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Lecture 02: Mapping Culture: Elements and Dimensions

1. Introduction to Culture and Cultural Mapping
Culture is a complex and multi-layered concept that shapes how individuals think, behave, communicate, and interpret the world. In the field of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), understanding culture is essential because language and culture are inseparable.
Cultural mapping refers to the systematic identification and analysis of cultural elements and dimensions in order to understand similarities and differences between societies. It allows learners and teachers to visualize culture, compare cultures, and anticipate potential intercultural misunderstandings.
In EFL contexts, mapping culture helps learners to:
· Develop intercultural communicative competence
· Interpret meanings beyond literal language
· Communicate appropriately in international settings

2. Elements of Culture
The elements of culture are the visible and invisible components that define a society’s way of life.
2.1 Visible (Surface) Elements of Culture
These elements are easy to observe and are often the first aspects noticed by outsiders:
· Food and eating habits
· Clothing and fashion
· Festivals and celebrations
· Architecture and art
· Music, dance, and folklore
· Greeting rituals
Example:
In many English-speaking cultures, direct eye contact during conversation is considered a sign of confidence and honesty, whereas in other cultures it may be seen as disrespectful.

2.2 Invisible (Deep) Elements of Culture
These elements are abstract and deeply rooted, making them harder to identify:
· Values (e.g., freedom, family, success)
· Beliefs and worldviews
· Attitudes toward time, work, and authority
· Social norms and expectations
· Concepts of politeness and respect
Example:
The concept of individualism in Western cultures influences language use, such as frequent use of “I” and emphasis on personal opinions.

2.3 The Iceberg Model of Culture
Edward T. Hall’s Iceberg Model explains that only a small part of culture is visible, while most of it lies beneath the surface.
· Above the surface: behaviors, customs, language
· Below the surface: values, assumptions, beliefs
This model highlights why cultural misunderstandings often occur in intercultural communication.

3. Cultural Dimensions: Mapping Cultural Differences
While elements describe what culture consists of, cultural dimensions explain how cultures differ from one another. They provide analytical tools for comparing cultures.

4. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory
Geert Hofstede proposed one of the most influential models for mapping culture. His framework identifies several dimensions along which cultures vary.
4.1 Individualism vs. Collectivism
· Individualistic cultures:
· Emphasis on personal goals and independence
· Direct communication style
· Common in the USA, UK, Australia
· Collectivist cultures:
· Emphasis on group harmony and family
· Indirect communication
· Common in many Asian and Arab cultures
EFL relevance:
This dimension affects classroom interaction, participation, and attitudes toward group work.

4.2 Power Distance
Power distance refers to how much inequality and hierarchy are accepted in a society.
· High power distance:
· Teachers are authority figures
· Students rarely challenge opinions
· Low power distance:
· Teachers and students interact more equally
· Critical thinking is encouraged
EFL relevance:
Students from high power distance cultures may hesitate to speak freely in English classes.

4.3 Uncertainty Avoidance
This dimension describes how cultures deal with ambiguity and uncertainty.
· High uncertainty avoidance:
· Preference for clear rules and structure
· Discomfort with ambiguity
· Low uncertainty avoidance:
· Flexibility and openness to change
EFL relevance:
It influences learners’ tolerance of making mistakes when speaking a foreign language.

4.4 Masculinity vs. Femininity
· Masculine cultures:
· Competition, achievement, success
· Feminine cultures:
· Cooperation, quality of life, care for others
EFL relevance:
This dimension can influence motivation, classroom competition, and feedback styles.

5. Other Models of Cultural Dimensions
5.1 Hall’s High-Context vs. Low-Context Cultures
· High-context cultures:
· Meaning is implicit and context-dependent
· Non-verbal communication is important
· Low-context cultures:
· Meaning is explicit and direct
· Language carries most of the message
EFL relevance:
Understanding this helps learners interpret indirect speech acts, politeness strategies, and pragmatics in English.

5.2 Trompenaars’ Cultural Dimensions
Trompenaars introduced dimensions such as:
· Universalism vs. Particularism
· Neutral vs. Affective communication
· Achievement vs. Ascription
These dimensions are especially useful in professional and business English contexts.

6. Importance of Mapping Culture in EFL Education
Mapping culture enables EFL learners to:
· Avoid stereotyping while recognizing differences
· Develop pragmatic competence
· Improve cross-cultural communication skills
· Become global citizens
For teachers, cultural mapping helps in:
· Designing culturally sensitive materials
· Managing multicultural classrooms
· Encouraging intercultural awareness

Conclusion
Mapping culture through its elements and dimensions provides a structured way to understand how cultures function and differ. For EFL learners at the Master level, this knowledge is essential not only for language proficiency but also for effective intercultural communication. Culture should therefore be taught as an integral component of language learning, not as an additional or optional topic.
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