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The Relation Between Language And Culture

Is learning foreign languages a threat to our culture?

Dr.Sabrina Baghzou

Université de Khenchela

Abstract

Language and culture are inextricably linked. Culture is defined as “an integrated pattern of
human behavior that includes thoughts, communications, languages, practices, beliefs, values,
customs, courtesies, rituals, manners of interacting and roles, relationships and expected behaviors of
a racial, ethnic, religious or social group; and the ability to transmit the above to succeeding
generations” (Goode, Sockalingam, Brown, & Jones, 2000). This means that language is not only part
of how we define culture, it also reflects culture. so a person’s world view, self-identity, and systems
of thinking, acting, feeling, and communicating can be disrupted by a change from one culture to

another.

Similarly, Tang (1999) propounds the view that culture is language and language is culture. He
suggests that to speak a language well, one has to be able to think in that language, and thought is
extremely powerful. Language is the soul of the country and people who speak it. Globalization has

opened the doors for learning new languages and knowing new cultures and this is facilitated by new
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technologies. Here the questions to be asked: Is there a relation between language and culture? Does

learning foreign languages and hence foreign cultures threaten our cultural security ?

Keywords: Language-Culture- Whorfian hypothesis- Foreign languages- Threat- Cultural

security- Globalization

Résumé

La langue et la culture sont inextricablement liées. La culture est définie comme «un modéle
intégré de comportement humain qui comprend les pensées, les communications, les langues, les
pratiques, les croyances, les valeurs, les coutumes, les coutumes, les rituels, les modes d'interaction et
les roles, les relations et les comportements attendus d’'un groupe racial, ethnique, religieux ou social.
groupe ; et la capacité de transmettre ce qui précéde aux générations suivantes » (Goode, Sockalingam,
Brown et Jones, 2000). Cela signifie que la langue ne fait pas seulement partie de notre définition de la
culture, elle refléte également la culture. Ainsi la vision du monde, l'identité de soi et les systémes de
pensée, d'action, de ressenti et de communication d'une personne peuvent étre perturbés par le

passage d'une culture a une autre.

De méme, Tang (1999) soutient que la culture est la langue et que la langue est la culture. II
suggeére que pour bien parler une langue, il faut étre capable de penser dans cette langue, et la pensée

est extrémement puissante. La langue est I'ame du pays et des gens qui la parlent .

La mondialisation a ouvert les portes de l'apprentissage de nouvelles langues et de la
connaissance de nouvelles cultures, ce qui est facilité par les nouvelles technologies. Voici les questions
a se poser : Existe-t-il une relation entre la langue et la culture ? 'apprentissage des langues étrangéres

et donc des cultures étrangéres menace-t-il notre sécurité culturelle?



Dr.Sabrina Baghzou

Mots-clés: Langue- Culture- Hypothése whorfienne- Langues étrangéres- Menace- Sécurité

culturelle- Mondialisation

Introduction

Connections between language and culture often come to question while studying second or
foreign languages. It is generally agreed that language and culture are closely related. Language can be
viewed as a verbal expression in learning a second or foreign language it is possible to separate
language and culture. For language teachers and learners in general, an appreciation for the differences
in opinion regarding the relationship between language and culture can help to illuminate the diversity
of views held toward the use of language. In this regard, this paper aims at discussing the relationship

between language and culture.

When we study languages, we often focus on the language itself. Grammar, vocabulary,
pronunciation, and so on are the subjects. Sociolinguistics, however, give us the chance to look at the

context within which the language is spoken rather than the mechanics of the language itself.

1- Why does context matter?

Ultimately, we are learning the language with the aim of using it, and then itis worth considering
the place(s) and culture(s) tied to the language. We can learn so much about the language that we are
learning by looking past it to the things that it is attached to.So much of actual communication goes
beyond just words and grammar, and without considering communication we will not be able to

understand its entirety .
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Every language is used in different contexts, by different people, and for different reasons, and
when learning a language, it is important to consider these factors in order to be able effectively
communicate in them. And effective communication is, presumably, the ultimate goal for many

learners.

In essence, the study of language and its relationship to culture and to society is known as

sociolinguistics.

During the nineteenth century, the social aspects of language were first studied under the guise
of “linguistic anthropology.” In the 1930s, it was a popular field amongst Indian and Japanese linguists,
as well as by the Swiss Louis Gauchat in the early 1900s. It was not until the 1960s that William Labov
in the US and Basil Bernstein in the UK pioneered the way for Western sociolinguists to make their

dppearance on the scene.

Historically, much like in the field of anthropology, the more “exotic” cultures and languages
were of primary interest to sociolinguists while “home” or Western languages remained largely
unexplored and ignored. Thankfully, this practice is changing and materials on and studies of Western

|anguages are becoming more commonplace.

Sociolinguistics focus on the social spaces that languages occupy - a topic that the field of
linguistics typically kept in the background. It is the effort to understand the way that social dynamics
are affected by individual and/or group language use, variations in language and varying attitudes

towards language. A few examples would be:

+  Studying the differences between the ways men and women speak

« How teens or children speak
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+ How different social classes communicate

+ Dialects and how they influence one another

Theoretically, there are two different approaches to the study of language and how it relates to
society. The first is known as the sociology of language. This is the study of the effect that society has

on language. The second is sociology or the study of the effect that language has on society.

Although the two are considered fundamentally different, various field work and studies have
demonstrated they are inseparable. Culture and language constantly influence one another. In result,

itis nearly impossible to study one without learning about the other.

In fact, linguist Dell Hymes, even goes so far as to argue that the two are not different. They are

only one field of study.

2- The Relationship between Language and Culture

According to Vygotsky (1962, as cited in Nunan, 2010), language plays a crucial role in cognitive
development, at least from the time the child promotes language competence. Language, first
developed as a means of social communication, is later internalized and becomes an essential tool in
the shaping of cognitive processes relevant for the elaboration of the abstract symbolic system that will
enable the child to organize thought. Vygotsky (1978, as cited in Turuk, 2008) states that the child
acquires knowledge through contacts and interactions with people as the first step, then later
assimilates and internalizes this knowledge adding his personal value to it. Wardhaugh (2002, p. 2 as
cited in Elmes, 2013) defines language to be: a knowledge of rules and principles and of the ways of

saying and doing things with sounds, words, and sentences rather than just knowledge of specific
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sounds, words, and sentences. Language serves as an organizer of knowledge (Hamers &Blanc, 2000),
and there is reason to believe that aspects of language influence categorization. Language, in light of
what was claimed by Jiang (2000) is the mirror of culture in the sense that people can see a culture

through its language.

Goodenough (1981) asserts that culture in a society is whatever a person has to know or
believe in order to operate in a manner acceptance to its members, and to do so in any role that they
accept for any one of them. Fuller and Wardhaugh (2014) note that culture is socially acquired. Itis the
“know-how" that a person must possess to get through the task of daily living; only for a few does it

requires knowledge of some, or much, music, literature and the arts (Fuller &wWardhaugh (2014.(

According to Fuller and Wardhaugh (2014), there are several possible relationships between
language and culture. One is that social structure may either influence or determine linguistic structure
and/or behavior. A second possibility is directly opposed to the first. Linguistic structure and/or
behavior may either influence or determine social structure or worldview. This is the view that is
behind the Whorfian hypothesis. Such a view is behind certain proposed language reforms: if we

change the language, we can change social behavior.

A third possible relationship is that the influence is bi-directional: language and society may
influence each other. Certain language reforms can also be seen as relying on this perspective; the

reforms are made because of changes in societal norms .

A fourth possibility is to assume that there is no relationship at all between linguistic structure

and social structure and that each is independent of the other .
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3- Definition of Culture

Many scholars define culture differently (e.g, Sapir, 1921; Ogburn & Nimkoff, 1940; Herskovits,

Man &His Works, 1948; Geertz, 1996).

Sapir (1921) defines culture as socially inherited assemblage of practices and beliefs that
determines the texture of people’s lives. Redfield asserts that culture is an organization of conventional

understandings manifestin act and artifact, which, persisting through tradition, characterizes a human

group (Redfield, 1940).

Herskovits, (1948) note that Culture is essentially a construct that describes the total body of
belief, behavior, knowledge, sanctions, values, and goals that mark the way of life of any people. That
is, though a culture may be treated by the student as capable of objective description, in the final
analysis it comprises the things that people have, the Thing s they do, and what they think (Herskovits,

1948).

According to Goodenough (1981) culture is the various standards for perceiving, evaluating,
believing, and doing that. A person attributes to other persons as a result of his experience of their
actions and admonitions.... Insofar as a person finds that he must attribute different standards to

different sets of others, he perceives these sets as having different cultures. (Goodenough, 1981).

4- The Whorfian hypothesis

The main theme is that culture, through language, influences people’s thinking. Whorf (1956 as
cited in Ji,Zhang, & Nisbett, 2004) believed that linguistic patterns (such as grammars) in different

languages have impact on people’s habitual thinking. According to Whorf, the differences in linguistic
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structure between languages are reflected in habitual thought and habitual behavior.

Certain properties of a given language affect the way people perceive and remember. Whorf

also believed that culture and language are not separable (i, Zhang, & Nisbett, 2004).

The claim that the structure of a language influences how its speakers view the world is today
most usually associated with the linguist Sapir and his student Whorf (Today, the claim is usually
referred to as ‘Linguistic Determinism,’ the ‘Linguistic Relativity Hypothesis,” the ‘Sapir—Whorf

Hypothesis,” or the ‘Whorfian Hypothesis (Fuller &Wardhaugh, 2014 (

Wardhaugh (2002, pp. 219-220,as cited in Elmes, 2013) reported that there appear to be three

claims to the relationship between language and culture:

The structure of a language determines the way in which the speakers of that language view the
world or, as a weaker view, the structure does not determine the world-view but is still extremely
influential in predisposing speakers of a language toward adopting their world-view. According to
Fuller and Wardhaugh (2014,as cited in Elmes, 2013), one claim is that if the speakers of one language
have certain words to describe things and the speakers of another language lack similar words, then
the speakers of the first language will find it easier to talk about those things. A stronger claim is that,
if one language makes distinctions that another does not make, then those who use the first language

will more readily perceive the relevant differences in their environment .

Many linguists explore the relationship between language and culture. Nida (1998 as cited in
Khatib, Tabari, & Mohammadi, 2016) holds the view that -Language and culture are two symbolic
systems. As announced by Jiang, everything we say in language has meanings, designative or sociative,

denotative or connotative (]iang, 2000). Every Ianguage form we use has meanings, carries meanings
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that are not in the same sense because it is associated with culture and culture is more extensive than

language .

People of different cultures can refer to different things while using the same language forms.
Khatib, Tabari, and Mohammadi (2016) concluded that domestic culture is present in all aspects of

human life even in the realm of academic writing.

Conclusion

Regarding the relationship between language and culture four claims are reported. One is that
social structure may either influence or determine linguistic structure and/or behavior. A second
possibility is directly opposed to the first: linguistic structure and/or behavior may either influence or
determine social structure or worldview. This is the view that is behind the Whorfian hypothesis. Such
a view is behind certain proposed language reforms: if we change the language we can change social
behavior. A third possible relationship is that the influence is bi-directional: language and society may
influence each other.Certain language reforms can also be seen as relying on this perspective; the
reforms are made because of changes in societal norms. A fourth possibility is to assume that there is
no relationship at all between linguistic structure and social structure and that each is independent of

the other.

The culture of a people finds reflection in the language they employ: because they value certain
things and do them in a certain way, they come to use their language in ways that reflect what they
value and what they do. A ‘neutral claim” which claims that there is little or no relationship between
the two. The first of the proposed relationships from above is the basis for the Whorfian hypothesis;

the belief that the structure of the language determines how people see the world. According to Khatib,



The Relation Between Language And Culture

Tabari, and Mohammadi (2016), it is generally agreed that language and culture are closely related.
Language can be viewed as a verbal expression of culture. It is used to maintain and convey culture
and cultural ties. Language provides us with many of the categories we use for expression of our
thoughts, so it is therefore natural to assume that our thinking is influenced by the language which we
use. The values and customs in the country we grow up in shape the way in which we think to a certain
extent. As asserted by Elmes (2013) for language teachers and learners in general, an appreciation for
the differences in opinion regarding the relationship between language and culture can help to

illuminate the diversity of views held toward the use of language

As a concluding remark, understanding the relationship between languages and cultures can be
a good starting point for any approach to language education. This relationship can help policy makers
to design programs in order to teach language learners about the target cultures in order to achieve

real competency in the languages they are expected to learn.
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