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Interest in the role of culture in language teaching is influenced by political, educational 

and ideological factors. Subsequent to the advent of globalisation, additional factors have started 

contributing to concern for inclusion or exclusion of culture in language teaching. The Common 

European Framework of Reference has mainly been influenced by the inevitable movement 

across the European countries of a large number of populations for business, technological and 

professional purposes. This context requires a re-looking at the role of culture in language 

teaching.  

 There is a feeling that the acquisition of a linguistic system is no guarantee for temporary 

or lasting acculturation of moving population through Europe, between Europe and America, 

between the East and the West. Purely functional uses of languages as items of teaching and 

learning havelast their euphoric value during the recent past. Traditionalacquisition of 

communication skills are expected to be blended with intellectually legitimate and 

humanistically oriented content in language learning aligned with the cultural elements. 

Immigrants, both physical and virtual, are expected to be absorbed into the society and 

nationalism is losing its charm. However, national languages and national cultures seem to be 

bound strongly. 

 Culturalisation of language teaching has many and often contradictory motives. This 

paper aims at a short definition of terms as related to the cultural component of language 

teaching.  A review of the history of the way language and culture are related to each 

otherispresented. The current landscapebeing surveyed may suggest atheoretical base to explore 

the cultural component of language teaching.  
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“Culture” and “social” are terms which are often associated with each other. There have 

been studies about sociocultural factors influencing the acquisition of a foreign language or a 

second language. Though cultural and social are considered synoymous, a functional difference 

can be established between what they refer to. While ‘culture’ refers to the diachronic context of 

the usage of language, ‘social’ shall refer to the synchronic context of the language use. Thus, 

the user of the language is at one and the same time placed within a social group and his or her 

relationship to the group is accounted for a period of time. 

 The term “culture” defines a social community in at least two ways. From the domain of 

the humanities culture refers back to how a social group represents itself and others through its 

material production. Art, literature, institution, artefacts and other manifest expressions of 

behaviour that can be verbally realized and described are such material productions. Social 

sciences refer to culture as the ‘ground of meaning’ (Nostrand,1989) founded on attitudes, 

reviews, rationality and behaviour that are shared within a community. Richard Brislin writes, 

“culture refers to widely shared ideals, values, formation and usage of categories, assumption 

about life and goal directed activities that become unconsciously or subconsciously accepted as 

right and correct by people who identify themselves as members of the society.” (Brislin, 1990) 

 Culture can be approached either historically or ethnographically. History is a matter of 

documentation trying to understand the now and here and imagine the hereafter in the light of 

what had been.Institutions have codified the rules of the interpretation of such documents. 

Ethnographic approach builds itself upon observation, data collection, and analysis of what 

happens in live situation and what oral phenomena they cause without a reference back to the 

past or the future. Ethnographic approaches to culture understand the present looking at events as 

they happened in kaleidoscopic context of social diversity and the way they are related to other 

synchronic events. It often leads to formulation of laws or regulations of social life. Culture thus 

is placed in its historical and social context to perspectivise the phenomenal world and enunciate 

laws in time of space. 
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 Social phenomena and their interpretation in the name of culture are generated by people 

in everyday life. Culture opens a meaning of its own vortex or natural randomness of events. 

Such events being anticipated are likely to freeze into rigid rites, stereotypes and prejudices. 

Culture within a society thus becomes an agent of harmony like rhythmic breathing. It comes to 

be related to moral values, right and wrong, charming and disgusting, and good and bad. But for 

all that, culture is arbitrary.  The arbitrariness of culture is so fluid that culture is obliged to 

legitimise itself under the cloak of what is right and just. Such being the nature of culture, 

teaching culture is concerned with how things are, have been, could have been, and could be. 

Description of culture by themselves are not the wings that will enable learners to jump into a 

new culture and empathise with the same, leave alone acculture. Culture is in fact the literature 

that opens up the reality beyond realism. 

 One of the forms culture manifests itself is through language. It is language that mediates, 

interprets, and documents material culture. It is this role of the language that makes the language 

teacher concerned with culture. Language can also cause cultural changes. Language teaching 

shall not be subject to the use of somebody else’s linguistic core in yet another else’s cultural 

context. Placed in a discourse community that is culturally different, the linguistic code imported 

from another community changes social and cultural equations of both the communities. It even 

may subtly diversify mainstream culture. 

 The view of social construction of culture through language differs between 

sociolinguistics scholars and language teachers. The language teachers look at culture as 

attitudes and ideas existing independent of language. 

 There are three types of links between language and teaching of culture. The way to 

universality for a language is through literature. As such until recently teaching language or 

learning language meant accessing great work of literature in the language. It was believed to 

ensure a certain religious or aesthetic view of the world shared across social and national 

boundaries. Translation and explication played a good big role in this domain.  
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 The teaching of language and teaching of literate culture, in course of time, deviated from 

each other. Language acquisition within the framework of skills and verbal behaviour was 

looked at as having no cultural value. It could however later give access to a national literature 

with its own cultural value. Thus language teaching became a distinct discipline apart from the 

teaching of literature and teaching of culture. Subsequently the mediating role of a language in a 

social construction of culture was lost. In such a context, acquaintance with culture for 

enunciating the basic linguistic skills of speaking, reading, listening and writing became 

extended parts of language teaching. 

 With the evolution of European Union and the parallel globalisation, culture came to be 

understood as the words and actions of everyday speaker in everyday life. Particular situation 

and local transactions came to be stressed. But it was restricted to share the human needs that are 

easily expressed, interpreted, and negotiated through broader speech functions. This universality 

was however illusory on the one hand and pragmatic on the other. Ultimately culture as 

component of language teaching was caught between working for universality and maintaining 

cultural particularity. This naturally leads to the question of what is to be stressed, the 

commonalities or the differences between the native and target culture. Calculated distribution of 

items of native speakers’ conventions of language and norms of interpretation had to be worked 

out for the domain of language teaching. 

 Thus whether there is to be an intercultural or multicultural evolution as an offshoot of 

language learning has to be worked out. Interculturation is acquisition of information about the 

customs, institutions and history of the society. In the corporate world it is applied to the 

behavioural training for personnel. Intercultural sensitivity is developed. International dialogue is 

promoted.Intercultural communicative competence is acquired. The self and the other are both 

understood in their own stances and from their own perspectives in addition to the perspective 

from the outsider. 

 Broadening and diversifying traditional views of culture beyond national boundaries lead 

to understanding of foreign cultures. Multiculturalism is an expansion of the traditional 
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sensitivity to the unique historical cultural realities of the other existing within one and the same 

nation despite differences in ethnicity, social class and gender. Social diversity and cultural 

plurality get highlighted. 

 In sum, language teaching keeps operating on a narrow idea of both language and culture. 

Language is a fixed system and the mutual passage for the transmission of cultural knowledge. It 

is either language and culture or culture in language that is being taught but not language as 

culture. Learning a foreign language addresses not just the deficiencies of 

monoglossicenunciation but promotes heteroglossic narration. Realisation of grammatical or 

lexical enunciation should become situated utterances building up particular cultural context. 

Critical cross-cultural literacy has thus become one of the most significant items of the agenda in 

developing in 21st century skills. Language teachers can thus contribute to the process of social 

change as pragmatic agents. 
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