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Language: An Aid to Cross-Cultural Understanding
EMY M. PASCASIO

Ateneo de Manila University

This paper will attempt to show how
language functions to achieve cross-cul­
tural understanding. We will restrict our­
selves to two aims of cross-cultural un­
derstanding: (1) to promote a more ef­

fective communication and (2) to be
able to participate in the target society
as a welcome outsider.

First, we must have a clear under­
standing of the nature and function of
language. Secondly, culture should be
clearly defined. Thirdly, a knowledge of
the interrelationship between language
and culture is needed.

Language does not consist merely of
words or sentences. It is a system, a pat­
tern, a structure of communication. Lang­
uage develops in a social situation and
functions to spread information through
a group. Social control is impossible
without a signalling system. Henry Lee
Smith, Jr. defines language "as a sys­
tem of arbitrary symbols by means of
which the members of a speech com­
munity or subcultural group interact and
hence communicate with each other in
terms of common values, attitudes, as-

sumptions, and common experiences."!
Thus language is primarily a mode of
action and interaction for a group that
has a common cultural experience.

Culture has attributes similar to lan­
guage. As defined by Kluckhohn and
Kelly, culture is a historically derived
system of explicit and implicit designs
for living, which tends to be shared by
all or specially designated by members
of a group. What man learns during
acculturation is an organized set of be­
havioral patterns which he abstracts from
and applies to situations of his daily
experience as these arise. When new
situations arise there emerge in the so­
cial group new patterns of living and
modification of old patterns, abstracted
consciously or unconsciously, from the
situations and faced by the members of
the group. It is this feature of cumu­
lated patterns of living that character­
izes human culture."

1 Henry Lee Smith, Jr., "Language and Cul­
ture, Culture in Language Learning, Supple­
mentary Report of the 1960 Northeast Confer­
ence on the Teaching of Foreign Languages.
eds. G. Reginald Bishop, Jr. and Jack Undank
(New Brunswick, N.J.: The State University,
1960), p. 21.

2 Clyde Kluckhohn and William Kelly, "The
Concept of Culture," The Science of Man in
the World Crisis, ed. Ralph Linton (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1945), p. 98. J
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personalistic system would rank the lat­
ter values higher. This hierarchical order­
ing of values in a particular culture is
reflected in the daily activities of the
members of the group and often ex­
pressed through language. To illustrate
this, take the concept of time. Members
of Culture A will tend to be very apolo­
getic in case they are not on time for
their appointments while members of
Culture B operate differently in that even
when one is a half hour late this is an
acceptable behavioral pattern. How is
this time value manifested in the use of
language? In a conversation between
members of Culture A the greeting is
brief and the topic or purpose follows
immediately. Whether the persons con­
versing are of equal social status or un­
equal they go direct to the point because
each one is conscious of not wanting to
waste the other person's time. This is
not true in Culture B. The greeting is
longer and a long exchange of pleasant­
ries is made first before the main topic
of the conversation is introduced.

Language has a culture setting. Voca­
bulary items are clearly linked with many
features of non-linguistic culture. A group
that emphasizes kinship as a means of
social control has a large and complicated
vocabulary of kinship terms. For instance, .
in the Philippine culture system, kinship
terminology is rather complex, as shown
in this particular example in contrast to '
English.
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Thus language is an essential part of
culture in that it enables men not only
to make their own experiences and learn­
ing continuous but also to participate
vicariously in the experiences and learn­
ing of others, past and present, who are
or have been members of the group. To
the extent that a culture as a whole is
made up of common understandings, its
linguistic aspect is its most vital and in­
dispensable part.

Since a considerable part of our knowl­
edge about reality is given to us vica­
riously, through language, through other
people, our perspective on reality is
therefore culturally defined. Even when
we think by ourselves, we think in
the ways we have learned as members
of a culture. The only way to know a cer­
tain culture is to observe the people's
reaction to everyday situations, the way
they describe and reason about things,
what things they talk about, with whom,
and what things they do not or cannot
talk about.

One culture has different emphasis­
let us say, strong points that another
culture does not have - Culture A has
strong points and Culture B has strong
points but these are different. For in­
stance, if Culture A operates in an indus­
trialized system then the values of time
and efficiency are ranked higher than
friendliness and in-group loyalty. On the
other hand, Culture B operating in a
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The 'above examples indicate that sys­
tems of kinship terminology denote so­
cially and culturally determined relation­
ships peculiar to a given society.

Another example to indicate that the
language used by the members of a cer­
tain social group affects to a considerable
degree both' their 'sensory perceptions
and their habitual modes of thought is
the color spectrum. In Tagalog the color
terms we find are:' putt (white), itim
(black), pulO. (red) , dilaw (yellow).
Spanish loan w 0 r d s such as berde
(green), as';l (blue), chokolate (brown),
rosa (pink) are now used. For a color
like gray, however, it is expressed by re­

ferring to the object which has the quality
of grayness such as ash, so that the
term used to denote gray color is ku!ay
abo or obuhin. There are no correspond­
ing Tagalog terms for English colors
such as beige, tangerine, turquoise, pur­
ple, and cream. However, despite the
absence of some color terms in the Ta­
galog system as compared to the Eng­
lish system, the Tagalog speaker can
~till discern the difference between gray
and beige, tangerine and. turquoise. .It
is not that linguistic patterns limit sen­

sory perceptions and thought, but simply

that, together with other cultural pat­

terns, they direct perception and think­

ing into certain habitual channels. A Ta­

galog farmer distinguishes several varie­

ties of rice which an American business­
man does not do.

.. _.

Tagalog Fanner American
Businessmen,

palay (unhusked rice) ! rice
iH~ (husked rice)
bigas (polished rice)
kanin (cooked rice)
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We, ,therefore, see and hear and other­

wise experience very largely as we do
because the language habits of our com­
munity predispose us to certain choices

of interpretation. Our behavioral patterns

are unconsciously built up on the lim­

guage habits of our social group.

Due to the continuous intermingling

of one person from one culture with
others in another culture, each has to

understand his own cultural patterns and
at the same time develop awareness of
the others' cultural patterns. A knowl­

edge that we cannot always expect other

peoples to adopt our language and our

own behavioral patterns will be of great

help to us to overcome the shock and

annoyances of cultural clash.

The main objective of cross-cultural

understanding is to promote effective

communication. Language and communi­

cation are interrelated processes taking

place in a structured social situation.

Only when the society in which the

members live has definite and common­

ly accepted patterns can they interact

effectively.
t

One of the functions of communication

is the transference of information. This

means that something is being transferred

'from one person to another such as opi­

nions, thoughts, ideas, experiences, emo­

tions, feelings, and moods. It covers all

deliberate uses of language by human

beings as well as movements and ges­

tures in so far as they are informative.

Thus I can communicate to you my an­

noyance regarding a particular incident

by telling you about it in the form of

a statement or QY a gesture. You can

acquire the same information either way.'
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In short, there are ways of conveying
information other than by the use of
language, though the use of language is
the most important and one of the most
interesting to investigate.

In the communication process there is
participation. We have the person who
makes the communication and the person
who receives it, the thought or feeling
which is communicated, the encoding of
that thought or feeling in some set of
symbols, and the meaning or reference
which these symbols have.

In the transmission of messages we
use language. When we use language
we either use indexical signs or the non­
indexical signs. By indexical signs we
mean those that cannot be understood
apart from the context in which they
are produced. When they are verbal their
presence in a sentence makes it necessary
to know the occasion of their utterance
before they can be interpreted. e.g. "I
am sorry I forgot all about." On the other
hand, a sentence such as that which states
that the freezing point of water is 32°
fahrenheit is entirely non-indexical. It
contains no indication of the personality
or social status of the speaker, or of his
spatio-temporal position; it tells nothing
about his opportunity for verifying the
statement which it is intended to ex­
press."

The use of indexical expressions have
obvious practical advantages-they serve
as pointers which save one the trouble
of formulating descriptions, or in the case
of an audience, of searching for the ob­
ject to which a description refers. Words
are not reflections of thoughts but are
expressions of thoughts. Of course, in the
expression we are concerned .with the ar­
rangement of the signs themselves, the

8 A. J. Ayer, "What is Communication?,"
Studies in Communication (London: Martin
Seeker and Warburg, 1955), p. 21.
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manner in which they are produced, the
general attitude of the speaker. .

We are in a position to understand
one another's reports because the things
to which they ref.er are tfuings to
which we all have access. This pen
that I see is the same as that' which
my neighbor sees. In describing it to
him I am telling him something which
he could, in principle, find out directly
for himself. But he does not, In this
direct way, have access to my thoughts
and feelings. Our experiences are private
unless we decide to share them,' which
sharing is possible through the Use of
language or other overt behavioral pat­
terns. However, we cannot be sure we
could communicate them successfully. All
that we know is that we systematically
apply the same words on the same occa­
sion - e.g. green color. The speaker can
make statements about his experiences
which the listener is capable of under­
standing.

The ability to communicate effectively
therefore depends primarily upon how
well the individuals concerned know and
accept a common, multi-leveled, complex,
integrated bundle of cultural norms and
values. The more they share a common
culture, the closer their views and eva­
luations, the more effective will be the
interaction.

Unless a set of structured mutual ex­
pectations is established there will be a
breakdown of communication. For in­
stance, a foreigner and a Filipino are en­
gaged in a conversation. The language
used as their medium of communication
is Tagalog. For the foreigner to be con­
sidered as a welcome outsider, he must
be aware of and try to understand the
cultural patterns interrelated with the, Ta­
galog language then can there be estab­
lished a stable system of relations in
which each can assist one another to
avoid cultural conflicts. e.g. The value
of efficiency as illustrated in meeting
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deadlines. ~ An American boss cannot keep
on firing his Filipino secretary because
of failure to submit the necessary re­
ports on time. Instead, an advanced dead­
line may have to be set to offset delays
caused by fiestas, birthday parties, or
any other activity which the Filipino
secretary is expected, by her cultural
group, to consider highly important.

In the Ateneo Language Center, other
values .and attitudes are incorporated in
the language materials prepared for both
English and Tagalog programs of instruc-
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tion. In these two language programs,
the context of situation approach, which
integrates linguistic patterns' and non­
linguistic behavioral patterns, is used.
Linguistic patterns include phonology,
vocabulary, morphology and syntax,
whereas non-linguistic behavioral patterns
include the use of space and time pat­
terns, gestures, values and attitudes, and
implied social institutions. An awareness
of the interdependence of all these pat­
terns is important for better cross-cultural
understanding.

Whither Social' Changes
SISTER MECHTRAUD, S.Sp.S.

Holy Ghost College, Manila
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The significant question of our era is:
"Where are we going?" We are faced,
so constantly, with the fact and the
prospects of rapid social change that we
do not know what to expect of tomor­
row. Viewed from the perspective of
history, this is not the normal human
condition. In the historical periods pre­
vious to our age, societies manifested a
degree of stability which made it possi­
ble for them to modify the impact of
change through surrounding it with tra­
ditional forms. This seems possible no
longer. Changes in the conditions of our
social' life occur at so rapid a rate that
we fear their unanticipated consequences
may destroy us. Like men carried along
by rushing flood waters we have given
up any hope for slowing our pace. Our
current concern is, not how to stop our
progress, but how to control it so as to
either reach the type of society we would
have, or, at the very least, to avoid a
social order which would prevent the
realization of our human desires.

..Thesis

While we cannot. predict the future,
we do. know that what we do today will
bear fruit tomorrow. We know that we
can control our destiny to a significant
extent if we know how the future is
shaped by the past and, more important,
if we know what we should want from
the future. Thus, the possible solution to
our problem is seen increasingly in an
understanding of the bases of human be­
havior. Consequently, the social sciences
are 'challenged, with ever increasing fre­
quency, to offer a better understanding
of that behavior.

Social Changes
Social change may be best considered

under two heads: Institutional and ideo­
logical. Institutional changes are ob­
jective modifications in the legal, poli­
tical, economic, educational, and techno­
logical organization of modern society.
It may be admitted that, these institu­
tional changes are not as rapid in the
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