, the way we decorate our homes, the car
we drive, the way we address people, the jobs we choose, the
mates we choose—all these things communicate different things to
different people, and they may communicate more,or less, than we
intend. It depends on how the receiver of the message sees, thinks
and feels as much as on what the sender says, thinks, and feels.
Communication is a very complex process, even among people from
the same culture who speak the same language. The potential
problems and the likelihood of miscommunication multiply when
communication takes place between people from different cultures.

Intercultural communication occurs whenever a person from
one culture does something that is given meaning by a person from
another culture, Communicating across cultures is made difficult by
each person’s ethnocentric tendencies to perceive objects, events,
and behavior through lenses designed in the person’s own culture.
But an honest desire to communicate with people from other
cultures, coupled with an attempt to understand cultural
differences, will go a long way in helping you become a successful
intercultural communicator.

Communicating in a new culture means learning what to say



