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Culture 

To change your language you mu# change your life. 
-Derek Walcott, Codicil 

“ R E P E A T  A F T E R  M E ,  ‘This is apencil’,” upon which thestudent 
dutifully responds, “This is a pencil.” ”Good,” the teacher says in 
praise. Placing the pencil on his desk with deliberateness, the teacher 
now asks: “Wbwe is the pencil?” “The pencil is on the table,” responds 
the student. “Good. Now, please give me the pencil,” says the 
teacher, gesturing. The student dutifully hands over the pencil. 
guessing that this might be the correct response based on what he 
could make out of the teacher’s gestures and facial expressions. 

This exchange,has the ring of the familiar, controlled, tedious pace 
of the typical beginning English (and other language) conversation 
lessons. We can probably agree, uneventful as the case may be, that 
the student is learning a new language, But what exactly is the stu- 
dent learning? 

On our tour through the different perspectives of second-language 
learning, we have scrutinized and dismantled this situation as the 
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learning of a sequence of sounds, word meanings, and sentence con- 
structions. We have also contemplated the value of looking to neural 
activities and other individual proclivities of the learner to explain 
what is going on. But we have set aside up to this point what is, in 
many ways, the essence of l anguage the  social and cultural part of 
the drama. Although we have come to some important insights 
about language by treating it in a relative vacuum, the life of lan- 
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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 / 
I notion of the meaning of a word as the object for which it 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 Bmner, 
and from J. L. Austin to William Labov, the interpersonal and cul- 
tural displays of language-not the rules of grammar, the dictionary 
definitions of words, nor the pattern of neural acrivities-lie at the 
heart of the matter. Few of us, after all, learn a second language as an 
end in itself (save certain kinds of linguists). Mostly we learn second 
languages to gain access, through verbal interaction, to cultural 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 constmct 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 to teach 
the student how to ask questions, but what is peculiar about this 
question? When you think about it, the question is completely staged. 
In fact, 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.” 

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 at this stage it is taught that “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, but, 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 impem- 
tives in English is the question: “Have you seen the pencil?” Or, even 
better: “Where is the pencil?” 

“Where is the pencil?”+ most versatile utterance indeed. Depend- 
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ing on the context it can convey a variety of intentions apart from its 
literal meaning. Aside from genuinely querying for information, we 
have already encountered two other functions that are not really 
questions, for example: “Show me what you know” and “Please do 
something for me.” There are others. For example, if I exclaim it 
enthusiastically during a collaborative effort on a difficult item in a 
crossword puzzle, I can use it to announce that I know the answer. 
We can be so infinitely creative with our words. 

It is thus not sufficient to learn just the grammatical forms of the 
language. There is a relationship between the forms of language and 
how they are used to express meanings and intentions in appropriate 
ways. Consider the following case of miscommunication between a 
native and non-native speaker of English that is based on the misin- 
terpretation of ritual “yes-no’’ questions (Richards 1980, p. 418 
cited in Preston 1989): 

NATIVE: Hello, is Mr. Simatapung there please? 
NON-NATIVE: Yes. 
NATIVE: Oh . . . may I speak to him please? 
NON-NATIVE: Yes. 
NATIVE: Oh . . . are you Mr. Simatapung? 
NON-NATIVE: This is Mr. Simatapung. 

The task of the language learner is to decipher which forms are appro- 
priate on what occasions, and many of them require cultural experi- 
ence and decisions that recruit knowledge beyond the grammar of the 
language. But what are the properties of this cultural knowledge? 

The cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1960) provides an 
account of the interdependence of Javanese culture and language that 
exposes an intricate link between religious beliefs and etiquettes that 
are aligned with the social order. He quotes a poem essentially stat- 
ing that “if one can calm one’s most inward feelings, one can build a 
wall around them; one will be able both to conceal them from others 
and to protect them from outside disturbance” (p. 241); and he UeS 
the metaphor of “the wall” to characterize the Javanese psyche. In 
this culture, spiritual refinement is the balance between calming 
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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 
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- 
is accomplished through an elaborate form of etiquette-the build- 
ing of “walls.” 

According to Geertz, the principles that animate the Javanese eti- 
quette 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 hit south.’’ Indeed, Geertz observes that Westerners 
feel that they have to justify telling lies, whereas Javanese consider i t  
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’) or a 
mildly false one; and one tells the truth in small matters only when 
there is some reason to do SO” (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 the outside’” (p. 247). Geertz does 
not mean to assign negative connotations 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 terms of wealth, descent, education, occu- 
pation, age, kinship, or nationality). The simple English sentence, 
“Are you going to eat rice and cassava now?” has many totally differ- 
ent registers, for example: 

Apa kowe‘arep mangan sega [an kaspe‘saiki? (low form) 
Napa sampejan adjeng ne& sekul lan kaspe‘saaniki? (middle form) 
Menapa panjenengan b d  &bar sekd kalijan kaspl semenika? (high 

form) 
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There 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 directs toward others; one surrounds rhe 
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, ar 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 refinemenr, 
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 situations 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 described, 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 cultural 
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 chapter 2, on language, we told a rather long-winded story about 
the triumph of Noam Chomsky and the new cognitivism over the 
empiricist views of language and learning during the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. We demonstrated that language learning includes many 
complex and abstract components, but that these aspects of language 
remain well within the capability of second-language learners. The 
new cognitivism 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 is important to appreciate, in this basic paradigm shift from 
empiricism 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 grammars as the prototype, served as a 
security blanket for behavioral scientists as they moved away from 
the observation and explanation of concrete behaviors, the safe haven 
of empiricism, to the murky world of abstract knowledge and mental 
representations. 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 
to undergo the transformation from strict empiricism to a cogni- 
tivism that relied on formal models. Thus it is no accident that it was 
during this period that the work of Jean Piaget was rediscovered and 
appreciated. He had long been using abstract systems of symbolic 
logic as a way of representing children’s changing conceptions of 
objects and the world. People studying decision making in adults 
used statistical models of probability (such as the Bayes probability 
theorem-given I have chest pains and a sore neck, what is the prob- 
ability that I am suffering a heart attack?) to see if people acted as 
rational decision makers (they do not, usually failing to make a ratio- 
nal decision even in the face of overwhelming evidence). And cogni- 
tive psychologists of all stripes lined up to shove various kinds of 
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 Bruoer (1990) has argued, was to 
skew the entire enterprise in the direction of phenomena that can be 
formally modeled, “a success whose technological virtuosity has cost 
dear” (p, l), for very early on, emphasis began shifting “from the con- 
struction of meaning to the proceJsing of information” (p. 5). This 
results in a very different view, for example, of a conversation. From 
an information-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-fluid 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 time that .  . . ”? 

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 certain 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 cognitivism, cul- 
ture 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 celebrati1,g cultural relativity 
and questioning biological determinism. 
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But resuscitation of culture as an active player in our understand- 
ing of language and mind was not forthcoming in cultural anthro- 
pology, the most obvious candidate. During the 1960s that field was 
in a seriously anemic state, as captured in explicit detail io an article 
by Roger Keesing (1972) entitled “Paradigms Lost.” Keesing observed 
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 states 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 
1962). But as we noted in our chapter on language, these were pre- 
cisely the empirically based procedures that Chomsky had ridiculed 
in such damning terms, charging instead that the goal of linguistics 
was to look for universal principles that govern linguistic compe- 
tence. With the disintegration of its model linguistic paradigm, cog- 
nitive anthropology fell into deep confusion, even flirting with the 
idea of creating a “generative ethnography” whose goal it might be 
to discover “cultural competence” (Shutt 1975). These would surely 
qualify for future historians of knowledge as the dark days of cultural 
studies. As we will later reveal, cultural anthropology has since evolved 
from a cognitive paradigm 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, without paying attention to the 
social and cultural aspects of language use. The fact that such an 
aseptic view of language conflicted with our everyday uses helped 
maintain the focus of some scholars on these other incarnations of 
language. For example, even as researchers from a formalist perspec- 
tive struggled to find how children might derive wb-questions such 
as “Where is the cookie?” from an underlying structure, “The cookie 
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is where,” students who valued the social uses of language set out to 
inquire how these same children were learning to use formal struc- 
tures in dialogue. Dell Hymes (1972) proposed the term communica- 
tive competence to contrast with Chomsky’s grammatical competence. 

In a simple and elegant demonstration, Mathilda Holzman (1972) 
looked at the purposes of questions used by the same mothers and 
children as those studied by Roger Brown (1968). She found that 
questions were used not only to request information, but also to make 
indirect requests, enable the child to display knowledge, and for pur- 
poses such as the expression of frustration illustrated in the (unan- 
swerable) question: “How many times do I have to tell you to wipe 
your feet when you come in?” The child’s use of questions virtually 
mirrored that of the mother. When Eve asked her mother, “Where my 
spoon?” the mother responded, “Spoon. Do you need a spoon?” and 
proceeded to get it for her. In this way the use of interrogative forms 
to express indirect requests in English is modeled by parents and 
learned by children early in life. 

Others joined what soon came to be a chorus of claims about 
aspects of language that are not easily ”explained by attention to 
form. Among the earliest of revelers were Elizabeth Bates (1976) and 
Jerome Bruner (1975), eloquently arguing for the early communica- 
tive precursors of language. Bruner, for example, described routines 
around which mothers and children built up meanings through 
interactions that were quite nonlinguistic in nature, with language 
being more like the last note of a melody than the major theme. He 
describes the following sequence of episodes (the age of the child in 
parentheses indicates years; months): 

(0;9) C holds cup to doll‘s mouth. Then puts cup to M s  mouth 
who feigns drinking, this latter seven minutes after cup-to-do11 
episode. 

(Same smicn, later) During nappy change, child holds toes up in ait 
expecting game. M ostentatiously mouths and nibbles at C‘s toes. C 
laughs. 

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

(1;O) M touches postbox with face on i t  and mouth for slot. 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 Yer, that? a mouth. 
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Bruner argued that this set of interactions between mother and child 
build up the meaning of mozth when the child eventually learns to 
use the word. You can use the word mouth only when you know what 
the mouth does. “The prior cognitive structure thus built up can 
setve,” Bruner (1975) writes, “as a guide for decoding newly encoun- 
tered properties of the lexicon and the grammar-as in such suhject- 
verb constructions as mouth biter or mouth drinks and in others, such as 
my mouth or Mummy mouth” (pp. 16-1 7). 

For theoretical inspiration, these early proponents of language as 
acts of social engagement (a ”speech act”) turned to philosophers of 
language rather than linguists: J. L. Austin (1962),. who in his influ- 
ential book, How to. Do Things with Word, identified a variety of.  
speech acts that centered around verbs that enable people to ask, 
request, order, beg, and so forth that caused actions in other people; 
Paul Grice (19751, who in his “conversationd maxims” sketched out 
broad conditions of agreement between speakers on what should gov- 
ern a conversation (one must be informative, one must tell the truth, 
one must be relevant); and the intellectual father of them all, the 
great philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who argued that the mean- 
ing of language is not to be found in its denotative dictionary-like 
definitions but in its uses in everyday life. Although these theories of 
language did not have the 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 is 
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also needed to make the variety of language uses available to the 
child and to prepare the cognitive foundations upon which language 
is built. The prelinguistic period in early child-development demon- 
strates that the child actively interprets the meaning of social and 
verbal interactions prior to what comes later in language develop- 
ment, including the acquisition of syntax. 

By the late 1970% what is now the reigning orthodoxy of 
child-language development had been established (see, for example, 
Berko-Gleason 1989). The current model of language development 
interprets the process as an amalgam of social and cognitive factors, 
which includes but is nor limited to the Chomskyan view of lan- 
guage universals. The earliest stages of language acquisition are char- 
acterized by the establishment of interaction patterns between care- 
taker and child chat serve as the script around which language is 
acquired. Subsequently, the first spoken words and word comhina- 
tions express intentions that emerge from this interactional context. 
Furthermore, the meanings expressed in this early period are prod- 
ucts of the cognitive development of the child and are not specific to 
language. For example, the early word comhinatlons include the agent 
of an action (“Daddy go”), possessor-possessed relationship (“Lws ice 
cream”), and rhe locations (“pencil table”) and attributes of objects 
(“milk cold). These semantic relations are all found independently in 
the analysis of Piaget’s theory of intellectual, not specifically Ian- 
guage, development (Brown 1973). Formal grammar emerges only 
subsequent to these social and intellectual accomplishments of the 
child. 

The progression from the social to the intellectual to the formal 
grammatical characterizations of language is known as the shift from 
pragmatic to semantic to syntactic conceptions of language develop- 
ment. Under this otthodoxy, the Chomskyan approach that focused 
on syntax was appreciated, even congratulated, for purging behavior- 
ist explanations of language. However, it was scolded for promulgat- 
ing a static view of language and for failing to explain how meaning 
and intentions are exchanged in the “real” uses oflan~uab-. 

Given the chronological sequence of language development as the 
unfolding of pragmatic, then semantic, then syntactic aspects Of Ian- 
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guage, one might feel invited to speculate, as many have, that these 
aspects of language are related in a sequential fashion. This in turn 
might lead one to hypothesize a causal link between these different 
analyses of language. Bates (1976), for example, suggested that the 
syntactic notion of the subject of a sentence could be reduced to prior 
semantic notions of agency from which i t  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 mouse 
Ithat 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 between these aspects of language is indeterminate 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 related-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 derive 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 understanding of second-language acqui- 
sition. Clearly, the ways in which language is used have universal 
aspects as well as variations across languages. The speech-act cate- 
gories that were described by Austin (1967) are excellent candidates 
for universals-for example, in all languages, there are ways to 
request someone sitting next to you at a meal to pass the salt, On the 
other hand, i t  is hardly plausible that languages share in common a 
particular manner of expressing a speech act. To give a concrete 
example, although all languages enable speakers to express a need, 
such as having to go to the bathroom, the manner in which such 
needs are expressed will vary tremendously in different languages, 




