台北縣立高中職九十一學年度英語學藝競賽朗讀題目（共六篇）

How Language Tells All
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  When we study other languages, we start to realize just how much language reflects culture. I’ve seen this as I’ve taught English and studied Chinese.

  “Why does English have so many verb tenses?” students will ask me. “They’re confusing!” Well, all those verb tenses tell you something about English-speaking cultures: They consider time very important.

  On the other hand, some concepts important to Chinese culture have no English equivalents. The word guanxi (關係), for example, can’t be translated into English. It must be explained, instead. Why? The concept of guanxi is different in English-speaking cultures.

  Do you want to learn more about foreign cultures? Let’s take a closer look at some of the world’s languages and see what they teach us.

  Language often reveals the importance a culture places on status and respect. Many languages, ranging from Chinese to French, have at least two words for you. Often the more formal version is used with elders to show respect.

  Instead of the word for you, Afrikaans speakers repeat the person’s title to show respect. For example, they would say, “Teacher, how is Teacher today?” rather than, “Teacher, how are you today?”

  What is more important: the individual or the group? Each culture has its own answer to this question. Their languages often reveal their answers. One Native American tribe strongly values the group. Their word for people is used where English speakers would use I or me. So they would say, “People are tired,” rather than, “I am tired.”

  On the other hand, many English-speaking cultures are considered individualistic. So perhaps it’s no coincidence that English is the only language that capitalizes the first-person pronoun—but not the word you.

  In some cultures, the extended family plays a big role. In Kikuyu, a Kenyan tribal language, there is no word for uncle or aunt. So when a Kikuyu person introduces his family, he seems to have a lot of “mothers” and fathers.”

  One’s place in the family has more significance in some cultures than others. Foreigners are often amazed by how specific the Chinese terms for relatives are. Five different Chinese terms are translated into English as the single word uncle. These terms reflect the specific roles each family member plays in Chinese culture.

  Languages spoken in more than one country change to fit each country’s culture. Compare British English with the kind of English spoken in Australia or America. British English seems much more formal and proper. And why shouldn’t it? Most would agree that American and Australian cultures are both less formal than British.

  “Australian culture is really rugged, but it’s also friendly and casual,” says Australian Elizabeth Gedge. “Insulting each other is a part of mateship. And we might call people we don’t know ‘love’ or ‘dearie’ or ‘sweetie.’ That’s just a friendly way of saying hello.”

  A culture’s sayings also strongly reflect its values. “The nail that sticks out gets hammered,” the Japanese say. Compare that to the American saying, “The squeaky wheel gets the grease.” Now, which culture values conformity, and which values being assertive?

  Chinese values show up in sayings, as well. “If you know, you won’t be a beggar,” goes the Cantonese saying. Hong Kong native Michael Tse explains: “We say this to children so they’ll study hard.”

  As you study English, pay attention to the details. You may find you know more about the culture than you realized!
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