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Lecture 01: Introduction to Language & Culture

[bookmark: _GoBack]As students of English, you have already embarked on a journey not just into a new language, but into new ways of seeing the world. You may have encountered moments of confusion or surprise—why do English speakers say "bless you" when someone sneezes? Why do some questions feel too direct? Why are some topics avoided in polite conversation?
These are not just questions of vocabulary or grammar; they are questions at the very heart of the relationship between language and culture. 

Part 1: What is "Culture"? Beyond Monuments and Food
When you hear the word "culture," perhaps the first thing that crosses your mind is the Louvre, sushi, flamenco dancing, or Chinese New Year. These are products of culture, and not culture itself. The three key perspectives that best define culture more deeply are, 
a) The Iceberg Model (Hall, 1976)
Imagine an iceberg. The small, visible tip above the water represents the surface culture: things like food, dress, music, language, and visual arts. These are the explicit, observable aspects. However, the vast, invisible part of the iceberg below the water is the deep culture. This includes:
· Values: What a society considers good vs. evil, beautiful vs. ugly.
· Beliefs: Our understandings of how the world works.
· Attitudes: For example, concepts of time (monochronic vs. polychronic), personal space, non-verbal communication, and relationships.
For EFL learners, misunderstanding often occurs at the level of the deep culture. You might know the English words, but misinterpret the intention because you are unaware of the deep cultural values driving the communication.
b) Culture as a "Symphony of Meaning" (Geertz, 1973)
The anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously defined culture as "a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life." He argued that to understand culture, we must read it like a text, looking for the webs of meaning that people themselves have spun.
In this view, culture is not a set of rules to be memorized, but a complex text to be interpreted. Every gesture, every word, and every social ritual is a symbol laden with meaning. Your task as an advanced language user is to become a skilled interpreter of these symbols.
c) Culture as a Verb: Dynamic and Practiced
Modern scholars emphasize that culture is not a static, frozen entity. It is not something you have; it is something you do. It is dynamic, fluid, and contested. People within a culture constantly negotiate, reinforce, and challenge its norms through their actions and, crucially, through their language.
Think about how the English language has recently evolved to include more gender-neutral pronouns (like "they/them") and inclusive terminology. This is a clear example of culture changing, and that change being driven by and reflected in language.
For that, culture can be defined as ‘The shared, learned, and dynamic system of values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of a group of people, expressed through symbols (like language), which the members use to interpret their world and guide their actions’.

Part 2: The Interconnection Between Language and Culture
So, how exactly are language and culture linked is not a simple cause-and-effect relationship, but a deeply intertwined one. We can look at this through the following hypotheses.
a) The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (Linguistic Relativity)
This is the most famous theory connecting language and thought. It comes in two forms:
· Linguistic Determinism (Strong Whorf): Language *determines* thought. Our cognitive categories are rigidly defined by our language. This strong version is largely rejected today.
· Linguistic Relativity (Weak Whorf): Language *influences* thought. The structure and vocabulary of our language make certain ways of thinking easier or more habitual.
Example: The famous example of multiple words for snow in Inuit languages (a debated but illustrative point). An English speaker sees "snow." An Inuit speaker might see *aput* (snow on the ground), *qana* (falling snow), *piqsirpoq* (drifting snow). Their language provides a more detailed "map" for this aspect of their reality, potentially directing their perception to notice finer distinctions.
As an EFL learner, you experience this when you struggle to translate a concept from your first language (L1) into English. The concept might exist, but the exact cultural and emotional weight may be different because the linguistic "map" is different.
b) Language as a Cultural Tool and Repository (Kramsch, 1998)
Claire Kramsch, a key figure in language education, argues that language is not just a mirror reflecting culture; it is a central tool for constructing and maintaining cultural reality.
· Vocabulary: The lexicon of a language highlights what is important to a culture. English has a vast vocabulary for business and technology. Japanese has specific terms for aesthetic concepts like *wabi-sabi* (the beauty of imperfection).
· Grammar: Grammatical structures can reveal cultural priorities. For instance, some languages require the speaker to encode the source of their information (evidentiality), reflecting a cultural value on evidence and reliability.
· Pragmatics: This is perhaps the most crucial area for you as advanced learners. Pragmatics is the study of how language is used in context. This includes:
1. Speech Acts: How we apologize, complain, or compliment. A direct complaint in English might be considered honest, while in your culture, it might be seen as rude.
2. Conversational Styles: Turn-taking, silence, directness vs. indirectness. Is interrupting a sign of engagement or disrespect?
3. Cultural Scripts: The predictable sequences for interactions like greetings or making requests. The English script "How are you?" expects a brief, positive response ("I'm fine, thanks!"), not a detailed medical report.

Through its vocabulary, grammar, and pragmatics, language acts as a living repository of a culture's history, values, and worldview.
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