
El-ihyaa journal, Volume: 21, Issue: 28, January 2021, p-p: 1171 – 1190 
ISSN: 1112-4350  EISSN: 2588-2406 

 

 

1171  

Prerequisites for Language Culture and Civilisation Course: 
Understanding Language, Culture and Civilisation Concepts 

 والحضارةفھم مفاھیم اللغة، الثقافة : المعارف المسبقة لمادة ثقافة وحضارة اللغة 

Dr. BENTAYEB Noreddine  
Faculty of Letters and Foreign Languages  

University Mostefa Benboulaid. Batna 
n.bentayeb@univ-batna2.dz 

 

Received in: 30/08/2020 Accepted in: 16/01/2021 

Abstract:  

The present paper is an attempt to shed light on the controversial and still debatable issue 
of English language culture and civilization teaching in the academic settings of the course 
entitled "Language Culture and Civilization". It aims at providing a conclusive answer to the 
claim that such knowledge is prerequisite to the course content. It will be dedicated for the 
explanation of the concepts of language, culture and civilization. We assume that, exploring 
each of them to reveal the true essence, significance and implications each concept carries, is 
a requirement. Our intention, by bringing together several contributions from a number of 
anthropologists and sociologists, is to provide a clear elucidation of the denotation of each 
concept, help meet the revival of interest among students, teachers and researchers in the 
cultural contents of language teaching and advocate a culture-oriented teaching- learning of 
the "Language Culture and Civilization" course in our universities. 
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  الملخص 
تس��لیط الض��وء عل��ى قض��یة مثی��رة للج��دل و لا ت��زال قابل��ة للنق��اش ألا وھ��ي تعل��یم ثقاف��ة  إل��ىیھ��دف ھ��ذا المق��ال 

تق�دیم  یھ�دف المق�ال ال�ى". ثقاف�ة وحض�ارة اللغ�ة"الأكادیمیة للمادة المسماة  الإعداداتوحضارة اللغة الإنجلیزیة في 
المق�ال مخص�ص .  الجواب القاطع على الادعاء بأن مثل ھذه المعارف ھي أساسیة قبل الش�روع ف�ي محت�وى الم�ادة

نح��ن نفت��رض أن المعاین��ة الدقیق��ة لك��ل واح��د م��نھم ف��ي محاول��ة . للش�رح المفص��ل لمف��اھیم اللغ��ة والثقاف��ة والحض��ارة
ھ�دفنا، . كل مفھوم ھو م�ن المتطلب�ات الض�روریة للم�ادة للكشف عن الجوھر الحقیقي والمعنى والآثار المترتبة على

م�ن خ�لال جم�ع ع�دة مس�اھمات م��ن ع�دد م�ن علم�اء الأنثروبولوجی�ا وعلم��اء الاجتم�اع، ھ�و تق�دیم ص�ورة واض��حة 
لدلال��ة ك��ل مفھ��وم، المس��اعدة عل��ى الاس��تجابة للاھتم��ام المتج��دد ف��ي أوس��اط الطلب��ة، الأس��اتذة والب��احثین ب��المحتوى 

ثقاف�ة وحض�ارة "یس اللغة والدفاع عن تعلیم وتعلم موجھان نحو تعلم الثقافة ف�ي محت�وى الم�ادة المس�ماة الثقافي لتدر
  .في جامعاتنا" اللغة

 لغة؛ ثقافة؛ حضارة؛ إنجلیزیة؛ تعلیم: الكلمات المفتاحیة
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Introduction 
Linguists and anthropologists have always acknowledged that the forms and 

uses of a given language reflect the cultural values of the community in which the 
language is spoken. Linguistic competence alone is not enough for learners of a 
language to be competent in that language (Krasner, 1999). Language learners need to 
be mindful of the culturally appropriate variances to address people, express gratitude, 
make requests, and agree or disagree with someone. They should discern that 
behaviours and intonation patterns that are appropriate in their own speech community 
may be perceived differently by members of the target language speech community. 
They have to know that, in order for communication to be successful, language use 
must be associated with appropriate cultural behaviour.  
 According to Brown (1963), Culture is what ties people together and unites 
them. Culture is all the accepted and patterned ways of behaviour of a given people. It 
is that constituent of human life learned by people as a result of belonging to some 
particular group; it is that part of learned behaviour shared with others. Not only does 
this concept include a group’s way of thinking, feeling, and acting, but also the 
internalized configurations for doing certain things in certain ways not just the doing 
of them. This concept of culture also includes the physical manifestations of a group as 
exhibited in their achievements and contributions to civilization.  
 Culture forges our view of the world. And language is the most evocative 
element in any culture. Any item of behaviour, tradition or pattern can only be 
understood in light of its meaning to the people who practice it. Knowledge of the 
codes of behaviour of other people is important if today’s foreign language student is 
to communicate fully in the target language. Without the study of culture, foreign 
language instruction is erroneous and incomplete. Language learning should be more 
than the manipulation of syntax and lexicon. 

The study of target language culture(s) helps us in getting to know different 
people, which is a necessary overture to understanding and respecting other peoples 
and their ways of life. 
I. Etymology 

The modern term "culture" is based on a term used by the ancient Roman orator 
Cicero in his "Tusculanae Disputationes", where he wrote of a cultivation of the soul 
or "cultura animi" using an agricultural metaphor for the development of a 
philosophical soul, understood teleologically as the highest possible ideal for human 
development.  From Middle French "culture" (cultivation; culture), from Latin 
"cultūra" (cultivation; culture), from "cultus", perfect passive participle of "colō" (till, 
cultivate or worship). 
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I.1 Noun  
Culture (countable and uncountable, plural: cultures) 
1. The arts, customs, lifestyles, background, and habits that characterize a particular 

society or nation.   
2. The beliefs, values, behaviour and material objects that constitute a people's way of 

life.   
3. (anthropology) Any knowledge passed from one generation to the next, not 

necessarily with respect to human beings. 
4. (botany) Cultivation.   
5. (microbiology) The process of growing a bacterial or other biological entity in an 

artificial medium. The collective noun for a group of bacteria. 
6. (cartography) The details on a map that do not represent natural features of the area 

delineated, such as names and the symbols for towns, roads, meridians, and 
parallels. 

I.2 Derived Terms 
Terms derived from culture (noun) 
 Agriculture: farming, growing crops. 
 Anticulture / counterculture: a culture set up in opposition to another culture. 
 Aeroculture: a method of growing plants without soil by suspending them above 

sprays that constantly moisten the roots with water and nutrients.  
 Aquaculture: the cultivation of aquatic animals and plants, especially fish, shellfish, 

and seaweed, in natural or controlled marine or freshwater environments  
 Aviculture: the rearing and care of birds (especially poultry). 
 Callout culture: the practice, in social justice circles, of publicly criticizing people 

for violating accepted behavioural standards. 
 Canteen culture: beliefs and values held by members of the police force. 
 Cassette culture: The practices surrounding amateur production and distribution of 

music recorded on cassette tape, which emerged in the late 1970s. 
 Culture hero: A mythical character or real person who is renowned as the exemplar 

of the values or achievements of a society, group, or time period. 
 Cyberculture: attitudes and behaviours in cyberspace. 
 Horticulture: the study or activity of growing garden plants. 
 Macroculture: the dominant culture within a particular society. 
 Microculture: a smaller subset of macroculture. 
 Monoculture: a one scope culture. a culture that lacks diversity  
 Multiculture: a culture made up of many heterogeneous elements. 
 Olericulture: the production, storage, processing and marketing of vegetables. 
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 Overculture: the dominant culture in a society, whose mores, traditions, and 
customs are those normally followed in public, as opposed to a subculture. 

 Subculture: a portion of a culture distinguished by its customs or other features. 
 Permaculture: any system of sustainable agriculture that renews natural resources 

and enriches local ecosystems. 
 Pisciculture: the rearing or cultivation of fish. 
 Porciculture: the raising of pigs. 
 Uberculture: Synonym of overculture. 
 Underculture: a subculture, a non-dominant culture of a portion of a society, as 

opposed to the society's overculture. 
 Viticulture: the agricultural practice of growing grape vines. 

I.3 Verb 
To culture / third-person singular simple present cultures / present participle culturing / 
simple past and past participle cultured. 
1. (Transitive) To maintain in an environment suitable for growth (especially of 

bacteria).  
2. (Transitive) to breed and keep particular living things in order to get the    

substances they produce  
3. (Transitive) To increase the artistic or scientific interest (in something).  
II. The Meanings of Culture 

One of the problems we encounter in dealing with the concept of culture is that 
there are so many different meanings and definitions attached to the term. The concept 
is very intricate to define. The term was first used in this way by the pioneer English 
Anthropologist Edward B. Tylor in his book "Primitive Culture" published in 1871.  
Tylor said that culture is the complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 
law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 
member of a given society. (Tylor, 1958).  Of course, it is not limited to men.  Women 
possess and create it as well.  Since Tylor's time, the concept of culture has become the 
central focus of anthropology. 

Culture is a powerful human tool for survival, but it is a fragile phenomenon.  It 
is constantly changing and easily lost because it exists only in our minds.  Our written 
languages, governments, buildings, and other man-made things are merely the 
outcomes of culture.  They are not culture in themselves.  For this reason, 
archaeologists cannot dig up culture directly in their excavations.  The broken pots and 
other artifacts of ancient people that they uncover are only material remains that reflect 
cultural patterns. They are things that were made and used through cultural knowledge 
and skills. 
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Here below we will provide a collection of the most prominent definitions some 
eminent sociologists, philosophers, archeologists and anthropologists gave to the 
word: 
 Culture is a complex whole which includes notions of: knowledge, belief, art, law, 

morals, custom and other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of a 
given society (Tylor, 1958) 

 Culture is a word for people's way of life; it is the way groups do things. Different 
groups of people may have different cultures. A culture is passed on to the next 
generation by learning, whereas genetics are passed on by heredity. Culture is seen 
in people's writing, religion, music, clothes, cooking, and in what they do. (Kroeber, 
1952) 

 Culture means the cultivation of the soul or mind. (Velkley, 2002) 
 "I understand culture to be rooted in the shared knowledge and schemes created and 

used by a set of people for perceiving, interpreting, expressing, and responding to 
the social realities around them." (Lederach, 1995, p. 9). 

 "A culture is the configuration of learned behavior and results of behavior whose 
component elements are shared and transmitted by the members of a particular 
society." (Linton, 1945, p. 32). 

 "Culture is that which individuals, groups and societies produce and acquire in 
order to function effectively." (Robertson, 1992, p. 40). 

 "Culture is a state or process of human perfection, in terms of certain absolute or 
universal values." (Williams, 1961, p. 41). 

 "Culture...consists in those patterns relative to behavior and the products of human 
action which may be inherited, that is, passed on from generation to generation 
independently of the biological genes." (Parson, 1949, p. 8). 

Combining several of these definitions, we may define culture as the sum-total 
of human achievements or the total heritage of man which can be transmitted from one 
generation to another by communication and tradition. It is a way of life of the people 
in a certain geographical area. Life style and social patterns of a society, being the 
direct result of the accumulated heritage of ages, distinguish and differentiate one 
community from another. 
III. Characteristics of Culture 
From the previous definitions, we can deduce the following characteristics: 
 Culture is learned: Culture is not inherited biologically but it is learnt socially by 

man in a society. It is not an inborn tendency but acquired by man from the 
association of others, e.g. drinking, eating, dressing, walking, behaving, reading are 
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all learnt by man. Combing one’s hair, standing in line, telling jokes, criticising the 
President and going to the movie, all constitute behaviours which had to be learned. 

 Culture is social: It is not an individual phenomenon but it is the product of society. 
It develops in the society through social interaction. It is shared by the men of 
society. No man can acquire it without the association of others. Man is man only 
among men. It helps to develop qualities of human beings in a social environment. 
Removal of a man from his company is the removal of human culture. 

 Culture is abstract: Culture exists in the minds or habits of the members of society. 
Culture is the shared ways of acting and thinking. There are degrees of visibility of 
cultural behaviour, ranging from the standardised activities of persons to their 
internal reasons for so doing. In other words, we cannot see culture as such we can 
only see human behaviour. This behaviour occurs in habitual, patterned fashion and 
it is called culture. 

 Culture is variable: Every society has its own culture and ways of behaving. It is not 
uniform everywhere but occurs differently in various societies. Every culture is 
unique in itself in a specific society. For example, values, customs, traditions, 
ideologies, religion, belief, practices are not similar but different in every society. 
However, the ways of eating, drinking, speaking, greeting, and dressing vary from 
one social situation to another in the same time. 

 Culture is responsive: It is so to the changing conditions of a physical world. It 
intervenes in the natural environment and helps man escape all dangers and natural 
calamity e.g. our houses are responsible for giving us shelter and safety from storm 
and heavy rains. 

 Culture is gratifying: Culture is gratifying and provides all the opportunities for 
needs and desires satisfaction. These needs may be biological or social but culture is 
responsible to satisfy it. Our needs are food, shelter, clothing and desires are status, 
fame, money, sex etc. are all the examples which are fulfilled according to the 
cultural ways. In fact, it is defined as the process through which human beings 
satisfy their needs. 

 Culture is shared: Culture is something shared. It is nothing that an individual can 
possess but shared by common people of a territory. For example, customs, 
traditions, values, beliefs are all shared by man in a social situation. These beliefs 
and practices are adopted by all equally. 

 Culture is continuous: Culture is a continuous process. It is like a sinuous stream 
which is flowing from one generation to another through centuries carrying the 
memory of human race. 
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 Culture is accumulative: Culture is not a matter of a month or a year. It is the 
continuous process and adding new cultural traits over a long period of time. Many 
cultural traits are borrowed from outside and then captivated in that culture which 
espouses it, as culture is accumulative and combines the suitable cultural traits. 

 Culture is super-organic: Culture is sometimes called super organic. It implies that 
culture is somehow superior to nature. The word super-organic is useful when it 
implies that what may be quite a different phenomenon from a cultural point of 
view. 

For example, a tree means different things to the botanist who studies it, the old 
woman who uses it for shade in the late summer afternoon, the farmer who picks its 
fruit, the motorist who collides with it, the woodcutter who cuts it down for wood 
and the young lovers who carve their initials in its trunk as a date souvenir. The 
same physical objects and physical characteristics, in other words, may constitute a 
variety of quite different cultural objects and cultural characteristics. 

 Culture is pervasive: present and noticeable in every aspect of life. The 
pervasiveness of culture is manifested in two ways. First, culture provides an 
unquestioned context within which individual action and response take place. Not 
only emotional action but relational actions are governed by cultural norms. 
Second, culture permeates social activities and institutions. 

 Culture is idealistic: Culture embodies the ideas and norms of a group. It is the sum-
total of the ideal patterns and norms of behaviour of a group. Culture consists of the 
intellectual, artistic and social ideals and institutions which the members of the 
society recognize and to which they struggle to confirm. 

 Culture is transmitted: The cultural ways are learned by persons from other persons. 
Many of them are "handed down" by one’s elders, by parents, grandparents, 
teachers, and others of a somewhat older generation. Other cultural behaviours are 
"handed up" to elders. Some of the transmission of culture is among 
contemporaries. 

 Culture is continually changing: There is one fundamental and indisputable attribute 
of culture, the fact of incessant change. Some societies at sometimes change slowly, 
and therefore in comparison to other societies seem not to be changing at all. But 
they are changing, even though not obviously so.  

 Culture is the products of behaviour: Culture learning is the products of behaviour. 
As the person behaves, there occur changes in him. He acquires the ability to swim, 
to feel hatred toward someone, or to sympathize with someone. They have grown 
out of his previous behaviours. 
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 Culture is a pattern of learned behaviour: The definition of culture indicates that the 
learned behaviour of people is patterned. Each person’s behaviour often depends 
upon some particular behaviour of someone else. The point is that, as a general rule, 
behaviours are somewhat integrated or organized with related behaviours of other 
persons. 

 Culture is a human product: Culture is not a force, operating by itself and 
independent of the human actors. There is an unconscious tendency to defy culture, 
to endow it with life and treat it as a thing. Culture is a creation of society in 
interaction and depends for its existence upon the continuation of society. 

 Culture is a way of life: Culture means simply the "way of life" of a people or their 
"design for living". Kluckhohn and Kelly (1944) define it in the sense of a 
historically derived system of explicit and implicit designs for living, which tends to 
be shared by all or specially designed members of a group. 

 Culture includes attitudes, values knowledge: There is widespread error in the 
thinking of many people who tend to regard the ideas, attitudes, and notions which 
they have as "their own". It is easy to overestimate the uniqueness of one’s own 
attitudes and ideas. When there is agreement with other people it is largely unseen, 
but when there is a disagreement or difference one is usually conscious of it. Your 
differences however, may also be cultural in case, for example, you are a Catholic 
and the other person a Protestant. 

 Culture also includes material objects: Man’s behaviour results in creating objects. 
Men were behaving when they made these things. The making of these objects 
required numerous and various skills which human beings gradually built up 
through the ages. Man has invented something else and so on. For example, man-
built battleships, bridges, firearms and even cuffs from steel which first existed in a 
"state nature". 

 Culture is an integrated system: All the cultural aspects are inter-connected with 
each other. The development of culture means the integration of its various parts. 
For example, values system is interlinked with morality, customs, beliefs and 
religion. 

 Culture possesses an order and a system. Its various parts are integrated with each 
other and any new element which is introduced is also integrated in the cosmic 
culture scheme. 

 Language is the chief vehicle of culture: Man lives not only in the present but also 
in the past and future. He is able to do this because he possesses language which 
transmits to him what was learned in the past and enables him to hand on the 
accumulated wisdom to the next generation. A specialized language pattern serves 



 Prerequisites for Language Culture and Civilisation Course 
 

 

El-ihyaa journal                                                                                                                                1179    

as a common tie to the members of a particular group or subculture. Although 
culture is transmitted in a variety of ways, language is one of the most important 
vehicles for perpetuating cultural patterns. 

IV. Types of Culture 
Sociologists describe two types of culture: 
IV.1 Material Culture 

 It consists of touchable man-made objects such as furniture, automobiles, 
buildings, dams, bridges, roads and in fact, the raw physical matter converted and used 
by man. It is closely related with the external, mechanical as well as useful objects. It 
includes technical and material equipment like railway engines, printing machines, a 
locomotive, a radio etc. It includes our financial institutions, parliaments, insurance 
policies etc. and referred to as civilization. 
IV.2 Non-material Culture  

It is related to the abstract things like emotions, morality, ethics, attitudes, ideas 
and beliefs which we feel but cannot verify by observation. Peace, war, love, respect 
and honesty are examples of non-material culture. A book is material culture but its 
words are non-material. Man is material but his speech is non-material. Radio is 
material but its programs are nonmaterial. It means that every material culture has its 
non-material facet as well. 
V. Elements of Culture 
Cultures vary from one another but share four major components, these are: 
 Communication components: including language and symbols. 
 Cognitive components: including ideas, knowledge, belief, values and accounts. 
 Behavioral components: including norms which further categorize into mores, laws, 

folkway, and rituals. 
 Material components: including materials or objects created by humans for practical 

use or for artistic reasons. 
The elements of culture are discussed next:  
V.1 Symbols 

Every culture is filled with symbols, or things that stand for something else and 
that often induces various reactions and emotions. Some symbols are actually types of 
nonverbal communication, while other symbols are in fact material objects. 

Let’s look at nonverbal symbols first. A common one is shaking hands, which 
is done in some societies but not in others. It commonly suggests friendship and is 
used as a sign of both greeting and departure. Probably all societies have nonverbal 
symbols we call gestures, movements of the hand, arm, or other parts of the body that 
are meant to convey certain ideas or emotions. However, the same gesture can mean 
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one thing in one society and something quite different in another society. (Axtell, 
1998) 

In the United States, for example, if we nod our head up and down, we mean 
yes, and if we shake it back and forth, we mean no. In Bulgaria, however, nodding 
means no, while shaking our head back and forth means yes! In the United States, if 
we make an "O" by putting our thumb and forefinger together, we mean "OK", but the 
same gesture in certain parts of Europe signifies an obscenity. "Thumbs up" in the 
United States means "great" or "wonderful", but in Australia it means the same thing 
as extending the middle finger in the United States. Certain parts of the Middle East 
and Asia would be offended if they saw you using your left hand to eat, because they 
use their left hand for bathroom hygiene. 

Some of our most important symbols are objects. Here the U.S. flag is a prime 
example. For most Americans, the flag is not just a piece of cloth with red and white 
stripes and white stars against a field of blue. Instead, it is a symbol of freedom, 
democracy, and other American values and, accordingly, inspires pride and patriotism. 
During the Vietnam War, however, the flag became to many Americans a symbol of 
war and imperialism. Some burned the flag in protest, prompting angry attacks by 
bystanders and negative coverage by the news media. 

Other objects have symbolic value for religious reasons. Three of the most 
familiar religious symbols in many nations are the cross, the Star of David, and the 
crescent moon, which stand for Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, respectively. 
Whereas many cultures attach no religious significance to these shapes, for many 
people across the world they suggest very strong feelings of religious faith.  
V.2 Language 

The second element of culture is language. Language is crucial to 
communication and thus to any society’s culture. Children learn language from their 
culture just as they learn about shaking hands, about gestures, and about the 
significance of the flag and other symbols. Humans have a capacity for language that 
no other animal species possesses. Our capacity for language in turn helps make our 
complex culture possible. 

To what extent does language influence how we think and how we perceive the 
social and physical worlds? The famous but controversial Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, 
named after two linguistic anthropologists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, 
argues that people cannot easily understand concepts and objects unless their language 
contains words for these items. (Whorf, 1956). Language thus influences how we 
understand the world around us. For example, people in a country such as the United 
States that has many terms for different types of kisses (e.g. buss, peck, smack, 



 Prerequisites for Language Culture and Civilisation Course 
 

 

El-ihyaa journal                                                                                                                                1181    

smooch, and soul) are better able to appreciate these different types than people in a 
country such as Japan, which only fairly recently developed the word "kissu" for kiss. 

Another illustration of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is seen in sexist language, in 
which the use of male nouns and pronouns shapes how we think about the world 
(Miles, 2008). In older children’s books, words like "fireman" and "mailman" are 
common, along with pictures of men in these jobs, and critics say they send a message 
to children that these are male jobs, not female jobs. If a teacher tells a second-grade 
class, "Every student should put his books under his desk" the teacher obviously 
means students of both sexes but may be sending a secret message that boys matter 
more than girls. For these reasons, several guidebooks sponsor the use of nonsexist 
language (Maggio, 1998). 
V.3 Norms 

Cultures differ widely in their norms, or standards and expectations for 
behaving. Norms are often divided into two types, "formal norms" and "informal 
norms". Formal norms, also called "mores /'mo:reiz/ and laws" refer to the standards 
of behavior considered the most important in any society. Examples in the United 
States include traffic laws, criminal codes, and, in a college context, student behavior 
codes addressing such things as cheating and hate speech. Informal norms, also called 
"folkways and customs" refer to standards of behavior that are considered less 
important but still influence how we behave. Table manners are a common example of 
informal norms, as are such everyday behaviors as how we interact with a cashier and 
how we ride in a lift.  

Some of the most interesting norms that differ by culture govern how people 
stand apart when they talk with each other (Hall & Hall, 2007). In the United States, 
people who are not intimates usually stand about three to four feet apart when they 
talk. If someone stands more closely to us, especially if we are of northern European 
heritage, we feel uncomfortable. Yet people in other countries, especially Italy, France, 
Spain, and many of the nations of Latin America and the Middle East, would feel 
uncomfortable if they were standing three to four feet apart. To them, this distance is 
too great and indicates that the people talking dislike each other. If a U.S. native of 
British or Scandinavian heritage were talking with a member of one of these societies, 
they might well have trouble interacting, because at least one of them will be 
uncomfortable with the physical distance separating them. 

Different cultures have different norms, even if they share other types of 
practices and beliefs. It is also true that norms change over time within a given culture. 
Two obvious examples here are hairstyles and clothing styles. When the Beatles first 
became popular in the early 1960s, their hair barely covered their ears, but parents of 


