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Culture

To change your language you must change your 1;'_]?3.
— Derek Walcott, Codicil

“REPEAT AFTER ME, ‘This is a pencil’,” up,c,m which the stude:;[t1
dutifully responds, “This is a pencil.” “Gooc'l, the teach;r :a::her
praise. Placing the pencil on his desk with .dffhberarenessl, t" e te het
now asks: “Where is the pencil?” “The pencil is o the tab. e:, respo ¢
the student. “Good. Now, please give me the pencil, ) says zﬂe
teacher, gesturing. The student dutifully hands ovezl the 1;1: h‘;
guessing that this might be the correct respor.me base fm w
could make out of the teacher’s gestures and facial express:on.s. .
'This exchange has the ring of the familiar, controlled, tedious ;:?on
of the typical beginning English (and other language) cc:)nv;rsarhat
lessons. We can probably agree, uneventful as the case rna'y ;, et
the student is learning a new language. But what exactly is the s
ing?
dezgriez::?ir through the different perspectives of second-language

we have scrutinized and dismantled this sicuation as the

fnin,
- o meanings, and sentefnce cof-

learning of a sequence of sounds, word Jentence o
structions. We have also contemplated the value of looking

i insights
the drama. Although we have come to some importanc insig

it i i ife of lan-
bout language by treating it 10 a relative vacuum, the life o
a
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guage is rich with a variety of uses—interpersonal negotiations, sto-
rytelling, scheming, lying, signaling one’s identity. As the philoso-
pher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1958) would warn’ us, the Augustinian
notion of the meaning of a word as the object for which ir stands
“does describe a system of communication; only not everything that
we call language is this system” (p. 3). Rather, the meaning of a
word, and of language more generally, is found in its everyday use.

To many theorists, ranging from Mikhail Bakhtin to Jerome Bruner,
and from J. L. Austin to William Labov, the interpersonal and cul-
tural displays of language—nor the rules of grammar, the dictionary
definitions of words, nor the pattern of neural activities—lie at the
heart of the matter. Few of us, after all, learn 2 second language as an
end in itself (save certain kinds of linguists). Mostly we learn second
languages to gain access, through verbal interaction, to culrural deal-
ings with people who lay claim to that language. As we shall argue,
to learn a second language is to equip ourselves with a powerful tool
to construct new culture.

To understand the limitations of the analysis of language that we
have employed up to now, let us meditate on the language teacher's
question: “Where is the pencil?” The point of the lesson is o tedch
the student how to ask questions, but what is peculiar about this
question? When you think about it, the question is completely staged.
In face, it is not a question at all, because the teacher already knows
the answer, What the teacher is really saying is: “Show me that you
know how to answer this question.” X

The teacher goes on to “ask” the student: “Please give me the pen-
cil.” Here the teacher is trying to demonstrate the imperative form of
English (usually ac this seage it is taught thar “you” is omitted and
“please” makes it more polite), Outside of a classroom demonstra-
tion, this command would strike us, depending on the intonation, as
anywhere from pleading to brusque, bu, in either case, quite direct.
It is not the way in which most requests are made. Upon closer exami-
nation we note that the linguistic form of choice for indirect impera-
tives in English is the question: “Have you seen the pencil?” Or, even
better: “Where is the pencil?”

“Where is the pencil?”—a most versatile utterance indeed. Depend-
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ing on the context it can convey a variety of ifnentior.ls :pm f.ro:ln ;:
literal meaning. Aside from genuinely quer)-nng for information, .
have already encountered two other functions thfit a1§ :})olt :Zadz
questions, for example: “Show me what you know ‘a-.?l t;:m o
something for me.” There are others. For example, if I exc

i i item in a
enthusiastically during a collaborative effort on a difficult it

i € answer.
crossword puzzle, I can use It to announce that I know th

We can be so infinitely creative with our words. e
It is thus not sufficient to learn just the grammacical form

Janguage. There is a relationship between t}?e fOIITlS of. langujfer?;i
how they are used to express meanings afld 1ntent1(?ns ‘m aiitwpe e
ways. Consider the following case of .rmscorm‘numca;mn ermeen ¢
native and non-native speaker of English that‘ is base or; (1)? e ot
terpretation of ritual “yes-no” questions {Richards 1980, p. ;

cited in Preston 1989):

Nartive: Hello, is Mr. Simatapung there please?
NON-NATIVE: Yes. ' i
NATIVE: Oh . . . may I speak to him please:
NON-NATIVE: Yes.

NATIVE: Oh . . . are you Mr. Simatapung?
NoON-NATIVE: This is Mr. Simnatapung.

The task of the language learne is to decipher which forms a:le appro-
i lrural experi-
i j d many of them require cu
ptiate on what occasions, an . .
isi it knowledge beyond the gram
ence and decisions that recruit : -
ies of chis cultural knowledge?
language. But what are the properties ¢ :
'ﬁﬁegcultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1960) provides an

e that
account of the interdependence of Javanese culture and languag

exposes an intricate e
are aligned with the social order. He quotes a poem essen t}: i
one’s most inward feelings, one can build a
m others

wall around them; one will be able both to conceal them frpd A

l i i ” ; e uses

d to protect them from outside disturbance” (p. 241); an

an

" ize the Javanese psyche. In
“the wall” to characterize t ‘
the mesmplor o s the balance between calming

ing that “if one can calm

this culture, spiritual refinement 1

link between religious beliefs and etiquettes that
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one’s inward feelings and protecting this calm from outside distur-
bance. Striving toward inward calm is attained through activities to
strengthen mysticism, whereas protection against outside disturbance
is accomplished through an elaborate form of etiquerte—the build-
ing of “walls.” '

According to Geertz, the principles that animate the Javanese eti-

quetre system work toward the end of building walls around the
inward being to avoid disturbance, and one of these principles is the
proper choice of linguistic form. Javanese etiquette allows for behav-
iors that many Westerners would regard as ranging from indirectness
to outright misinformation, which is captured by the Javanese proverb
“look north and hir south.” Indeed, Geertz observes that Westerners
feel that they have to justify telling lies, whereas Javanese consider it
impolite to tell gratuitous truths: “The natural answer to casual
questions, particularly from people you do not know very well, tends
to be either a vague one (“Where are you going?’—"West) ot a
mildly false one; and one tells the truch in smail matters only when
there is some reason to do s0” (p. 246). Geertz continues: “One often
hears people say in praise of someone that ‘one can never tell how he
feels inside by how he behaves on che ourside™ {p. 247). Geertz does
Ot mean to assign negative connorations to this behavior for the eti-
quette here is seen as a form of politeness to put the other person at
ease, much as a “white lie” is often employed in English (“you look
terrific!”). As Geertz puts it, this is a kind of “emotional capital
which may be invested in putting others at ease” (p. 255).

From the linguistic perspective, an elaborate choice of utterances
depends on the social relationship between the speakers as well as
their individual status (in teems of wealth, descent, education, occu-
pation, age, kinship, or nationality). The simple English sentence,
“Are you going to ear rice and cassava now?” has many totally differ-
ent registers, for example:

Apa kowé arep mangan sega lan baspé saiki? (low form)
Napa sampéjan adjeng neda sekul lan kaspé saniki? (middle form)

Menapa panfenengan badfé dabar sebul kalifan kaspé semenika? (high
form)



.

164 IN OTHER WOQRDS

Thete are in fact six different levels of speech that reflect a delicate
relationship between interlocutors. Javanese speakers are constantly
alert to these levels of speech, talk about them, and actively use them
in interaction. Selection of the proper linguistic level is driven by the
metaphor of the wall, and it cannot be adequately understood unless
it is seen in relation to the entire system of Javanese beliefs and eti-
quette, both linguistic and beyond. As Geertz (1960) explains:

Politeness is something one ditects toward others; one surrounds the
other with a wall of behavioral formality which protects the stability
of his inner life. Etiquette is a wall built around one’s inner feelings,
but it is, paradoxically, always a wall someone else builds, at least in
part. He may choose to build such a wall for one of two reasons. He
and the other person are at least approximate status equals and not
intimate friends; and so he responds to the other’s politeness to him
with an equal politeness. Or the other is clearly his superior, in which
case he will, in deference to the other's greater spiritual refinement,
build him a wall without any demand or expectation that you recip-

rocate. (p. 255)

To use Javanese effectively, then, one needs to place oneself in the
culture that conceives interpersonal siruations in terms of the subtle
negotiation of walls of politeness.

The aim of this chapter is to capture the cultural essence of lan-
guage learning, a quite cacophonous “collection of voices” rather
than the more orderly approach of earlier chapters. This shift in our
expository style is deliberate, to reflect what we see as the rather
unstructured and nonscientific {in the traditional sense of science)
nature of the discourse in cultural studies as it pertains to second-
language acquisition at the present time. To do so, we begin by
explaining the relatively noncultural nature of language that we have
previously desctibed, for the exclusion of culture in our earlier

accounts was no accident, and we characterize attempts to project

culture onto language from the forces of sociolinguistics and culrural

psychology. This discussion enables us to better define what we mean
when we say that language teaching must be culturally sensitive.
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LOST CULTURE AND MEANING

In cha-pter 2, on language, we told a rather long-winded story about
the t'rfu'mph of Noam Chomsky and the new cognitivism over the
ernpiricist views of language and learning during che late 19505 and
early 1960s. We demonstrated that language learning includes rﬁany
compllex and abstract components, but that these aspects of language
remain well within the capability of second-language learners, The
new f:ognitivism was a triumphant victory for the view of the mind
as primed and ready for language learning; it was an agonizing and
humiliating defeat for the vision of dogged inductivism.

It. 1's .important to appreciate, in this basic paradigm shift from
emPpIricism to cognitivism, the widespread impact of this approach
that seeks to understand and describe language and mind through
the use of formal models. Such computationally explicit models of
mental processes, with formal gfammars as the prototype, served as a
security blanket for behavioral scientists as they moved, away from
the obs.elrvarion and explanation of concrete behaviors, the safe haven
of empiricism, to the murky world of abstract knowledge and mental
reprefentations. At least, they felt, if these abstractions could be
described with a show of dazzling technical sophistication, then one
could retain some dignity as a scientist. ’

The‘study of language, though prototypical, was not the only field
t? 'undergo the transformation from strict empiricism to a cogni-
thl-Sm thae relied on formal models. Thus it is no accident that itgwas
during this period that the work of Jean Piaget was rediscovered and
app'reciated. He had long been using abstract systems of symbolic
Iogxc as a way of representing children’s changing conceptions of
objects and the world. People studying decision making in aduirs
used statistical models of probability (such as the Bayes probabilit
tht?orem—given I have chest pains and a sore neck, whar is the rob)-r
ability that I am suffering a hearr attack?) to see if people actzd
rational decision makers (chey do not, usually failing to make a rat'alS
n_al decision even in the face of overwhelming evidence). And co :ﬁh
tive psychologists of all stripes lined up to shove various kindi (1);'
computer terminology into our heads, creating analogical psycholog-
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ical processes such as hardware versus software, parallel versus serial
processing, and all sorts of memory configurations that now roll off
the tongues of computer salespersons.

The cost of this debt, as Jerome Bruner (1990} has argued, was to
skew the entire enterprise in the direction of phenomena thac can be
formally modeled, “a success whose technological virtuosity has cost
dear” (p. 1), for very early on, emphasis began shifung “from the con-
struction of meaning to the processing of information” (p. 5). This
resules in a very different view, for example, of a conversation. From
an informartion-processing view, a conversation entails taking turns
in passing on mental representations from one speaker to the other. It
might as well be the contiguous joining of two separate monologues.
Viewed as the construction of meaning, however, the conversation is
seen as a true dialogue—fuid and dynamic in its properties, sensitive
to the vagaries of context, and infinite in its range of possible varia-
tions.

Conversations, viewed in this way, are as idiosyncratic and serendip-
itous as each of our individual lives. Even the same conversation, if

life were so kind as to offer the opportunity for a rerun, would likely
have a different outcome. Who has not lost sleep, reflecting on an
event of the day—an argument or a misunderstanding with a loved
one—tormented by the thought: “If only I had said . .. ” or “Had it
only occurred to me at that rime that . .. "2

But having opted instead for a computationally explicit model of
cognition, researchers viewed culture as playing a passive role in
human behavior. Studies of cognitive and language development
conducted during the 1960s focused on whether cercain hypothesized
universals, such as the developmental stages in Piaget’s cognitive
operations or stages of language development, could be documented
in exotic cultures {Cole and Scribner 1974; Slobin 1966). Research
was designed to test whether these developmental stages existed
despite cultural differences. During the heyday of cogpitivism, cul-
rure was seen as at best a backdrop for development. In many ways,
this view was quite contrary to the spirit of cultural anthropology, a
discipline that found its inspiration in celebratitg cultural relativity

and questioning biological determinism.
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. But resuscitation of culture as an active player in our undesstand-
ing of language and mind was not forthcoming in culeural anthro-
Pology, the most obvious candidate. During the 1960s that field was
In a seriously anemic seate, as captured in explicit detail in an article
by Roger Keesing (1972) entitled “Paradigms Lost.” Keesing obseﬁred
that the field of cognitive anthropology, which had modeled itself
quite forcefully and proudly after the older, pre-Chomskyan version
of structural linguistics, had suddenly found itself without a
model—not unlike the recent situation in communist stares after the
collapse of the Soviet Union. In parallel with discovery procedures for
language under the old empiricist model, cognitive anthropology
had assumed that the meaningful codes of a culture could be induced
from a limited corpus of social behaviors (Conklin 1962; Frake
1.962). But as we noted in our chapter on language, these Wc;re pre-
f:lsely the empirically based procedurtes that Chomsky had ridiculed
in such damning terms, charging instead that the goal of linguistics

was to look for universal principles thac govern linguistic compe-

r?n.ce. With the disintegration of its model linguistic paradigm, cog-

futwe anthropology fell into deep confusion, even flirting wit’h the

idea of Creating a “generative ethnography” whose goal it might be

to discover “cultural competence” (Shutz 1975). These would surel
qualify for future historians of knowledge as the dark days of culturaﬁ
studies. As we will later reveal, cultural anthropology has since evolved

from a cognitive patadigm to a more narrative framework by which
to understand culture.

The Cultural Revival

Chomsky had succeeded in focusing the search for the heart of lan-
guage in abstract mental structures, withont paying attention to the
s.ocial- and culrural aspects of language use. The fact that such an
asel.ntlc_view of language conflicted with our everyday uses helped
maintain the focus of some scholars on these other incarnations of
lénguage. For example, even as researchers from a formalist perspec-
tive struggled to find how children might derive wh-questions such
as “Where is the cookie?” from an underlying structure, “The cookie
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is where,” students who valued the soci?l usct:s ;fti:lr;i:afi: ;f;tl (::; z(i
inqui these same children were learnin -
22:: r;l t;loi’:.vlogue. Dell Hymes (1972) [’nroposed tbe ier:;l Caz:z:cp::u-
tive competence O contrast wi';h Chornsky-( Sngﬁfﬁz:al_{i " H};ﬂ P
imple and elegant demonstration,
lo;lzlcs :tm tie purposes of questions used by the sanlsehm;)t:z:ls :;i
children as those studied by Roger Brown (19_68).b eal od that
questions were used not only to requeSt‘ informanon,d ut ::1 -
indirect requests, enable the child to dlsPlay 'knowle je_, a o e
poses such as the expression of frustration illustrated in e
ion: “How many times do I have to tell. you t.o wip
Swem?let) :‘;::";OU come in?” The child’s use of questnozls virtaally
i::i:iosi that of the mother. When Eve asked her mot:er, 26;[:;1? amnz
spoon?” the mother responded, “Spoon. Do youfr.lee 1:aositive. .
proceeded to get it for her. In this wa}r th.e use 3 ;n:{:e; g ive Tormn
to express indirect requests in English is modeled by p
leagle: ZY 'C:il[ijc;e[;;ilys:;:f;me to be a chorus of claims 'about
aSpeztseof 1lan.guage that are not easily "exPlaine;:l]”Bby :t(tle9n7t:50)n a;z
form. Among the earliest of revelers we:I-e Elizabet site 76)anc
Jerome Bruner (1975), eloquently arguing for the ;ar y;:zl munice-
tive precursors of language. Bruner, for ex.ample, escr'1 o
d which mothers and children built up meamfngs l "
aittr;t):l:\cticns that were quite nonlinguistic in nature, V{n:;tlh:;g:afg{e
being more like the last note of a melo_dy than the mac]!f heme.
describes the following sequence of episodes (the age

parentheses indicates years; months}):

" h
(0:9) C holds cup to doll’s mouth. Then puts cup €0 M’s mout

F . . . - .

isode. ‘ -
eP‘(Same session, later) During nappy change, child holds toes up in

M 3 ] ] -l l ] ] C

laughs.

. o C
(0;11.) Toes game has gone on at home. M asks, while drying |
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after bath, Where are your t0es? C vocalizes and laughs and holds legs
high. M nibbles C’s toes as in previous episode.

(1;0) M touches postbox with face on it and mouth for slor. C
plays with it. Touches own mouth, pauses. Touches M’s mouth, M
responding by nibbling. Touches own mouth. Then comes a long
vocalization directed towards M. M says Yes, that's a mourh.

Bruner asgued thar this set of interacrions between mother and child
build up the meaning of moush when the child eventually learns co
use the word. You can use the word mouzh only when you know whac
the mouth does. “The prior cognitive structure thus built up can
serve,” Bruner (1975) writes, “as a guide for decoding newly encoun-
tered properties of the lexicon and the grammar—as in such subject-
verb constructions as mouth bites or mouth drinks and in others, such as
my mouth or Mummy mouth” (pp. 16-17).
For theorerical inspiration, these eatly proponents of language as
acts of social engagement (a “speech act”) turned ro philosophers of
language rather than linguists: J. L. Austin (1962), who in his influ-
ential book, How 22 Do Things with Words, identified a vatiety of
speech acts that centered around verbs thar enable people to ask,
request, order, beg, and so forth that caused actions in ather people;
Paul Grice (1975), who in his “conversational maxims” sketched out
broad conditions of agreement between speakers on whar should gov-
ern a conversation (one must be informative, one muse tell che truth,
one must be relevant); and the intellectual father of them all, the
great philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who argued thart the mean-
ing of language is not to be found in its denotative dictionary-like
definitions but in its uses in everyday life. Although chese theories of
language did not have che computational prowess of syntactic theo-
ries, they provided a measure of legitimacy to the general view that
learning language required one to be engaged in the active use of lan-
guage. The child, they claimed, is not a passive black box waiting for
linguistic input. In search of a deliberate contrast with Chomsky'’s
LAD (the Language Acquisition Device), Bruner (1983) proposed the

existence of a LASS (Language Acquisition Support System), which s
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. ) the
also needed to make the variety of language uses ava{lﬁll';alle nmuage
child and to prepare the cognitive foundations upon whic ad gmon

. . ermon-

is built. The prelinguistic period in early chlld—deve.lopr:;r;to demon.
strares that the child actively interprets the meaning

P i l p-
V Etba. inter ACT1011S or to w a uage c leve O

i i isition of syntax.
me];t’ "?;iutilf T;?i)csuzﬁznis (fow the reigning orthodoxy ;Zf
chilg—lmguage development had been established (sef;, f;;:{ :;a;;i m,:
Berko-Gleason 1989). The current model o‘f 1angduag cevelopment
interptets the process as an amalgam of social an kcc;i feve fucrors
which includes buc is not limited to the Choms ya  view of
universals. The earliest stages of language acquis et
gut:ﬁfzed by the establishment of interaction patterns between
ac

i hich language is
i e as the script around w .
e cabrsaen ser:he first spoken words and word combina-

acq“ired‘ Sobsequent ¢his interactional context,

tions express intentions that emerge fr?m .
Furthermore, the meanings expressed in this early p
ur ,

i ild and are not specific to

e Cognitwelje:;iogar:;;r:f;iir:ni:;nations include the ége.nt

| language: For%ﬁf ,o”) possessor-possessed relationship (“Lms' ice

of an ﬁctlﬂﬁd( the loZafion; (“pencil table”) and ateributes of ob]ec_ts

z‘fea;?k );0?3”) These semantic relations are all found independently in
m .

onl
guage, development (Brown 1973). Formal grammar emerges oniy

SubSC € 0 =4 C1 1 mnte tual ac COIT1 hl ne s { I 1€

‘ i al
Chl';'c;e progression from the social to the intellectual to the form

i he shift from
grammatica! characterizations of language is knov;rll as :a eg : .
i i tic conceptions of lang

atic to semantic to syntac e
ngin Under this orthodoxy, the Chomskyan apptoa.ch. tha; ocuse

- d, for purging be -

i congratulated,

ntax was appreciated, even . o
o lanations of language. However, it was scoldec? for prom: gh-l

s w of language and for failing to explain how meaning

i “real” uses of language.
e development as the

ing a static vie

i ions are €

and intentions : :
Given the chronological sequence of languag

E. I 1. [_- - l . l . E_I
: lg C F Eg 12Lt1[1 then EEII}a[ltlc} then SilltaC[-lc aSPECtS ) an-
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&uage, one might feel invited to speculate, as many have, that these
aspects of language are related in 2 sequential fashion. This in turn
might lead one to hypothesize a causal link between these different
analyses of language. Bates (1976), for example, suggested chat the
syntactic notion of the subject of a sentence could be reduced to prior
semantic notions of agency from which it is derived. Patricia Green-
field and Joshua Smith (1976) noted the parallels between preverbal
actions, such as children placing cups inside each other, and the
embedding of sentences within another; for example, in “The fmouse
[that ate the poison] became thirsty,” “The mouse ate the poison” is
embedded within “The mouse became thirsty.”

Such favorite activities of those who would like to do away with
syntax are at best exercises in wishful thinking. The formal relation-
ship berween these aspects of language is indeterminare and, on logi-
cal grounds, there is no reason why interactional or semantic cate-
gories would turn into syntactic ones. And even if the three
linguistic stages are relared—a possible analogy being the larval,
caterpillar, and butterfly stages of development—there is every rea-
son to believe that the stages themselves are self-contained, In this
view, there is no reason to look at the locomotive principles of the
caterpillar in order to find the airborne antics of the butterfly, Each
stage is beautiful for its own sake, and one does

not learn much in
trying to detive one from the other,

Even though the syntactic and semantic aspects of language can-
not be derived from the pragmatic aspects, the social aspects of lan-
guage use are central to an understandin

& of second-language acqui-
sition. Clearly,

the ways in which language is used have universal
aspects as well as variarions across languages. The speech-act cate-

gories that were described by Austin (1967) are excellent candidares

for universals—for example, in all languages, there are ways to

Tequest someone sitting next to you at a meal to pass the salt, On che
other hand, it is hardly plausible that languages share in common a
particular manper of ‘expressing a speech act. To give a concrete
example, although all languages enable speakers to express a need,
such as having to go 10 the bathroom, the manner in which such
needs are expressed will vary tremendously in different languages,






