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Realizing the Importance of Relationship Between Language and Culture
As a language major, I have always been interested in the question of relationship between language and culture. Does language really affect the way we think and behave as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests through the concept of linguistic relativism? Or is it more sensible to put it the other way around and say, “language reflects the way we perceive the world”? Either way, there seems to be a significant bond between language and culture. In my case, the experience of learning English as a second language has convinced me to believe in the importance of the dependent relationship between the two. Furthermore, my personal real life experiences have led me to think that understanding the culture of people who speak the target language will often facilitate the language learning process for several reasons: (1) understanding of abstract concepts could be better achieved through comprehension of culture, especially when direct translation into native language is difficult, and (2) recognizing cultural differences will help students to acquire language more naturally by learning to “think” in target language.  Such belief has profoundly affected my views on teaching methods, and as a result, it will probably form the basis of my teaching style in the future. 

Often times, failure to communicate effectively with one another seems to result from the lack of understanding of each others’ cultures. In fact, the following extract from a text provides a keen explanation to such communication related issues that I have experienced: 

 “If speakers of different languages do not understand one another, it is not because their languages cannot be mutually translated into one another – which they obviously can, to a certain extent.  It is because they don’t share the same way of viewing and interpreting events; they don’t agree on the meaning and the value of the concepts underlying the words. In short, they don’t cut up reality or categorize experience in the same manner.” (Kramsch,, 2006)

As suggested in Kramsch’s attempt to clarify the idea behind linguistic relativism, people from different cultures frequently encounter communication issues not because of language itself, but because of different “ways of viewing and interpreting events”, in which case, we can refer to as ‘cultural differences’. Looking back, this is exactly what I've been continuously experiencing since I began learning English as a second language.  


For instance, in my case, English idiom has always been the toughest subject to study because most of the time, they made absolutely no sense when translated directly into my native language. When I first came across the expression “it’s a piece of cake” as an ESL(English as a Second Language) student, I could understand its literal meaning, and I had no problem translating it to my native language (Korean). But still, it meant nothing to me because I didn’t understand the underlying context.  The teacher had to explain to me that it is an English idiomatic expression that people use to refer to a task that can be done as easily and effortlessly as you can enjoy a delicious piece of cake. Interestingly, there is an equivalent of this idiomatic expression in Korean. We metaphorically compare the “easy task” to eating “cold porridge” instead of “a piece of cake” because in our traditional culture, there is no such thing as a cake. However, as "a piece of cake" pronounced in Korean meant nothing more than just a piece of cake itself,  "eating cold porridge" would mean nothing beyond its literal definition when pronounced in English. Clearly, direct translation between languages often fail to deliver the intended meanings because cultural context is ignored and excluded. This is why I believe facilitating language learning process with studies of relevant culture is important; knowledge of culture will help learners to communicate in the target language more effectively. 

In addition, inability to 'think' in the target language seems to be another major reason why learners of English as a second language fail to deliver intended messages effectively. For example, in my earlier stages of learning English, I have always been confused by how one should respond to negative questions. In fact, Korean people often get confused when it comes down to this subject. Let's say someone asked, "you can't come to the party?" In English, one would say "no" to confirm such negative question. But in Korean, it's the opposite; one would reply "yes" to mean that the speaker was right in saying that I won't be able to come to the party. Evidently, the example of responding to negative questions in different languages reflect how different cultures "cut up reality or categorize experience" differently.  It took me quite a while to get used to responding to negative questions, and again, I think this relates back to the issue of cultural differences. In order to be able to communicate effectively in English, I had to understand a new way of responding to certain situations, which is another aspect of culture. 


As a final note on this paper, I have discussed how my experience of learning English has taught me about the profound relationship between language and culture up to now. I'm sure that this experience will inevitably influence my teaching style in the future because as we went through various teaching techniques and methods in previous classes, I found myself already picking out the ideas that I would like to implement in my future teaching plans. In fact, I was eager to find out that many of the teaching methods (Grammar translation Method, Direct Method, Audio-Lingual Method, Total Physical Response Method, Communicative Method) were very considerate of the subject of 'culture'. As we were informed that most teachers use multiple methods of teaching instead of using a single approach, I too will try to carefully plan my future lessons to include various methods. But I was particularly convinced that the "Direct Method" of teaching would be highly effective. Because this method attempts to teach a second language like a native language without the help of translation, learners can continuously be exposed to the target language and gain practice opportunities. Moreover, learners are taught on various cultural aspects of the target language, so they can understand the language better. Yes, it is true that lack of accuracy may sometimes result in misunderstanding of concepts, but I believe such problems could be minimized through continuous exposure to practice opportunities and experience-based learning environment. Besides, in modern classes, we can always take advantage of a whole diversity of resources like multimedia. In short, I strongly believe that it is important to facilitate students' learning with opportunities to not only learn and practice the language, but also to become well-acquainted with the culture of that language. 
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