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Chapter 8
The Relevance of Cultural Linguistics to Foreign 
Language Graduate Education: From “Language 
and Culture” to “Language as Culture”

Carl Blyth, University of Texas at Austin

Introduction
“Linguistica sum; linguistici nihil a me alienum esse puto.” 

I am a linguist; nothing about language is foreign to me.

—Roman Jakobson

The first time I read the 2007 Report of the MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign 
Languages, entitled “Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New Structures 
for a Changed World,” I was reminded of Roman Jakobson, one of the twentieth 
century’s most influential language scholars. Jakobson was fond of characterizing 
his inclusive approach to language by paraphrasing the famous quotation attrib-
uted to the ancient playwright Terence: “Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum 
puto,” or “I am a man, I consider nothing that is human alien to me.” Terence’s 
words are most often quoted in relation to the humanities, but Jakobson, like 
many linguists, fancied himself both a scientist and a humanist. In fact, upon his 
death in 1982, Jakobson was equally recognized for his accomplishments in lan-
guage sciences as in literary studies (Kucera 1983, p. 871).

Jakobson came to my mind because the MLA Report outlines an “integrative 
approach” that is truly “jakobsonian” in its breadth and synthesis. For example, 
the report calls for a “transformed” foreign language department in which 
“language, culture, and literature are taught as a continuous whole” (2007, 
p. 3) as well as a “reconceptualization” of “foreign language education” that 
“systematically teaches differences in meaning, mentality, and worldview as ex-
pressed in American English and in the target language” (2007, p. 4). According 
to the authors of the report, the primary goal of such an “integrative” and “intel-
lectually driven” foreign language curriculum should be to produce “educated 
speakers with deep translingual and transcultural competence” (2007, p. 3). 
Moreover, the report envisions a foreign language department as a place where 
faculty members work together to integrate their knowledge into a coherent 
whole instead of the usual patchwork of competing ideas and methods divided 
along familiar disciplinary boundaries: literary theory, cultural studies, linguis-
tics, and language pedagogy. 
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150� Carl Blyth

Nevertheless, apart from vague notions of “interdisciplinarity” as a means to 
achieve the goal of translingual/transcultural competence, the report offers few 
concrete suggestions. How could I translate the lofty vision of the report into ac-
tual classroom practice? How could I teach language, culture, and literature as “a 
continuous whole” from my position within my department, that is, as a linguist 
charged with teaching a specific subfield? Did I even have license to teach beyond my 
purview as the MLA Report seemed to suggest I do? And what would such a course 
look like? Wouldn’t it be too diffuse, too all-encompassing? The more I sought to 
apply the MLA Report to my own courses, the more I struggled to define foreign lan-
guages as a discipline and the place of linguistics within the graduate curriculum.

My concerns mirrored those raised in the Modern Language Journal’s column 
devoted to the MLA Report (Perspectives, Byrnes, 2008). For example, cautioning that 
the cultural studies turn in foreign languages had led to disciplinary incoherence, 
Wellmon (2008) argued that FL departments were still in need of a “vocabulary to 
distinguish themselves from English departments and more broadly conceived cul-
tural studies fields” (p. 295). Echoing Wellmon, Pfeiffer (2008) claimed “the previ-
ous ‘cultural turn’ of FL departments was ultimately unsuccessful in providing a 
sound basis for the research and the teaching mission of FL departments because 
real attention to ‘language’ fell by the wayside” (p. 297). And finally, according to 
Byrnes (2008), the editor of the Perspectives column, the real issue was to rethink 
the “link between the particulars of the resources available in a given language as a 
meaning-making system and its culture,” a central concern of systemic-functional 
linguistics (p. 285). Taken together, these concerns largely focused on the problems 
of an additive approach to the discipline—“language and literature and linguistics 
and culture”—in lieu of a synthetic approach that was yet to be articulated. 

Furthermore, the report ignored an essay that had already addressed these 
disciplinary concerns in a straightforward manner. Originally published in the 
ADFL Bulletin and later reprinted in Profession, “The Case for Foreign Languages 
as a Discipline” (Swaffar, 1999) had argued that interdisciplinary approaches to 
foreign language curricula typically made little attempt to determine principles 
common to the different subfields. Swaffar (1999) had summed up the issues with 
clarity and succinctness: 

“…foreign language study is a discipline with four subfields (lan-
guage, literature, linguistics, and culture) that asks the question, 
How do individuals and groups use words and other sign systems 
in context to intend, negotiate, and create meanings? Within this 
definition, I am not talking about linguistics alone. I am suggest-
ing that our profession must derive principles of foreign language 
study from the expanded social core of language in communities. 
The goal of our discipline is to enable students to recognize the 
various intentionalities behind verbal and written texts and to use 
language effectively to achieve their own purposes within a cul-
tural community.” (p. 157) 

The goal of this essay is to demonstrate how I sought to change a particular 
graduate course—“French Linguistics for Students of Literature”—in terms of 
meaning making within a cultural community as advocated by Swaffar (1999) and 
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Byrnes (2008).  More specifically, the goal of this essay is to outline my pedagogical 
attempts to translate the report’s central challenge to our profession—to system-
atically teach the differences in “meaning, mentality, and worldview” between 
the L1 and the L2. This essay is divided into four sections. In the first section, 
I discuss the report’s focus on culturally determined meaning and its challenge 
for the field of linguistics. In the second section, I outline the premises of a new 
approach to linguistics called “cultural linguistics” that aligns well with the re-
port’s goal of producing educated speakers with a deep translingual/transcultural 
competence. In general, cultural linguistics is a cross between cognitive and an-
thropological linguistics. As such, it frames language as cultural practice and in-
tegrates the categories of language, culture, and mind, a shift from the additive 
stance of “language and culture” to the more synthetic stance of “language as 
culture.” In the third section, I discuss the application of cultural linguistics to 
my particular graduate course by demonstrating four pedagogical activities. The 
overarching goal of these activities was to increase the students’ critical aware-
ness of meaning making as a culturally embedded activity. In the fourth section,  
I review the outcomes of the course, including reactions from students and fac-
ulty. I conclude with reflections concerning the MLA Report’s stance as instanti-
ated in the concept of translingual/transcultural competence.

The Relation of Cultural Meaning to  
Translingual/Transcultural Competence
Foreign language faculty who attempt to apply the MLA Report as a guide for local 
curriculum development will soon discover that a great deal of imagination is re-
quired. In my case, the local application was a graduate linguistics course that 
I had inherited and had taught with mixed results. Originally conceived as a gen-
eral introduction to linguistics, the course was required of all French literature 
Ph.D. students in our program. In similar fashion, Ph.D. candidates in French 
linguistics were required to take a graduate-level course in French literature. 
Graduate students in our department were told that these courses benefitted them 
professionally by helping them to understand their future colleagues who worked 
in related disciplines. These required courses were also intended to force graduate 
students to step outside the comfort zone of their disciplines and into the intel-
lectual discomfort of an unknown yet related field. Thus, despite the title of the 
course—“French Linguistics for Students of Literature”—the readings and exams 
held little relevance to the literary interests of the students. Rather, the course had 
been purposefully taught as a straightforward overview of the subfields of struc-
tural linguistics: phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics. Of course, such a 
dichotomizing approach—linguistics vs. literature—stood in stark contrast to the 
integrative approach advocated by the MLA Report.

In my attempts to reenvision this course, I sought to clarify the concept of 
cultural meaning within the field of linguistics as well as the relationship of lin-
guistics to literary and cultural studies. In my mind, the crucial issue was the 
relation between cultural meaning and translingual/transcultural competence, 
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paraphrased in the report as the ability to “operate between languages.” In a 
follow-up article to the report, Kramsch (2012), one of the report’s authors, ex-
plained that the term was chosen to signal a radical departure from the mono-
lingual frame of reference that still pervades foreign language education: “Here, 
the goal was, instead, to train educated multilingual speakers who do not strive to 
become like monolingual speakers but rather who can draw profit from shuttling 
from one to the other of their languages” (p. 17).

By framing their curricular vision in terms of multilingualism, the authors of 
the MLA Report were in keeping with current developments in foreign language 
education and second language acquisition. During the past decade, the field of 
applied linguistics has seen a steady deconstruction of the monolingual frame and 
the concurrent rise of the multilingual frame. Recent studies (de Bot, 2008; de 
Bot, Verspoor, & Lowie, 2007; Cook, 2003, 2007; Herdina & Jessner, 2002; Jarvis & 
Pavlenko, 2008, Levine, 2011; Pavlenko, 2006; Scott, 2010) have blurred the 
discrete categories of “monolingual,” “bilingual,” and “multilingual.” The new 
multilingual frame explicitly rejects these categories as indices of distinct sets 
of abilities. Rather, the long-standing categories are currently conceptualized as 
variants of the same general language capacity (Scott, 2010). The major prem-
ise of this approach to multilingualism is that the phenomena associated with 
multilingual speakers are best modeled holistically as a fluid, interdependent sys-
tem of systems. This general semiotic capacity has been termed multicompetence 
by Cook (2003, 2007). Drawing on Cook’s notion of multicompetence, Jarvis and  
Pavlenko (2008) claimed “the multicompetence approach allows us to theorize 
the interaction between multiple languages in the speaker’s mind as a natural and 
ongoing process and to understand why multilinguals may perform differently 
from monolinguals in all of their languages, including the L1” (p. 17). 

The MLA Report’s intended goal, however, was not to promote a particular 
research agenda concerning the multilingual mind per se. Rather, according 
to Kramsch (2008), the intent was to help teachers frame multilingualism as 
a unique advantage in the realm of meaning making, in short, as an affordance, 
and in so doing, to help them reframe their pedagogical practices: 

“This shuttling was not conceived as an encouragement to code-
switch with abandon or to use a hybrid pidgin, but as an incentive 
to capitalize on the surplus of meaning that multilingualism can 
bring about. Of course, language teachers must continue to teach 
the structures of one symbolic system and ensure that their students 
master those structures, but the committee wanted to go beyond 
structure. It saw language teachers as teachers of meaning—social, 
cultural, historical, aesthetic meaning (p. 6), […] meanings that be-
come contaminated, infiltrated by other meanings when in contact 
with other languages.” (p. 18)

In an effort to explain the MLA Report’s new vocabulary and multilingual 
frame to foreign language teachers and language program directors who were per-
plexed by such unfamiliar expressions as “surplus of meaning” and “going beyond 
structure,” Kramsch (2012) invoked two major approaches to conceptualizing the 
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ability to “operate between languages”: ecological perspectives in applied linguistics 
and cultural translation in critical cultural studies. From the ecological perspec-
tive, meaning is not a simple task of transmitting from speaker to hearer (or from 
writer to reader) a given set of language structures that contain information, a fal-
lacy referred to as the conduit metaphor of communication (Reddy, 1993). In this 
well-known metaphor, meaning remains a static entity during transmission from 
one speaker’s mind to the next. From an ecological perspective, however, commu-
nication is characterized as a social activity of incremental negotiation in which 
meaning is in constant flux. As such, communication requires time and effort and 
is invariably chaotic and unpredictable. Thus, in ecological approaches, meaning 
is described by a recurrent set of adjectives: relative (linguistically and culturally), 
coconstructed, dynamic, and emergent. 

In addition to ecological theories of language, Kramsch (2012) emphasized 
the relevance of critical cultural studies to the new multilingual frame. According 
to Kramsch, the concept of transculturalism originated in the work of Mary Louise 
Pratt (2002), the chair of the MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign Languages. 
Pratt’s studies on postcolonial attempts at “cultural translation” between Andean 
Indians and the Spanish colonizers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
led her to recognize the inadequacy of translation as a metaphor for capturing the 
complexities of multilingualism. For example, in the translation paradigm, mean-
ing making is typically construed as a movement between two clearly demarcated 
cultural meanings. However, Pratt (2002) argued that situations of intense and 
protracted multilingualism are best understood in terms of new metaphors. Con-
sequently, Pratt coined the metaphors of infiltration and contagion to emphasize 
how meanings in multilingual settings are not easily attributed to separate cul-
tural origins. In an effort to capture the multilingual subjectivities that arise in 
such situations, Pratt posited yet another metaphor—desdoblamiento, a doubling 
or multiplying of the self. 

The previous discussion of the report’s multilingual frame and its new concept 
of translingual/transcultural competence should make clear that this approach 
poses significant challenges for the field of linguistics. First, most linguistic theo-
ries view language as a relatively static system of conventionalized form/meaning 
mappings rather than emergent meanings realized through discourse. As a con-
sequence, linguistics has historically privileged analysis of forms over the analysis 
of meanings. The reasons for the relative neglect of meaning within the field of 
linguistics are multiple and complex but can largely be traced back to prominent 
scholars like Leonard Bloomfield and Noam Chomsky, who maintained that the 
study of meaning was simply outside the scope of scientific inquiry. This surpris-
ing state of affairs is summarized by the semanticist Goddard (1998) who stated 
that “if language can be seen as a system for connecting sounds with meanings, 
then, as Wallace Chafe (1970, p. 78) once observed, the typical linguistics cur-
riculum seems curiously lopsided: ‘A proper concern for meanings should lead 
to a situation where, in the training of linguists, practice in the discrimination 
of concepts will be given at least as much time in the curriculum as practice in 
the discrimination of sounds’” (p. vi). To paraphrase Goddard and Chafe, the new 
emphasis on translingual/transcultural competence as a goal for foreign language 
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education would require that my graduate students receive as much practice in 
the discrimination of meanings as practice in the discrimination of forms.

If I were to educate my students to “operate between languages,” I would need 
to discard any linguistic theory that presented language as a closed, formal sys-
tem, and adopt a theory consonant with the view of language as an ecosystem in 
which learning and communication are seen as “a relational human activity, co-
constructed between people and their various languages, contingent upon their 
position in space and history…” (Kramsch, 2002, p. 5). Furthermore, the “au-
tonomous model of language” presented in most linguistics textbooks was cut off 
from the disciplines that mattered most to my students—literature and language 
teaching—and was largely incompatible with their own linguistic experiences. Van 
Lier (2004) argued that the orthodox linguistic approach was useless for language 
teachers: “A language teacher cannot afford the luxury of treating language as an 
independent, autonomous system, let alone one that is regarded as an instinctual 
endowment, a mental organ” (p. 55). 

As most language teachers know, the linguistic study of meaning is called 
semantics. However, most semantic approaches to meaning are highly decontex-
tualized and bear little resemblance to what most non-linguists mean by the term 
“meaning.” At issue, then, is the meaning of “meaning.” It would seem that ac-
cording to Kramsch (2012) and the MLA Report, the term “meaning” is synony-
mous with “conceptualization” or with the phrase “categories of the mind.” For 
example, in her explanation of translingual/transcultural competence, Kramsch 
(2012) claimed “language teachers are responsible for teaching language, but 
language as categories of the mind and discourse structures, not just linguistic 
forms” (p. 24, emphasis mine). In brief, I came to formulate the challenge before 
me in essentially pedagogical terms—how to combine Kramsch’s ecological view 
of language as an open-ended process of meaning negotiation with Chafe’s sug-
gestion of “practice in the discrimination of concepts.” How could I synthesize 
this view of language with this practice?

The Synthesis of Cultural Linguistics
My search for a linguistic alternative led me to the relatively new field of cultural 
linguistics, an approach that appears highly compatible with the MLA Report. 
While anthropological linguists have long been interested in the language–culture 
connection, going so far as to create new nouns, e.g., linguaculture in Friedrich 
(1986) and languaculture in Agar (1994), cultural linguistics differs from these 
previous approaches by its adoption of a cognitive linguistic framework. In To-
ward a Theory of Cultural Linguistics, Palmer (1996) explained that this new field 
represents “a theory of culturally defined mental imagery—a cultural theory of 
linguistic meaning” (p. 4). In essence, cultural linguistics blends the anthropo-
logical tradition of culture viewed as the accumulated knowledge of a community 
or society with the newer cognitive emphasis on abstract models of knowledge, 
referred to variously as cognitive domains, semantic frames, prototypes, schemas, 
scripts. More specifically, cultural linguistics represents a synthesis of cognitive 
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linguistics with three approaches in linguistic anthropology: Boasian linguistics, 
ethnosemantics, and the ethnography of speaking. These three approaches com-
bine a stance of linguistic and cultural relativity with a focal interest in meaning 
as negotiated in discourse.

In brief, cognitive linguistics1 posits that linguistic expression is not the prod-
uct of a special-purpose language module, but rather associated with general ways 
of conceptualizing or construing lived experience. As such, cognitive linguists 
argue that linguistic forms, either universal or language-specific forms, are best 
explained by general cognitive processes (e.g., attention, memory, perspective, sa-
lience). Such a meaning-centered approach enables a unified analysis of linguistic 
domains: phonology, lexicon, grammar, and discourse. In the past, these different 
domains have been subjected to disparate and mutually inconsistent theories as 
though they differed in kind. However, according to Palmer (1996), these different 
phenomena could be integrated and understood within a single theory of “cultur-
ally defined mental imagery” (p. 4). 

In cultural linguistics, the term image applies not only to visual images in the 
mind’s eye, but rather to all perceived experiences—the taste of food, the smell of 
burning leaves, the feelings of frustration or anger. In keeping with the tenets of 
cognitive linguistics, Palmer contends that language structure at all levels relates 
to mental models grounded in lived experience. In this approach, words acquire 
meanings relative to culturally prominent scenes or scenarios. Clauses too are 
described as essentially image-based constructions. Even discourse structure was 
said to emerge from a “process governed by the reflexive image of itself” (Palmer 
1996, p. 4). Finally, the visually suggestive term worldview captures how mental 
images associated with all the levels of language (e.g., phonemes, words, clauses, 
discourse) cohere in a culturally identifiable structure. 

As noted, most approaches to linguistics tend to privilege meanings that are 
conventionalized and consensual at the expense of novel meanings that arise in 
situated contexts. In contrast, cultural linguistics tries to strike a balance be-
tween the static meanings found in dictionaries and grammars and the dynamic, 
emergent meanings found in ethnographers’ thick descriptions (Sherzer, 1983). 
According to Palmer, the problematic opposition of conventional vs. novel mean-
ing (as well as referential vs. pragmatic meaning) is largely obviated by adopting 
a usage-based approach in which language structure is grounded in a speaker’s 
lived experience.2

Cultural linguists have recently ventured into the applied domains of lan-
guage pedagogy and intercultural communication (Sharifian & Palmer 2007, 
p. 7).3 In Applied Cultural Linguistics, an edited volume published in 2007, the 
authors advocated the explicit teaching of cultural concepts or mental images 
commonly associated with features of the target language. In addition, the  
authors contend that L2 learners would benefit from understanding cultural met-
aphors of language learning and language activities that may be at odds with their 
own. An example of this approach is Sharifian (2007), a study that demonstrated 
ways to raise learners’ awareness of conceptual mismatches between the L1 and 
L2. Using examples of miscommunication between Persian-speaking learners of 
English and native English speakers gleaned from corpora, Sharifian showed how 
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Persian-speaking learners constructed messages in an English-language code 
whose underlying conceptual structure remained Persian. The result was often a 
communicative dissonance that led to miscommunication. 

Sharifian (2007, 2011) argued that conceptual mismatches in multilingual 
situations put into question the native speaker as the ideal cultural reference 
point. For example, a Persian who draws on Anglo cultural conceptualizations 
when speaking L2 English will not necessarily communicate more effectively 
with his English-speaking Japanese interlocutor. In such an encounter, the L2 
speakers share a code (English) but not a common interpretive frame of refer-
ence, i.e., a culture. Furthermore, learners can never be familiar with all the pos-
sible cultural conceptualizations at play in such complex lingua franca settings. 
As a compromise, Sharifian (2007) suggested that learners develop a meta-cultural 
competence, “which requires an understanding that various cultural groups may 
conceptualize experience differently, and that in English-as-an-international-
language speech situations, people may draw on various systems of cultural cog-
nition” (p. 48). Meta-cultural competence would thus include an understanding 
that cultural cognition influences not only the lexicon and grammar, but also the 
content and the structure of discourse. Finally, Sharifian claimed that learners 
must be reminded that whenever they engage in communication with speakers 
from other cultures to “minimize their reliance on the default assumption of 
shared cultural conceptualizations” (p. 48).

“French Linguistics for Students of Literature”
Guided by Sharifian’s example, I decided to recast the course along cultural lin-
guistic lines but still retain some elements from the previous course, notably a 
brief introduction to structural linguistic analysis, including some formalisms 
and technical jargon. For the revised course, I devised a new goal for my students: 
to become aware of deeply engrained conceptualizations within French-speaking 
communities that guide and influence production and interpretation of French 
linguistic signs—from utterances in ordinary conversations to metaphors in liter-
ary texts. In order to make this new goal attainable, I followed Chafe’s admonition 
to give my students plenty of practice in the discrimination of concepts. I devel-
oped a series of activities that explicitly focused on Sharifian’s notion of meta-
cultural competence; that is, on how French speakers conceptualize experience 
and how they encode their conceptualizations in linguistic structure. All activities 
focused on the notions of cultural and linguistic relativity; that is, the claim that 
culture and language affect the way we think, and especially the way we classify 
experience (Gumperz & Levinson, 1996; Niemeier & Dirven, 2000). In the follow-
ing sections, I describe these activities and demonstrate how they relate to the 
new goal.

Cultural Frames: What Makes Someone a “Good Parent”?
Frames, the defining feature of frame semantics as originated by Fillmore (1982), 
refers to a cognitive structure that includes all the necessary cultural, contextual, 
and background information required to understand a word used in context. Ac-
cording to Croft and Cruse (2004), a frame4 referred to “any coherent body of 
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knowledge presupposed by a word concept” (p. 17). Given that a frame is based on 
lived experience, it is best thought of as a dynamic mental structure that is con-
tinually updated in light of new events.  

 In order to explore how word meaning relates to lived experience within French 
and American cultures, I had my students analyze posts between French and Amer-
ican college students on the well-known Cultura Web site. A large-scale, telecol-
laborative project funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities and the 
Consortium for Language Teaching and Learning, Cultura offers “a comparative, 
cross-cultural approach whereby American students taking an intermediate French 
class at MIT and French students taking an English class at the Institut National des 
Télécommunications in Evry, France, working together for the duration of a whole 
semester analyze a variety of similar materials that originate from both countries 
and are presented in juxtaposition on the Web” (Furstenberg 2003, p. 76).5 A unique 
and somewhat controversial aspect of the Cultura fora is that all participants post in 
their first language—the French students in French and the Americans in English. 
The result is a bilingual/bicultural exchange in which two parallel sets of linguistic 
data (French and English) can be explored for behavioral patterns.

For this activity, I had my students analyze data for the word “parent.” In both 
languages, this word activates two major frames—the biological/kinship frame 
and the social/caregiver frame. The biological frame is similar in both cultures 
and evokes similar lexical associations. In other words, in both cultures, the bio-
logical meaning of parent is largely defined by the fact that it stands in opposition 
to a network of similar kinship terms such as grandparent, children, and grand-
children. In contrast, the caregiver frame differs in crucial ways for the French 
and the Americans. 

The actual data that my students analyzed came from a sentence completion 
task and a subsequent online discussion task, both requirements of the Cultura 
telecollaboration. For the completion task, French and American participants 
were asked to fill in the missing part of the sentence: “A good parent is some-
one who…/Un bon parent est quelqu’un qui…”). The trigger sentence invariably 
evokes the caregiver frame rather than the biological frame due to the evaluative 
adjective (“good/bon”). Upon completing their sentences and viewing both groups’ 
data, the French and American participants discussed their responses in an online 
forum. Thus, for my class activity, I had my students search for any patterns they 
could discern in these two sets of data produced by the Cultura participants—the 
sentence completion data and the discussion forum data.

My students readily noticed that the sentence completion task led to similar 
lexical associations with a few striking differences. The Americans generally re-
sponded with affectively charged expressions that often included the word love. 
In fact, a recurrent American collocation was unconditional love. However, no 
such affective equivalents appeared in the French responses. Rather, the French 
data contained frequent tokens of the verb éduquer (to raise, to educate) and the 
noun éducation (child rearing, education), a concept that seemed to be missing 
in the American data. To determine what cultural and conceptual differences 
these lexical mismatches indexed, my students carefully analyzed the discussion 
data. According to the posts in the discussion forum, the French and American 
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participants appeared very aware of the differences noted by my students. One 
French participant summed things up nicely: 

“J’ai été marquée par une différence flagrante : alors que les 
Américains parlent énormément d’amour (“caring, loves, nur-
tures, affectionate, friend”...), les Français y font très peu référence. 
Les Français parlent plutôt de valeurs, de respect, de confiance et 
de présence que d’amour. Une autre remarque est que les Fran-
çais décrivent les objectifs qu’un bon parent doit atteindre : don-
ner confiance, donner envie de découvrir le monde, apprendre à 
vivre, dévélopper sa personnalité... alors que les Américains par-
lent plutôt des moyens pour y arriver : talking, playing, cooks well, 
education, teaches, encourages.” [I was struck by a flagrant dif-
ference: while the Americans talk a lot about love (“caring, loves, 
nurtures, affectionate, friend”), the French make little reference 
to it. Rather, the French speak about values, of respect, of confi-
dence, and of presence rather than of love. Another remark is that 
the French describe the goals a good parent must achieve: giving 
confidence, creating a desire to discover the world, learning how to 
live, developing one’s personality…whereas the Americans spoke 
more about the means of achieving these goals: talking, playing, 
cooks well, education, teaches, encourages.”]. 

From this activity, my students came to realize that the caregiver frame is 
not the actual meaning of the word parent but is nevertheless important to a full 
understanding of it. The concept of frame also helps clarify confusion between 
the terms “word meaning” and “concept.” Unfortunately, it is all too common for 
teachers to tell students that a given word corresponds to a given concept and 
to assume that the concept remains the same across speakers. But the frame se-
mantics approach to the lexicon challenges this simplistic one-to-one mapping 
by showing that frames depend on life experience and therefore, differ slightly for 
all humans, even humans from the same culture. More importantly, my students 
realized from this exercise that even cognate words in closely related languages 
such as French and English often differ in terms of the relative prominence of 
the components of their meaning. With this insight, my students are better pre-
pared to avoid the widespread default assumption among learners that cognate 
words index the same cultural concepts as noted by Sharifian (2007). For Ameri-
can English, the affective component appears central to the concept of “a good 
parent.” For the French, the social obligation to raise one’s child to obey society’s 
rules (the idea behind the French verb éduquer) seems to be more prominent. Of 
course, these frame differences do not mean that French parents do not love their 
children or that American parents ignore their childrearing duties. Rather, frame 
analysis simply but elegantly demonstrates that the word parent typically (but not 
always) foregrounds different connotations for French and Americans. 

Cultural Scripts: Discourse Management Styles
The point of the second activity was to emphasize the affinities between 
unconscious cultural and behavioral norms, on the one hand, and large-scale 
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linguistic patterns, on the other hand. More specifically, the goal of the activity was 
to become aware of the role of cultural scripts in discourse management. For this 
activity, I had students read an introduction to ethnopragmatics, also known as 
cross-cultural pragmatics (Goddard, 2006). An excellent example of this approach 
is Peeters (2000), a detailed investigation into the ways “a community manages its 
discourse” (p. 194). Peeters’ study demonstrated how the French cultural value of 
“engagement” (glossed as “commitment” in English) and the Anglo cultural value 
of “restraint” resulted in different discourse styles among French and English 
speakers. To achieve descriptive clarity, Peeters (2000) adopted Wierzbicka’s 
cultural scripts approach6 (Goddard 2009; Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2004, 2007;  
Wierzbicka 1997), “a descriptive apparatus that has proven to be eminently suited 
for work in cross-cultural pragmatics” (p. 195). Peeters (2000) posited two oppos-
ing cultural scripts for French and English discourse:

Cultural script for the French value of engagement
It is good for people to say what they think
Because of this, I say what I think
I say it like a thing that I know
I say it like a thing that is true
When I do this, I want people to know what I feel
If I do not do this, people will think something bad about me. (p. 198)

Cultural script for the Anglo value of restraint
It is not good for people always to say what they think
Because of this, I do not always say what I think
There are things that I do not want to say
When I say what I think,
I cannot say it like a thing that I know
I cannot say it like a thing that is true
If I do, people will think something bad about me. (p. 204)

An important element of the cultural scripts approach is the use of a “natural 
semantic metalanguage” (commonly referred to in the literature as NSM). Advo-
cates of NSM claim that the field of pragmatics “suffers from a remarkable degree 
of culture blindness” (Goddard 2006, p. 2) and that the descriptions found in the 
pragmatic literature rely on culture-specific terminology such as directness, polite-
ness, face-threatening act. To avoid ethnocentrism, cultural scripts are expressed 
entirely in so-called semantic primitives or primes (e.g., I, YOU, SOMEONE, 
SOMETHING, PEOPLE), which are claimed to be lexical universals, simple words 
that are deemed translatable into all the languages of the world (Peeters, 2006; 
Wierzbicka, 1996). While natural semantic metalanguage theory remains highly 
controversial among practicing semanticists, the cultural scripts approach has ob-
vious pedagogical value; it is very user-friendly and can be applied to a wide range 
of linguistic and interactional phenomena (Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2007). Despite 
the possible connotations of the word “script,” cultural scripts are not binding on 
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individuals. They are not proposed as rules of behavior but as rules of interpreta-
tion and evaluation. Therefore, cultural scripts are not intended to provide an ac-
count of real life social interactions, but rather as descriptions of commonly held 
assumptions about how “people think” about social interaction. Because people 
bring these assumptions with them into everyday interactions, cultural scripts in-
fluence, but do not determine, the form taken by verbal interactions. In brief, the 
major claim is merely that cultural scripts are heuristics that individuals in a cul-
tural community use to interpret their own linguistic acts and those of others.

After reading and discussing introductory articles about the cultural scripts 
approach, including Peeters (2000), I had the students read several Cultura dis-
cussion forums between the French and American students. Since the Cultura 
corpus has grown to enormous proportions over the years, I limited the activity 
to four forum exchanges. The students used the Cultura data to test the valid-
ity of the French cultural script for “engagement” and the Anglo cultural script 
for “restraint” as formulated by Peeters (2000). For the most part, my students 
noticed patterns in the two discourses that corroborated Peeters’s general claims. 
For example, students noted that the French participants showed a preference 
for unmitigated assertions and would, on occasion, overtly disagree with their  
American interlocutors. In contrast, the American participants emphasized con-
sensus and tended to avoid disagreement. These general discourse patterns held 
true regardless of the topic under discussion (e.g., individualism, schooling, child 
rearing practices).

Cultural Readings: Communities of Interpretation
For the third activity, the students followed the interpretive behavior of a group of 
intermediate learners of French as they read an excerpt from La grève des bàttu 
(“The Beggar’s Strike”), a short story by the Senegalese writer Aminata Sow Fall. 
The students were required to observe how the learners annotated and commented 
on the story using a new Web-based annotation and commentary tool called The 
eCommentary Machine (Baker and Brown, 2009). In this online environment, 
learners may work together synchronously or asynchronously to construct a col-
laborative interpretation of the text.

The purpose of this activity was to demonstrate how meanings emerge in a 
complex and dynamic interpretive process between the reader and the text (or 
between readers and the text). Foreign language learners often lack essential lin-
guistic and cultural knowledge (i.e., frames and scripts) to make sense of a foreign 
text. Moreover, foreign language educators continue to conceptualize reading as 
an individual mental activity. But what if reading were conceived of as a social 
and collaborative activity?

For the past decade, a promising new method called collaborative strate-
gic reading (CSR) has been empirically proven in a variety of settings, includ-
ing second language and ESL classrooms (Klingner & Vaughan, 2000; Vaughn & 
Klingner, 1999; Vaughn, Klingner, & Bryant, 2001). In a nutshell, CSR improves 
comprehension by turning reading into a group activity during which learners 
help each other to apply four basic strategies: 1) predicting content, 2) identifying 
problems, 3) getting the gist, and 4) synthesizing textual parts into a coherent 
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whole. Building on the promise of CSR, The eCommentary Machine helps students 
improve their comprehension of foreign language texts by allowing them to create 
meaning-making teams.7 With the assistance of the Web-based tool, whole classes 
analyze texts in a collaborative and exploratory manner. Preliminary results of 
the tool used in English literature classrooms indicate that students build more 
sophisticated “readings” of a text when they are allowed to incorporate their peers’ 
observations (Baker & Brown, 2009). 

Bernhardt (2010) claimed that foreign language specialists attempting to re-
form their courses along the lines suggested by the MLA Report will find “the re-
search base in second-language literary reading” to be most directly useful (p. 3). 
Similarly, Koda (2010) noted that “because transcultural competence shares much 
of its underlying capacities with reading ability, in principle, reading instruction 
could play a significant role in fostering transcultural competence” (p. 5). Koda 
cited Gray (1960), who observed five decades ago that reading comprehension en-
tails three levels of endeavor—reading the lines, reading between the lines, and 
reading beyond the lines. Gray’s tripartite division of interpretive labor served as 
an excellent way to organize the foreign language reading process for my graduate 
students. To paraphrase Gray, reading requires learners to decode the formal prop-
erties of each sentence (“reading the lines”), make inferences about the relationship 
between the sentences in the text (“reading between the lines”) and to grasp the 
larger cultural frame evoked by the text as a whole (“reading beyond the lines”).

An analysis of the eCommentary Machine data revealed that the story about 
a “beggars’ strike” puzzled the American learners because it defied their cultural 
frame that construed the culturally embedded concepts of WORK, BEGGAR, and 
STRIKE in a particular way. According to the American cultural frame, the word 
beggar refers to an unemployed person who asks others for charity, whereas the 
word strike refers to a cessation of work by those who are employed. Moreover, 
in America, the rights and obligations between beggars and the public is a one-
way dependence; beggars depend on the public for their survival, but the public 
doesn’t depend on beggars for much of anything. Not surprisingly, the Senegalese 
cultural frame construes these elements in a vastly different way. In an Islamic 
country such as Senegal, Muslims are required to give alms as part of their daily 
religious practice (alms giving is commonly recognized as one of the five pillars 
of Islam). In the story, the beggars and the public were in a relationship of mutual 
dependency: The beggars depended on the largesse of the public for their survival 
while the public depended on the beggars for their required alms giving. 

Given that the story turns on an important facet of Islamic religious prac-
tice that American readers would likely not know, a prereading activity introduced 
the relevant cultural background knowledge (e.g., alms giving as a daily practice, 
the five pillars of Islam). Nevertheless, an analysis of the students’ commentaries 
and annotations revealed that the prereading lesson was simply too cursory for 
the students to grasp the cultural entailments evoked by the Senegalese cultural 
frame. The data also revealed that Gray’s tripartite division did not imply a linear 
process—first decode the sentence and then infer the cultural frame. Rather, the 
students’ comments showed a constant interaction between the three levels of 
reading comprehension: intrasentential, intersentential, and global.
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Cultural Linguistic Literary Analysis 
As the culminating activity of the course, the students were encouraged to analyze 
a literary text using a cultural linguistic method or tool that they had studied 
during the semester. In many ways, this activity resembled an old-fashioned  
explication de texte in its emphasis on linguistic form. To help give the students 
a better sense of what I was looking for, I assigned readings by Fowler (1998) and 
Ong (1998), two scholars who have published extensively about the relationship 
of linguistics to literature. In his essay “Studying Literature as Language,” Fowler 
(1998) showed the valuable insights that linguistic study can bring to literary in-
terpretation, illustrating his point with a discussion of an excerpt from Faulkner’s 
The Sound and the Fury. His main contention was that the formal method of 
“linguistic analysis facilitates the unpicking of relationships between style and the 
representation of experience” (Fowler 1998, p. 558). Although neither Fowler’s 
nor Ong’s essays are examples of cultural linguistics per se, they both emphasize 
the basic idea of language as social semiotic, that is, as a culturally grounded sys-
tem for creating meaning.

For this assignment, students chose to analyze a wide array of literary 
texts—from Old French epic poetry to modern French rap songs. Their linguis-
tic foci were equally wide-ranging: sociolinguistic and register variation, sound 
symbolism, pragmatically conditioned word order, grammatical gender and the 
construction of sexual identity. One paper entitled “Narration as Gossip: Com-
plicity Between Narrator and Reader in Balzac’s La Cousine Bette” stood out as 
a particularly successful application of Fowler’s idea of analyzing a literary text 
as language in use (Deden, unpublished manuscript). In this paper, an analysis of 
Balzac’s atypical use of demonstrative adjectives to introduce new information in 
discourse, Deden deftly employed a range of linguistic concepts taken from class 
readings and discussion: construal of experience, cultural scripts, speech acts, oral 
vs. written norms of language use.

Deden began the paper with an insightful discussion of how speakers created 
meaning using demonstrative adjectives in oral discourse: 

“…the use of the demonstrative to point to literal, physical objects 
in literal physical space is most common in spoken language where 
speakers can easily point to objects and thus make them identifi-
able and understandable to others. […] Another use of the demon-
strative is metaphorical, but still relies on its ability to point—if not 
in physical space than in metaphorical space. The demonstrative is 
often used in writing and speech to refer back to something that 
was previously mentioned in discourse. In this case, the definite 
article is the unmarked, normal choice, whereas the demonstra-
tive has the added function of referencing the narrative act and 
emphasizing the close relationship between speaker and listener. 
Consider the difference between (1) and (2):

	 1.	I saw the painting. The painting was…

	 2.	I saw the painting. This painting was…
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By construing the painting as something close in physical space 
which the speaker can designate to the listener, the speaker is en-
gaged not only in the linguistic activity of describing a painting but 
also the social activity of including the listener in his (now) shared 
experience.”

After carefully explicating the workings of demonstrative and definite adjectives 
from the viewpoints of both the speaker and the listener, Deden turned to an anal-
ysis of Balzac’s idiosyncratic usage of the French determiner system: 

“The narrator’s choice to use the demonstrative rather than the 
definite article has a subtle but powerful effect. By choosing to 
talk about “those cars called milords,” “those Parisians who are sup-
posed to be so smart,” “that halo that appears on the forehead 
of retired shopkeepers, “ and “that impenetrable reserve that all 
women seem to have,” the narrator is not just relating information 
but bonding with his reader by showing trust and appealing to 
common shared experience.” 

The student ends by quoting Tannen (1990) who observed that storytelling 
was not simply about “talking about someone who is not there” but equally about 
“establishing rapport with someone who is there” (p. 107). Deden’s paper displayed 
all the hallmarks of the “language as culture” approach: It emphasized how speak-
ers from a given culture employed linguistic signs as tools to negotiate situated 
meanings within a particular context. 

Outcomes of the Revised Course
The new cultural linguistics framework facilitated the building of bridges between 
my course and the French literature courses offered during the same semester: 
Francophone African literature, Old French, and Modern French Poetry. For 
example, throughout the semester, I noticed that my students would naturally 
refer to the literary texts that they were confronting in their literature courses. 
The new framework also made me more curious about what my literature col-
leagues were teaching since their content was now potentially relevant to my 
course. This led to reciprocal guest visits with a colleague in medieval studies 
who was teaching an introduction to Old French in our department. I was invited 
to visit his course for a discussion about word order variation in Old French epic 
poetry. In turn, I invited my colleague to speak to my class about Ong’s ideas con-
cerning the psychodynamics of orality in medieval literature. 

In course evaluations, my students appeared to have embraced the new cul-
tural linguistics frame. Several students commented that they had been pleasantly 
surprised to discover that the course was highly relevant to their literary studies. 
I took their comments to be evidence of success for I had never received such 
comments in previous course evaluations. Rather, I was used to reading com-
ments from students who claimed that the technical knowledge that they had 
gleaned from the course would help them in their careers as language teachers, 
for example, when they would need to consult a reference grammar or phonetics 

12789_ch08_ptg01_149-168.indd   163 10/4/11   9:07:40 PM



164� Carl Blyth

manual. In addition to the students’ positive reactions, I received positive com-
ments from literature faculty who had heard about the course through the depart-
mental grapevine. In contrast, my linguistics colleagues, who generally regarded 
the course as “service to the department,” expressed neither positive nor negative 
reactions.

Six months later, during a faculty meeting, our chair announced that the dean 
of the College of Liberal Arts had asked our department to take concrete steps to 
improve our National Research Council (NRC) rankings vis-à-vis other doctoral 
French programs. The NRC ranks programs according to various criteria, e.g., 
percentage of students completing the program, time required for completion of 
degree, job placement of graduates. After perusing the NRC data, our French fac-
ulty decided that the most efficient way to increase our national standings would 
be to push graduate students through the academic pipeline more quickly by 
eliminating unnecessary course requirements. After much discussion, the gradu-
ate linguistics faculty voted to eliminate the required literature course for Ph.D. 
degrees in French and Romance Linguistics. However, to my surprise, the gradu-
ate literature faculty decided not to eliminate the required linguistics course for 
literature students. Given the continued economic downturn and lack of state 
funding for public universities, however, it is entirely possible that “French Lin-
guistics for Students of Literature” will eventually be eliminated. Thus, as a result 
of recent budget cuts, the disciplinary divide that exists between the subfields in 
our department, the very divide that I sought to bridge by adopting a new frame-
work, remains more firmly in place than ever.

Conclusion
The nascent field of cultural linguistics is the nexus of language, literature, culture 
and cognition, a Venn diagram that I believe holds much promise for foreign lan-
guages as a discipline. Nevertheless, I am not sure that cultural linguistics, or any 
approach to linguistics for that matter, is entirely compatible with the concept of 
“translingual and transcultural competence” that highlights the fluidity of social 
identities and language styles in late modernity, an era characterized by mobility, 
complexity, contradiction, and fragmentation (Coupland, 2007). Despite my efforts 
to seek a less structuralist framework for the course, I must admit that the cultural 
linguistic enterprise is fundamentally about cross-cultural comparison, an enter-
prise in which analysts seek out cultural differences around a definable phenom-
enon with the aid of cognitive heuristics, i.e., frames, scripts, conceptualizations 
(Sharifian, 2011). Thorne (personal communication) argued convincingly that 
such an approach was not truly intercultural much less transcultural: “In essence, 
cross-cultural communication implicitly invokes a more static notion of culture 
while intercultural communication is less a “thing” and more an “activity” or 
“process” or “dynamic” that involves negotiation, fluid and unpredictable shifts in 
meaning and interpretation, etc.” 

Thorne’s point is well taken. According to the MLA Report, the goal of for-
eign language education is to learn to deal with the semiotic indeterminacy 
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entailed by intercultural and transcultural communication in our post-modern 
era. Such a competence cannot be learned through coursework that objectifies 
language as is common practice in linguistics courses. Thus, it seems that 
translingual/transcultural competence is best acquired in situations where 
participants deploy a mixture of multiple languages (e.g., Kramsch & Whiteside, 
2008; Thorne, 2008). This may take various forms, for example, a French 
conversation among L1 and L2 francophones, or an online video game where 
participants must communicate in a lingua franca, typically an L2 variety of an 
international language (Thorne, 2008).

In my opinion, the real contribution of cultural linguistics to foreign lan-
guages is not as a method to foster translingual/transcultural competence, but 
rather as a common vocabulary for our colleagues and students who inhabit dif-
ferent subdisciplines within the same department. Of course, cultural linguistics 
is not the only place to look for this common vocabulary. Sociocultural linguistics 
and systemic functional linguistics also hold potential in this regard. In essence, 
“French Linguistics for Students of Literature” is an attempt to create a course 
with a new framework and vocabulary in order to improve graduate students’ 
“meta-cultural awareness” of language, that is, an understanding of how language 
is used to create meaning in cultural communities. 

Notes

	 1.	 The cover term cognitive linguistics (CL) is used here to refer to any usage-
based approach that emphasizes cognitive and functional explanation for lin-
guistic coding or structures (e.g., Lakoff, 1987; Langacker, 1987, 1991).

	 2.	 Usage-based accounts of the schematization process, i.e., how lived experience 
becomes encoded in linguistic form, is beyond the scope of this essay. In-
terested readers should consult Bybee (2010), Langacker (1987, 1991), or 
Tomasello (2003) for details.

	 3.	 Arnett and Jernigan (2010) argue for the applicability of cognitive grammar to 
the communicatively oriented foreign language curriculum. Their article con-
tains several references to recent studies in applied cognitive linguistics (e.g., 
Achard and Niemeier, 2004; de Knop and de Rycker, 2008). 

	 4.	 Croft and Cruse (2004) note that the terms base and cognitive domain are also 
employed by cognitive linguists to refer to the same phenomena as the term 
frame. 

	 5.	 Since its inception in 1997, Cultura has spread to other institutions and in-
cludes many pairings of languages and cultures. For more information, inter-
ested readers should visit the Cultura Website at http://cultura.mit.edu/

	 6.	 Following Schank and Abelson (1977), the term script comes from work in 
artificial intelligence that refers to any frame or cognitive domain structured as 
a sequence of events. However, Wierzbicka’s approach to cultural scripts does 
not necessarily imply a sequence of events.

	 7.	 The eCommentary Machine (or eComma for short) is a Web application that 
allows its users to annotate texts at the word level and to share their annota-
tions with others. Collaborative online annotation offers a new kind of reading 
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experience: Instead of writing in the margin of a book, readers can now share 
their reactions instantaneously and build a body of commentary about a text. 
Designed by a team of graduate students and faculty members of the Depart-
ment of English at the University of Texas at Austin, the application may be 
accessed by visiting http://www.coerll.utexas.edu/coerll/taxonomy/term/624
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