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Unit 1

An Overview of Languages and Cultures

Warm-up Questions

1. Do you agree with the statement “ When you speak another language, you think
differently ™ 7

2. Is it possible to learn a foreign language without getting access to its culture?

3. Have you encountered any situation that confused or embarrassed you in terms of cross-

cultural communication?

Preview

Humans are social beings. As the receiver and sender of messages, man assembles and
distributes information. Every cultural pattern and every single act of social behavior an
involves communication in either an explicit or an implicit sense. The tool for this
communication is language. Language is part of human beings; it is what defines us. Language
is part of our daily lives and our nightly dreams. Language allows us to express our ideas,
feelings, thoughts, behaviors, etc. We think through language. Without language, we are not
able to enjoy the world. Culture and language are two faces of the same coin; they are deeply

intertwined, and one is part of the other.

Text

An Overview of Languages and Cultures

1 What is Language

Language as one element of culture has a very important role in human life. Language
allows a person to communicate with others in meeting their needs. Thus, it can be said that it

is the main function of language as a communication tool. This does not mean that the language
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has only one function. Another function is as a tool to express self-expression, a tool to make
integration and social adaptation, as well as a tool to hold social control. ( Keraf, 1980)

Based on these functions, Keraf also mentioned that * language is a means of
communication between members of the public symbol of the sound produced by means of said
human” ( Keraf, 1980). Similar opinion was also expressed by Sitindoan (1984 ) , she stated
“language is a symbol of the sound produced by means of said human, and the system has
meanings that are arbitrary; used by men in her life as a means of communication between each
other to form, express, and communicate thoughts and feelings. ” .

Based on the notions described above, every language has a symbol. With the symbol, it
will facilitate communication, although not directly dealing with the object. This is because
each symbol already contains a concept or understanding. In order for the meaning of the
symbols are understood, every language user must understand and follow the system language
that is used. Language system contains rules or rules that must be obeyed by the user’s
language. If not obeyed, the delivery information may be chaotic or communication cannot
happen.

Languages are arbitrary means no direct relationship between the symbol with the
symbolized. Symbolic emergence of an object is based on the convention. However, to be able

to understand a language must be studied and used as a communication tool.
2 What is Culture

Culture is the whole communication system that binds and allows operation of a set of
people called the public. Thus culture can be defined as a “system of rules of communication
and interaction that allows a society occurs and preserves”. Culture gives méaning to all
business and human movements. ( Nababan, 1984 )

Culture can also be interpreted as “the activities and the creation of the mind people like ;
faith, art, etc. ”. Based on this understanding, we can say that only humans have culture.
This is because living things are people who have sense and reason to generate culture.

In addition to the above two terms, the notion of culture can also be viewed from the
corner of Anthropology. In this regard, culture is defined as “the entirety of the conduct and
results of regular human behavior by the administration that must be acquired behaviors by
learning and all are arranged in life”. ( Koentjaraninggrat Ed. , 1985)

Culture in this case is understood as a learned behavior and conducted by a group of
people, cultures obtained from others by learning from the community. Culture also includes
everything that is the result of creativity, initiative, and the work of humans in an effort to

improve the standard of living and adapt to their environment. As a system, the culture needs
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to be seen from the embodiment of human life associated with the ideas, behaviors, and
material that are influenced by various aspects.

Based on the notions above, it can be concluded that culture is a result of creative
initiative,, and the work of humans in an effort to improve the standard of living and adapt to
their environment. These limits are more emphasized on the fact that humans are capable of

producing culture, because humans are living beings who have mind and reason.
3 Sapir and Whorf Hypothesis

Sapir and Whorf Hypothesis is a Hypothesis built up and expanded by B. L. Whorf
(1897 —1941) and derived from linguistic approach of his teacher, E. Sapir ( 1884 —1939).
This hypothesis, in fact, suggests that a language determines and resolves the thought and
perception of its speakers. In the sense that, no language can subsist except it is in the context
of culture and reciprocally, the culture which does not have at its center the structure of a
standard and ordinary language cannot survive. Whorf himself called this view the “linguistic
relativity principle” ( Whorf, 1952).

Consequently, Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is, indeed, a theory of the relationship between
language and thought expounded in its most explicit form by the American anthropological
linguists Edward Sapir ( 1884 - 1939 ) and Benjamin Lee Whorf ( 1897 - 1941 ). This
hypothesis is also known as the theory of the linguistic relativity. The main idea in this
hypothesis, as Whorf (1952) puts it, is that every human being views the world by his own
native language. In other words, just as time, space, and mass ( according to Einstein) can be
defined only in terms of a system of relationships, human knowledge similarly arises only in
relation to the semantic and structural possibilities of natural languages.

In fact, Sapir and Whorf Hypothesis comprises two consistent and unified ingredients as
follows :

Linguistic Relativity; In accordance with linguistic relativity the languages that are
completely different in their vocabulary and structure put across and convey different cultural
significances and meanings. This belief, indeed, maintains that the way people view the world
is determined wholly or partly by the structure of their native language.

Linguistic Determinism: In proportion to linguistic determinism in its strong version,
models and samples of thought and observation and comprehending of reality are settled on,
agreed on and found out by one’s native language. The first part is linguistic relativity, which
indeed, has a more important role in forming Sapir and Whorf Hypothesis. The main idea in
this hypothesis, as Whorf puts it, is that every human being views the world by his own native

language.
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4 The Relationship between Culture and Language

According to Sapir (1921), “language is a purely human and non-instinctive method of
communicating ideas, emotions and desire by means of voluntarily produced symbols. ”
Language is a part of culture and a part of human behavior.

It is often held that the function of language is to express thought and to communicate
information. Language also fulfills many other tasks such as greeting people, conducting
religious service, etc.

Krech (1962) explained the major functions of language from the following three aspects ;

(1) Language is the primary vehicle of communication;

(2) Language reflects both the personality of the individual and the culture of his history.
In return, it helps shape both personality and culture ;

(3) Language makes the possible growth and transmission of culture, the continuity of
societies, and the effective functioning and control of social group.

It is obvious that language plays a paramount role in developing, elaborating and
transmitting culture and language, enabling us to store meanings and experience to facilitate
communication. The function of language is so important in communication that it is even
exaggerated by some scholars. The most famous one is the hypothesis of linguistic determinism
concerning the relationship between language and culture, which Nida regards as
misconceptions constituting serious difficulties for cross-cultural understanding.

The problem of the relationship between language, culture and thought bothered many
linguists and philosophers since ancient time. To think about this problem, we need to begin
with the definition of language and culture. Language is generally accepted as a system of
arbitrary vocal symbols used for human communication. And there is a most widely accepted
definition of culture: culture is the total accumulation of beliefs, customs, values, behaviors,
institutions and communication patterns that are shared, learned and passed down through the
generation in an identifiable group of people. (Linell Davis) The definitions of language and
culture imply that the two are closely connected to each other. On one hand, culture seems so
inclusive, it permeates almost every aspect of human life including languages people use. On
the other hand, when people need to share a culture, they communicate through language.

However, the definition ‘alone cannot provide us with a clear understanding on the
relationship between language and culture. Problems remain unsolved as: how does culture
influence people’s linguistic behavior? Does language influence the culture in return? If so, in
what way? Varies studies have been carried out, among them, a well known hypothesis is the

Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis made by two American linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf.
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The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis describes the relationship between language , culture and thought.
The core idea is that man’s language molds his perception of reality. We see the world in the
way that our language describes it, so that the world we live in is a linguistic construct. The
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis has two major components: linguistic determinism and linguistic
relativity. The former holds the idea that the way one thinks is determined by the language one
speaks, because one can only perceive the world in terms of the categories and distinctions
encoded in the language. The latter means that the categories and distinctions encoded in one
language system are unique to that system and incommensurable with those of others,
therefore, the differences among languages must be reflected in different worldviews of their
speakers. Since the formulation of the hypothesis, discussions have never been ended. Many
linguists and philosophers are against the linguistic determinism. They argue if language
determines thought totally, and if there is no thought without language, speakers of different
languages will never understand each other. Nevertheless, the weak interpretation of the
hypothesis is now widely accepted that language does have influence on thought and culture.
Evidence is easy to be found. A well known example is that Eskimos have countless words for
snow while there is only one word “snow” in English. Therefore, a “snow world” in an
Eskimo’s eye and an English speaker’s eye would be so different. This example shows that
people’s perceptions of their surroundings are modified by the conceptual categories their
languages happen to provide. Questions still remain: which goes first, the language or the
culture? Does the native language gives people different perceptions? Or on the contrary, do
the different worldviews and cultures determine the language?

The problem gets more and more philosophical, as Winston Churchill once said, “we
shaped our buildings and afterwards our buildings shaped us. " We describe our experience and
culture by using language, and the categories built into language, its structures influence our
perceptions—Ilanguage in return shapes our thought and culture. Therefore, we should take a
dialectical point of view on the relationship between language and culture. As is mentioned at
the beginning, language and culture are inextricably intertwined. On the one hand, language is
a part of human being. It reflects people’s attitudes, beliefs, worldviews. Language both
expressed and embodies cultural reality. On the other hand, language is a part of culture. It

helps perpetuate the culture and it can influence the culture to a certain extent.
5 Linguistic and Cultural Diversity

When we lose a language, the cultural context of its original tradition is irrecoverably lost,
because the survivors of that period no longer exist ( Hale, 1992). For example, in some

indigenous tribes, which were engulfed by civilization, the native language may be lost if



TRHE L WIMEZ SEEE B R RSB

children stop learning in order to learn the “ecivilized” one, Sometimes out of prejudice, they
think the “white” language is better than the indigenous one. When the last old man or woman
of the tribe dies, with them dies their language.

Even if we manage to reconstruct effectively a language that was once dead, the context in
which this language will flourish again will be a different one. The nuances of metaphors, of
semantics, pragmatics and of discourse will be different from the original set. What is lost will
be lost forever. Unfortunately, language death is not a rare process nowadays; we estimate that
400 languages are on the verge of extinction and half of the roughly 7,000 *known living
languages will be gone by the end of the 21st century”™ ( Ostler, 2003). We will be facing the
loss of a treasure comparable with the loss of a species, a misfortune event in Biology as in
Linguistics: “the less variety in language the less variety in ideas” ( Crawford, 1995).

What we can do now? Safeguarding the linguistic and cultural diversity in the world and
promoting bilingual programs seems to be an appropriate direction to follow. However, this may
not be enough. In order to maintain a language alive, a great amount of input is required and
multiple aspects should be taken into account. Some of these were already listed above,
regarding linguistic aspects but the cultural side of the coin is deeper than it seems. In a model
of the dynamics of language death, Abrams and Strogatz (2003 ) showed that status is the most
relevant linguistic parameter to measure the threat to a given language. The joy of reading
literature in minority language situations as a way to enhance the status of the mother tongue
was mentioned by Bhatia (1978 ) as an important tool to prevent language loss. Formal and
informal situations should also be considered, especially after Major (1992) pointed out a
higher loss of L1 ( mother tongue) in casual situations than in formal ones, correlated with
proficiency in 1.2 (target language). A significant amount of speakers; bilingual programs in
schools; TV, newspaper and media in general; art, music, poems, and other socio-historical
and cultural programs; funds and support from governments and politicians—in sum. The more
input, the more chances to maintain a language alive and running. Nevertheless, we should
not regard the conservation of language in an overly protective way ( for instance, prohibiting
foreignisms ) , neither should we add values or prejudices: each language has its inherent

importance.
6 Discussion; Language and Culture

Concerning the above, the following points appear in the mind;
We are, in all our thinking and forever, at the understanding of the particular language
that has become the means of expression for our society, we experience and practice our

expression by means of the characteristics, peculiarities, and sometimes, literary words
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encoded in our language. The characteristics, peculiarities, and literary words encoded in one
language system are distinctive, typical, and unique to that system and they are dissimilar as
well as incomparable with those of other systems.

Since the culture of a particular place or nation is different from others, sometimes the
misunderstanding and misconception occurs when one from another nation uses the language of
that nation.

In order to understand the specific words, literary terms, and even sometimes the simple
words in one language, we must be familiar with the culture of that nation.

Thus, the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis mostly indicates the influence of language on thought.
It is worth mentioning that, as a reality, memory and perception are affected by the availability
of appropriate words and expression. For example, experiments have shown that visual
memories tend to be distorted so that they are in closer correspondence with commonly used
expressions; and that people tend to notice the thing that are codable in their language: i. e.
things that fall within the scope of readily available words and expressions. Codability, in this
sense, is a matter of degree. Something that comes within the denotation of a common single
word is more highly codable than something whose description requires a specially constructed
phrase. Codability is not unavoidably constant and uniform throughout a language-community-
especially when we are dealing with a community as complex, as diffuse and as varied as the
native speakers of English. All too often, the correlation of language and culture is made at a
very general level, and with the tacit or explicit assumption that those who speak the same
language must necessarily share the same culture. This assumption is manifestly false in respect
of many languages and many cultures. No less important is the fact that the codability is not
simply a matter of the existence of single-word lexemes.

Particular languages are associated historically with particular cultures; the languages
provide the key to the associated cultures, and especially to their literature; the languages
themselves cannot be fully understood otherwise than in the context of the cultures in which
they are inextricably embedded; subsequently, language and culture are studied together. It
happens that English and other major languages of Europe are highly unrepresentative of the
languages of the world. English, in particular, has been used in the administration of an
empire of great cultural diversity. It is spoken as a native language by members of many
different ethnic groups and adherents of many religions, living in many parts of the world. It is
widely employed by anthropologists, missioners and writers of all kinds, not only in the
description of every known society, but also in novels, plays and ete. , which have their setting
in countries and societies in which English is not normally spoken.

The above points indicate that English, to an even greater extent than other European
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languages, has been enlarged and modified by loan translation in almost every area of its
vocabulary. The correlation between the semantic structure of English and the cultures of its
native speakers are therefore much more complex and diverse than are the correlations between
language and culture in the vast majority of human societies. It is also much easier for a native
speaker of English or one of the major languages of Europe to think that all human languages

are inter-translatable than it would be for a speaker of most other languages.
7 Teaching Culture and Language

The matter of culture and language teaching is not an issue that has been avoided, on the
contrary. The Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition ( CARLA) from the
University of Minnesota holds a bibliography list of almost one hundred articles in the field of
Language and Culture Teaching and Learning 2. Still, it is a relatively recent area, considering
that more than half of the articles are from the 1990s. Recent works also emphasize the

B

importance of teaching the “culture” of the foreign language. Chavez (2002) conducted a
research with students of German as a foreign language and compared the definitions of
“culture” from both teachers and students, also providing an overview of how students
understand culture in foreign language teaching and learning. A few students (5 out of 212)
related linguistics aspects with culture and one of the qualitative data is, in fact, inspiring:
“language is how a people express itself. The essence of a people (or the culture) seeps into
the language. So, when you learn the language of a people, you are invariably learning about
its culture”. However, most of the results are dismay: students’ views are that *teaching
culture takes away time from the real object of language instruction, i. e. grammar”; many
students do not share our teachers’ consensus view that “culture has a firm legiﬁmate place in
the language classroom”. One student even said, “This is a course on language not culture”.
As dreadful as this may sound, it appears that this wronged view is not surprising. According to
Robinson-Stuart & Nocon (1996) “the tendency of students to separate language from the
culture of the people who use it” was influenced by the “context of the history of language
pedagogy, which has for the last 50 years focused on the four language skills, that is reading,
writing, listening, and speaking”.

Most of EFL programs do not include cultural aspects in extensive amounts. Frequently,
the cultural aspects are considered as extra activities and are performed only when the teachers
have the time and the effort to produce the extra material, and if the basic program has already
been fulfilled. Some institutions even prohibit extra material with the excuse that their
franchising has to maintain higher standards and claiming that high level of homogeneity is

required. Most students who are learning a second language do not realize that culture should

.8 .



o SO i

come together with it. The students have the wrong idea:when they are learning new vocabulary
and grammar, they will be using them to talk or write the same way they do in their mother

.

torgue. It is the “attendant notion that culture is an addendum to the ‘real’ focus of language
study” ( Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996 ). What students—and some schools—do not
understand is that in order to be fluent in a second language they need to think according to the
language they are learning. If culture influences thought via language, culture and language
should be taught together.

Fortunately, this scenario seems to be in the process of changing, as more and more
teachers and school managers realize the impending necessity to teach culture in a second
language acquisition context. It is not an easy job, but it is doable. Teaching a foreign
language is much more than pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar. The nuances of second
language learning are far more complex. According to Holmes ( 1996) in some cases, a
sophisticated sdcinlinguistic competence is required to deal with cultural aspects of language in
use. The difficulties in learning cultural aspects, however, can be extensive. Rufino (2003 ) ,
for instance, showed that textbooks might allow the rising of meanings that carry a skewed view
of a given society and may provoke stereotypes and prejudice. The author pointed out that
cultural and socio-historical aspects should be discussed with the students in order to broaden
their range of discourse possibilities in the second language. In addition, when we are learning
a second language, we face a lot of difficulties not only associated with different symbolisms,
rules, grammar, sounds, but also mainly discourse discrepancies. According to Ré (2006) ,
discourse assumes the articulation of language with parameters other than linguistics. In my
point of view, those parameters, so far as discourse, are related to culture. Discourse has been
considered an important part of the duo language/culture: Language, culture, and society are
grounded in interaction; they stand in a reflexive relationship with the self, the other and the
self-other relationship, and it is out of these mutually constitutive relationships that discourse is
created ( Schiffrin, 1994 ). In addition, Sherzer ( 1987 ) considered discourse “to be the
concrete expression of language-culture relationships™. The author also discusses the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis and re-conceptualizes it; It is discourse which creates, recreates, modifies,
and fine tunes both culture and language and their intersection, and it is especially in verbally
artistic discourse such as poetry, magic, and political rhetoric that the potentials and resources
provided by grammar, as well as cultural meanings and symbols, are exploited to the fullest
and the essence of language-culture relationships becomes salient.

In a situation of bilingualism, the bilingual competence seems to be related to a bicultural
identity, allowing the person to “navigate” between two communities ( Vasseur, 2006 ). At

this point, the strong version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is discordant with a bilingual
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