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Defining Culture Worksheets

1. Definitions of culture 



Definitions of culture

Compare your definition of culture with those below.  What elements are the same or different?  Which definitions do you find most convincing?  Would you like to change anything in your definition of culture after reading these?

Cultures as product and practice
· A particular form, stage, or type of intellectual development or civilization in a society; a society or group characterized by its distinctive customs, achievements, products, outlook, etc. The Oxford English Dictionary (2000)
· Mind is actually internalized culture. Culture is not innate but learned behaviour. Hall (1969)
· The cumulative deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions acquired by a group of people in the course of generations through individual and group striving.  Samovar and Porter, (1994)
· Culture can be thought of as ‘Big C’ culture—history, geography, institutions, literature, art, music, and the way of life, and ‘Little c’ culture—culturally influenced beliefs and perceptions expressed mainly through language, but also behaviour including; beliefs, values, customs and habits.  Much of this is unconscious.  Tomalin and Stempleski, (1993)
Culture and language
· Our world and our culture are built by the language that we speak.“ the “real world” is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group” Sapir – Whorf Hypothesis (1939)
· Language is a semiotic system (a system of symbols) that express the culture and society that we live in.  The relationship between language, culture and society is interrelated; language influences culture and culture influences language. Language as a social semiotic means, “interpreting language within a sociocultural context, in which culture itself is interpreted in semiotic terms.” Halliday (1979)
· “it [culture] denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life.” Geertz (1973)
· Whether one begins or ends with language, thought, or culture, the other two are woven in; the circular pattern holds, with each influencing and being influenced by the others. Valdes (1986)
· Culture is much more than food, or singing and dancing, or traditional costumes...it refers to a set of ‘agreements’ among a group of people, determining how they will behave, how they like to present themselves, how they communicate, what they feel is important, how they see themselves and how they see the world.  In short, it is their way of being. 

How is culture managed? In other words, how are all these things put into action—all this behaviour and interaction and identity?  Through language of course.  Language not only expresses culture, it also brings it about. O’Sullivan and Tajaroensuk (1997)

Culture and discourse
· Culture is “1 Membership in a discourse community that shares a common social space and history, and a common system of standards for perceiving, believing, evaluating, and acting. 2 The discourse community itself. 3 The system of standards itself” Kramsch (1998: 127)
· An inter discourse approach- in analysing discourse between individuals culture is too broad a concept and contains too much variability to be of primary use. It may be more productive to look at different discourse communities at the sub-cultural level such as generation, gender, profession and corporate discourse. Wider understandings of culture are influential at this sub-cultural level. Scollon and Scollon (2001)
· Discourse “is the principle site for language and culture studies” and “research on language and culture has increasingly come to concentrate on discourse as the basic research site” Gumperz (2003: 215).  
Critical conceptions of culture
· Culture is not something static as suggested by its classification and use as a noun, but rather dynamic, “Culture is a verb”. Street, (1993)
· “Culture is not something fixed and frozen as the traditionalists would have us believe, but a process of constant struggle as cultures interact with each other and are affected by economic, political and social factors.” (Sarup, 1996: 140)
· “ set aside any a priori notions of group membership and identity and… ask instead how and under what circumstances concepts such as culture are produced by participants as relevant categories … [w]ho has introduced culture as a relevant category, for what purposes, and with what consequences?”. Scollon and Scollon (2003: 544-545)
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In small groups brainstorm your ideas about what culture is.  Add your ideas to the culture diagram below.
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In your groups try to write a definition of culture below.
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