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Abstract 

This paper investigates the unique relevance of language, identity and culture. It 

examines how they are closely connected and influence each other in a language. This 

paper explores the relationship between language, culture and identity. It also deals 

with roles of culture and identity in language. An important part of this paper explores 

the implications for language teaching and language policy. The paper also provides a 

thorough understanding of the connections which will better equip the language 

teachers with cross-cultural knowledge for handling and motivating their students and 

classes. 

Introduction 

Thousands of years ago, when life came into existence, human beings started using 

language, and gradually formed family units. Then, perhaps, language evolved, and 

when people began to speak, they started building relationships, building civilizations, 

and in the process, culture was also created. Culture came into the fore because of the 

evolution of language. Language and culture are so inseparably mixed that it is not 

possible to separate one from the other. This is the task that researchers in sociology, 

anthropology and linguistics and other human oriented fields of study undertake to 
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explore 'who we are' as individuals and as societies, and how language, culture and 

identity are inextricably mixed with one another. At the societal level, patterns relate to 

the functions of the language, categories of talk, attitudes and conceptions about 

language and speakers. At the group level, individuals who share membership in 

groups, defined by characteristics such as age, educational level, sex, occupation, 

geographic region etc. may mark their membership by using languages. Similarly, at 

the individual level, personal characteristics may influence language use. For instance, 

an individual's language use may reflect various emotional states such as nervousness 

or fear (Fina, 2012). 

The aim of foreign language learning is "cultivating international 

understanding, responsibility, and effective participation in a global age" Kramsch 

(1997, p. 32). That is to say, English learners should enhance their cross-cultural 

communication skills. In order to achieve this goal, first of all, a thorough 

understanding of the relations between language, identity and cultural difference 

becomes necessary. A well-known fact is that culture and language are closely 

interrelated. In order to understand the connections between these phenomena, first of 

all, we should become acquainted with these concepts. A key characteristic of language 

is its relation to meaning. As Hall (1997) states, "language is the privileged medium in 

which we 'make sense' of things, in which meaning is produced and exchanged" (p. 

21). But how does language generate meaning? As Martin (2012) explains, language is 

a representational system. This means that, "We use signs and symbols - whether they 

are sounds, written words, electronically produced images, musical notes, even objects 

- to stand for or represent to other people our concepts, ideas and feelings" (p. 32). 

Hence, via representation, meaning is able to be produced and circulated in a culture 

and even across cultures. Language, then, is not restricted to oral or written language 

but exists in different modes. Carbaugh (2012) sums up the nature of language and the 

roles of communicators in this social practice: "Language, then, is the property of 

neither the sender nor the receiver of meanings. It is the shared cultural 'space' in which 

the production of meaning through language - that is, representation - takes place" (p. 

77). 

It is important to gain some deeper understanding of culture because it relates to 

the key terms which are being examined in this paper: 'cultural identity' and 'cultural 

difference'. According to Hall (1997) we know that traditionally culture means the 

greatest or most creative achievements of humanity. It is expressed by phrases such as 

'high culture' or 'popular culture'. There is also the anthropological sense of culture 

which has to do with a people's 'way of life' or 'shared values'. But the way Hall (1996) 

utilizes 'culture' is in a more specific sense which has to do with the social processes 

and practices that generate and communicate meanings. As Fitch (2005) explains, 

"Primarily, culture is concerned with the production and the exchange of meanings - 

the 'giving and taking of meaning' - between the members of a society or a group" (p. 
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28) or, in other words, "By culture, here I mean the actual grounded terrain of 

practices, representations, languages and customs of any specific society" ( p. 30). 

Now that a sketch of culture has been offered, we can begin to address cultural 

identity and difference. First of all, Wardhaugh (2002) examines the problem of 

'cultural identity' by proposing that there are two ways of approaching it. The first way 

is an essentialist one: "The first position defines 'cultural identity' in terms of one 

shared culture, a sort of collective 'one true self', hiding inside the many other, more 

superficial or artificially imposed 'selves', which people with a shared history and 

ancestry hold in common' (p. 37). This approach proposes that identity is stable and 

unchanging and that there is a "'oneness' underlying all the other, more superficial 

differences" (p. 98). Hall (1996) provides the example of 'Caribbeanness' - the 'essence' 

of being Caribbean. This first position of cultural identity is contrasted by Hall (1997) 

with a second perspective that problematizes this notion of 'oneness' by recognizing 

historical discontinuities. As Hall (1997) puts it, cultural identity is "a matter of 

'becoming' as well as of 'being'" (p. 93). In other words, cultural identities change and 

transcend space, time and history. While Hall's (1996) second approach is more 

sensitive to the complexities of cultural identity, there is perhaps some kind of essence 

to a group or community that can be contrasted with other communities and it is 

perhaps these differences which we call cultural difference. 

From a language teaching perspective though, culture can be defined 

pragmatically "as a/the culture associated with a language being learnt" (Byram & 

Grundy, 2003, p. 1). Different conceptions of culture though exist in the language 

teaching field, but it is generally acknowledged according to Byram and Grundy 

(2003, p. 95) that the view of culture being "distinguishable, homogeneous and 

objectively describable" has dominated the discussion of intercultural learning for a 

long time. As to what culture covers in language teaching, further other factors can 

also be seen as:  

i) the length of silence between speakers; and 

ii)  how explicit speakers are in interactions and the recognition of others' ages and 

statuses through language, something particularly well known in Korean and 

Japanese for instance with the use of honorific language (Fina, 2012). Such 

cultural conditioning is 

unconsciously inherent in other languages. Culture differs to other ‘individual d

ifferenc-es' that can either hamper or help facilitate success in language 

learning in the fact that such aspects of affective factors like personality, 

attitude and self-esteem are categorised as internal factors, whilst culture (in 

addition to other social conditions) is in contrast, seen as external factors 

(Zhang, 2006). 
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An important point to note is also the correlation between language and identity, with 

language used in a large way to maintain identity, with the reasoning behind this being, 

in Zhang's (2006, p. 43) view, "because human's thought or ideology is an important 

component of culture and because language is a medium to convey thought" and 

consequently language being unable to be isolated from culture. Culture is also closely 

related to the field of semantics, especially in idiomatic phrases, which second 

language learners can struggle with. This struggle is often in spite of 'knowing' the 

words, providing evidence to the concept of the close correlation between language 

and culture, impacting L2 learners in a great way. Conceptual metaphors are yet 

another example of how culture affects language, with idioms being overtly 

metaphorical. 

The concept of culture is important from the perspective of the teacher. This is 

because students from different backgrounds approach education in different ways as a 

result of the expectations (right or wrong) about the format teachers should go about 

educating them in a classroom setting. Martin (2012, p. 151) for instance states that 

those from post figurative societies learn from elders, "hence they naturally favour 

teaching methods that transfer knowledge explicitly from the teacher to the student, 

such as academic teaching methods", whereas those from co-figurative societies, where 

students learn from each other, "prefer teaching methods that 

encourage group work, pair work and task-based learning." Although more modern tec

hnological societies naturally also exist, which are seen to be pre-figurative, presently 

no such teaching method exists. Students from different countries are also often 

assigned identities based sometimes on stereotypes (once again, correctly or incorrectly 

based), and as Lightbown and Spada (2006, p. 66) point out: "because identities impact 

on what they can do and how they can participate in classrooms, this naturally affects 

how much they can learn." These differing aspects of culture and the impacts they play 

in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) are essential for teachers to have a sound 

understanding, especially with regards to methodologies and curricula development. 

Zhang (2006) uses Chinese students as an example and the relationship of traditional 

Confucianism in their hesitance in being too active in class for want of not showing 

off, whereas in a country such as Korea which is predominately seen as being male-

dominant, female language students may also lose opportunities to participate in class 

because of conditioning to be quiet in comparison. In addition, culture impacts 

students' view of western teaching approaches in being less authoritarian seen as 

perhaps less professional. Making this statement begs the question as to whose job it is 

to 'socialise' the students and ensure they have basic cultural understanding of the 

target language. 

Relationship between Language, Identity and Culture                                                     

Identity, simply stated, is who you are; individuality; the condition of being a certain 
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person. In the Social Sciences, identity is defined as the way that individuals label 

themselves as members of a particular group; in Psychology, it refers to an individuals' 

self-esteem or self-image (Kim, 2004). We can speak about social identity, gender 

identity, cultural identity, religious identity, national identity and many other identities. 

However, this paper is focusing on those aspects of identity that deal with the self as a 

member of a particular group and how that image of self is shaped by our language and 

the social experiences that we have. 

 Culture is a defining feature of a person's identity. The shared values, customs 

and histories characteristic of a particular culture have a very strong influence on how 

a person behaves, thinks, and views the world (Norton, 2013). Cultural identity then 

encompasses all that relates to self, belonging, systems of beliefs and sentiments of 

self-worth. It is the total sum of ways of living built up by a group of human beings 

transmitted from one generation to another (Smolicz, 1999).  

 Language is intrinsic to the expression of culture. Language is a fundamental 

aspect of cultural identity. It is the means by which we convey our innermost self from 

generation to generation. It is through language that we transmit and express our 

culture and its values. "Language - both code and content - is a complicated dance 

between internal and external interpretations of our identity" (Norton, 2013). Words 

and language have the power to define and shape the human experience. We use 

language to name our experiences. One repeatedly encounters poignant stories of 

having to forget one's language in order to assimilate or acculturate to a new 

environment. Sadly, this forgetting often includes losing one's roots. As powerfully 

said by Norton (2013), losing his original language meant losing, "the intimacy 

associated with Spanish and the closeness to my family and past it allowed. I lost, 

essentially, all the 'sights and sounds' associated with my native language" (p. 17). 

This loss of language, which inevitably leads to loss of cultural identity, carries with it 

many dangerous implications. In the words of the renown linguist, Fishman (1999) 

when we take away the language of a culture we take away, "its greetings, its curses, 

its cures, its praises, its laws, its literature, its songs, its rhymes, its proverbs, its 

wisdom, and its prayers" (p.69). 

 Norton (2010) a Polish Jew who migrated to France during World War II writes 

that his parents' memories were not transmitted to him. Their language, their traditions 

and hopes, were lost. In reflecting on this loss, he states: 

I am a stranger in relation to something of me .... I am 

different, but not different from others, different 

rather from what is mine, from my people. I do not 

speak the language my parents spoke, I do not share 

the memories they might have had, something which 

was theirs, which made them what they were, their 
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history, their culture, their hope was not transmitted to 

me (p. 23). 

The search for identity is most powerful during adolescence when the ties to one's 

parents begin to weaken and the adolescent begins to ask the question, who am I in 

relation to everyone that surrounds me? 

In addition, the implications of the relationship between language, culture and 

identity for language teaching and language policy are extensive. Students should be 

imparted with the knowledge of appropriateness of language in varying situations and 

expect to be presented with material and resources which are culturally relevant as 

well as encourage better awareness whilst reducing stereotypes. Furthermore, with 

respect to language teaching, teachers need to be culturally aware of teaching styles.  

Pedagogical-based curriculums and policies also need to reflect this. 

Teaching styles of a western origin that are student focused may for instance be either 

unconducive or ineffective in an eastern setting. Norton (2012) accurately states "to 

teach a foreign language is also to teach a foreign culture, and it is important to be 

sensitive to the fact that our students, our colleges, our administrators and, if we live 

abroad, our neighbours, do not share all of our cultural paradigms." 

Moreover, as Kim (2004) succinctly states that it is ultimately the responsibility 

of language teachers to have an understanding and appreciation of pedagogically 

suitable teaching styles and methodologies and ensure they are conducive and effective 

in the education context language is taught. This is in order to best utilise interaction 

between students and assist them in achieving their specific language goals. Lastly, it 

is important also to recognise not solely the cultural differences inherent in teaching 

language but also have an appreciation for what Norton (2012) sees as differences in 

"ideologies, and cultural boundaries which limit expression." 

Roles of Culture and identity in Language 

As for the integral role of culture in language, Holmes (2001, p. 337) argues the 

"cultural environment in which it develops influences the vocabulary and grammar of a 

language" and also influences our "perceptions, values, beliefs and attitudes". 

Regardless of the source, it seems highly important in the majority of definitions that 

the concepts of values, beliefs and principles are central. This is in addition to culture 

being seen as knowledge that "is socially acquired" (Wardhaugh, 2006, p. 219). 

With regards to cross-cultural communication, examples abound of experiences 

and instances in which miscommunication surfaces as a consequence of cultural 

differences, often relating to what Holmes (2001, p. 275) views as "different 

assumptions deriving from different 'normal' environments." Sociolinguistic 

assumptions are often made unconsciously that dictate social norms, topic 

appropriateness, linguistic expressions and politeness to name just a few. It is the 
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concept of thought actually which is seen as highly relevant in the discussion of 

"cultural variables" (Brown, 2000, p. 196). This is especially the case with regards to 

one's mother tongue where cognitive and linguistic development is inextricably 

connected. As Brown (2000, p. 198) states, "culture is really an integral part of the 

interaction between language and thought." 

As for language and its role as a core value in the realm of culture, Smolicz 

(1999, p. 71) defines this relationship as language being "regarded as of such crucial 

importance to the perpetuation of a group's life that any encroachment upon it by 

another language is perceived as threatening to the group's survival or dominance". In 

the event of subtractive bilingualism for example, this can result in dire consequences 

such as being "destructive to the cultural creativity of all cultural and linguistic groups" 

(Smolicz, 1999). The relevant paradox in follow up to this argument is ironically how 

language can be either a bridge or a barrier, with a common language enabling feelings 

of "commitment, of togetherness, or belonging, and to extend friendship" (Giles & 

Powerland, 1997, p. 72). 

To expand on the importance of culture as a core value, Smolicz (1980, p. 1) 

believes strongly that it forms one of the most essential parts of a group culture, 

representing in fact " it is very heartland and act as identifying values which are 

symbolic of the group and its membership." Naturally, it is these core values which 

provide a pivotal link that connects the individual to the group and through rejection of 

values brings also the fear of being ostracised. These core values also extend to a 

social system and the phenomenon of identification. 

As for the role language plays with identity, scholars agree that language is 

integral to identity. As Zhang (2006, p. 43) maintains, "human thought or ideology is 

an important component of culture and because language is a medium to convey 

thought". This phenomenon seems prudent to acknowledge relating to the very notion 

of language conveying and affirming identity. Crystal (2000, p. 39) too states that 

language is the primary index or symbol or register of identity, in that it expresses 

cultural distinctiveness. Warschauer (2001) also acknowledges this stating: 

Language has always played an important role in the 

formation and expression of identity. The role of language and 

dialect in identity construction is becoming even more central 

in the postmodern era, as other traditional markers of identity, 

including race, are being destabilized (p. 1). 

As for a definition of identity, Kim (2003, p. 3) sees it as "the individual's 

concept of the self, as well as the individual's interpretation of the social definition of 

the self, within his/her inner group and larger society" with its formation more of an 

unconscious process rather than a conscious one (DeVos, 1992, as cited in Kim 2003). 

To more closely examine language and identity is to acknowledge the important role 
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language plays in the expression of our identity as humans and also allowing 

creativity. Researchers such as Carbaugh (2012) see language as so important that by 

incorporating the language of a student in class (regardless of the dominant language in 

the community), the result is one of improved student self esteem, self concept and the 

reinforcement and inculcation of the cultural identity. 

Moreover, it is generally acknowledged (Fina, 2010) that language is at the core 

of culture and a "source of creativity, as well as economic initiative". This is true with 

smaller linguistic groups genuinely fearing the loss of their language, severing ties 

with fellow speakers throughout the world and hindering any chance of maintaining 

their unique cultural and literary heritage. In contrast to some minority communities 

that succumb to the majority language over time, one example of a high level of 

maintenance of their native language is the Greeks who reside in Australia. This is 

believed to be a result of what Smolicz (1980) concludes as a history of survival from 

outside encroachment of foreign countries, i.e., the acquisition of "experience of the 

ways of defending their identifying cores" (p. 77), a reflection on what Smolicz (1999, 

p. 77) again sees as language playing an important role in 'carrying' a "group's culture". 

In addition, other cultural values such as a "closely knit and extended family 

structure", present in Greece and Italy have also assisted in reinforcing the language 

amongst these minority groups (Smolicz, 1991). It is to everyone's benefit when the 

majority language can co-exist with minority languages by providing groups with the 

opportunity to keep their heritage such as the present situation in Nigeria. This is in 

contrast to what Smolicz (1999, p. 79) who sees minority groups overseas having to 

suffer being "under a cloud of suspicion that their linguistic and cultural demands 

shroud political motives of separation and secession." 

In contrast to cultural homogenisation for instance is the use of dialects that also 

represent identity. Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams (2007, p. 438) argue "the way you 

use language may also indicate an inclination on your part to belong to a group", 

similar to how a regional dialect indicates the geographical identity of an individual. In 

this sense, language is empowering by allowing a person to gain a sense of 

identification and affiliation with a particular group, their traditions and culture. This 

influence of dialects playing a pivotal role in shaping culture and identity is seen as so 

acute, demonstrated by language policies in existence by certain governments such as 

France to ensure the encroachment of English does not dominate and overtake the 

native language and culture. 

Implications for Language Teaching and Language Policy 

It is generally undisputed that the distinctive relationship between language, culture 

and identity is complex and highly interrelated, with profound implications for both 

teaching and language policy. Culture and its related factors play a complex yet pivotal 
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role in language and indeed second language (L2) acquisition. This deeply rooted 

relationship is one where language plays a role of maintaining and expressing culture. 

By examining and understanding its role in shaping identity as well as its intimate 

relationship with language, teachers are placed in a better position, not only to use this 

knowledge in class but also to enable them to implement strategies and activities in 

order to achieve higher levels of success and increase motivation. 

Language does not exist in a vacuum and consequently culture is a particularly 

important and relevant issue in the field of linguistics. Culture is highly intertwined 

with language, to the extent that Kim (2003, p. 1) states "without culture, language 

cannot exist". As for the parameters of both culture and language and which impacts 

which, others such as Trueba and Zou (1994, as cited in Kim, 2003) see culture as a 

broader concept encapsulating language. As something which is considered non-static, 

culture though can be adapted and expressed by language. However, to clarify this 

relationship, it is language that is used to maintain culture (Kim, 2003, p. 1). Moreover, 

Whorf (1956, as cited in Cooper and Spolsky, 1991, p. 17) argued that "grammar is 

more resistant to change than culture, the influence from language to culture is 

predominant", and prior to this, in 1940 (Whorf, 1940 as cited in Smolicz, 1980, p. 9) 

in stating language as "the most fundamental and stable element of culture, a matrix 

which shapes our particular ways of feeling, thinking and acting." 

As for the implications for language policy, it is worthwhile to mention the 

importance of not neglecting minority languages, in addition to not solely 

concentrating on the expansion of English, considered by many to be the global 

language. To avoid subtractive bilingualism, policies need to incorporate the first 

language of children, to assist children in achieving what Lightbown and Spada (2006, 

p. 26) believe results in higher levels of self esteem and cognitive development. Others 

too (Barik & Swain, 1976a as cited in Cummins & Swain, 1986, and Barik & Swain, 

1978, as cited in Hamers & Blanc, 1983, p. 201) see many other benefits such as 

increased metalinguistic awareness, advanced L1 skills, higher IQ and again increased 

cognitive flexibility and development. 

 Only when policies are devised with: 

 a) culture and the ideologies of teachers; 

 b) students; and  

c) the environment in which the language is spoken, can an increased appropriateness 

of usage occur. 
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 To elucidate the importance of such consideration, one example is where such a policy 

has been enacted is the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 

having incorporated culture into its curriculum so as to improve the "understanding 

and acceptance of differences between people, cultures and ideologies" (Leveridge, 

2008). For educators and policy makers, this simply means to ensure materials are 

culturally appropriate. 

Recommendations 

1.) Models of instruction which deny students the right to receive instruction or at 

least instructional support in their home language are insufficient in reaching the 

goals that they purport to reach and violate linguistic and cultural human rights. 

Regrettably, these are still the most common models for educating indigenous and 

minority children. The education of these children seems to counteract sound 

scientific evidence. Enabling access to education in the language in which the child 

feels most comfortable significantly increases that child's opportunities in life. 

Mother- tongue based bilingual or multilingual education plays a significant role in 

accessing the goal of education for all. Educational programs that build on learner's 

strengths, especially, the language in which they communicate best, benefit all 

students. Schooling for ethnic minorities needs to be relevant and recognize the 

learner's knowledge and languages. 

2.) Programs which incorporate the student's mother-tongue are most effective, 

particularly when sanctioned by the school and integrated into the regular school 

curriculum. Research across continents demonstrates that the policy of solely using 

the dominant language as the language for instruction of minority children may 

contribute to stunting, rather than promoting, academic and cognitive growth. In a 

study on the issue of Language Education.  Obanya (2004, p. 57) states the 

following: 

Education on the African continent has long failed the majority of 

its learners. This systemic failure can be measured in high drop-

out and repeater rates, low learner participation and poor 

academic results. A major cause of this failure has been the 

under-utilization of learners' home or first languages in 

schooling, in favor of the former colonial languages. 

The author skillfully supports the argument that the educational value of the first 

language cannot be ignored, as it is the tool par excellence for inter-generational 

transmission of cultural heritage.  

3.) There is a need to change the attitudes of those who want to erase the mother-

tongue of some students; language teacher needs to offer solutions based on proven 
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practices that work. He needs to influence policy makers, program designers, and 

the public at large. A daunting task indeed! The only way to influence 

organizational structures is to get involved in them. No way of influencing 

language policies if one is not willing to work as an advocate for the rights of 

language minority students in Nigeria and work together with those like minds 

who  will echo it in the hearts of the citizenry and their policymakers.  

4.) For the other languages where mother tongue instruction is not possible, the 

minimum that needs to occur is to insist with parents that at home they continue to 

speak the mother tongue, read books in the mother tongue, and avoid all 

temptations of succumbing to the advice of those who will tell them that for their 

children to be successful, they have to stop using the mother tongue and only use 

the language of the dominant culture. This is a travesty as families will recognize 

that young children and adolescents will soon begin to lose their family and 

cultural identity. When children lose their mother-tongue, they begin the process of 

alienation and lose the intimacy with the family and the past. 

5.) As teachers, we must promote multilingual education and reassure local 

education planners that using minority languages for learning strengthens rather 

than undermines students' skills in the national language. 

6.) As teachers, we need to spread the message that language rights must be 

recognized as a fundamental human right at the political and educational levels. 

7.) As teachers, we must push for social justice and self-determination and create 

educational programs based on the learners' culture that will allow them to benefit 

from the multicultural and global world in which they are growing up. 

 

Conclusion                                                                                                                             

Culture and language are integrally related. Language represents one system of culture, 

and culture is transmitted via language. Investigations into the relationship between 

these two concepts involve exploring how individuals and societies are constructed, 

maintained and transmit identities. True communication is the result of deciphering 

those linguistic symbols in view of the social context in which they were produced. 

Language has been defined as the systematic, conventional use of sounds, signs or 

written symbols in a human society for communication and self-expression. The 

purpose of language is to communicate with others, to think and to create foundation 

for shaping one's standpoint and outlook to life. Therefore, the relationship between 

language and culture is definitely symbiotic as one cannot function without the other. 

Individuals and societies construct, maintain and transmit identities. Frequently, this 

investigation involves examining the texts that are created within a society in order to 

establish the underlying assumptions and ideologies by which individuals are 

operating. Multilingual individuals negotiate their identity by making language choices 

and how socialization processes impact the maintenance or evolution of language 
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within a culture. Culture plays a major role in the acquisition of language and its 

development. Humans are born without a language but are born with language-

acquisition faculties which enable them to learn languages. Research has proved that 

humans learn their local language through cultural transmission rather than from mere 

formal learning. 
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