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Unit 10 Culture Bound

& General Conclusion

Piers (P): Hello, everyone. I am Piers Williamson. Welcome to our special lecture “Modular Approach to
Reading”. This is the last unit of this lecture series.
Satoshi (S):

10

P: In the last unit, Unit 9, we learned the importance of inference based on our knowledge of the world.
Today we are going to consider a special type of knowledge about the world: Culture-bound knowledge.

Grammar and Literal Meaning are not Good Enough
Let us first look at the following conversation in Japanese.
A:

?

B:
Do you understand what Speaker B is trying to convey here? Many Japanese people can easily infer from the
utterance that Speaker B was a member of a high school rugby team.
B
This is an instance of inference based on culture-bound knowledge of the world.
Next, consider the following English example.
A: Do you have any plan with your family in February?
B: You know what? We’ve got Super Bowl tickets!
A: No kidding!!
?
If you are familiar with North American culture, you can easily understand the excitement of this
conversation.
The Super Bowl is one of the most popular events in the U.S., and it is extremely difficult to get a ticket. As
you can see from these examples, the information conveyed by language can be properly understood only
when you have appropriate knowledge of the world; only a literal meaning is not good enough in many cases.
Some knowledge of the world is universal and culture independent.
And some is culture dependent, or culture bound.

Our Knowledge of the World
Universal and Culture Independent
Culture Dependent or Culture Bound
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For example, suppose you are reading an English passage and find words such as Nelson Mandela, Pacific
Ocean, Nobel Prize, or GDP. If you are a standard educated college student, it is easy to understand what is
being talked about.
Then, how about the following sentence?
A: How was your summer vacation?
B [very happily]: My wife and I visited the Cotswolds!
A: Wow, how nice!
If you are not familiar with English culture, you may not be able to imagine the feeling of Speaker B.
B
The Cotswolds is a very popular sightseeing spot in the U.K., which is designated as an “Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty.”
B
Piers: Uhnnn, let’s see ...
[Piers, a scientist in a white coat, is looking into a teacup and
wondering which hypothesis is more promising and worth trying.]
[Satoshi comes in]
S: Hi, Piers. What are you doing, looking into a teacup?
Piers:

Well, I’m trying to decide which hypothesis is more promising
and worth trying.

Satoshi: By reading tea leaves?
At this point, some of you may wonder whether we need culture-bound knowledge of the world in academic
English.
?
So, let us introduce a real episode that happened between a scientist at Hokkaido University and a scientist
overseas.

Misunderstanding caused by Culture-Bound Knowledge: A Real Episode

A Professor at Hokkaido University and a professor at a university in the U.S. were having a discussion,
using email. They were trying to propose a promising hypothesis for a scientific problem they had been
dealing with, and the Japanese professor asked if his idea was promising.
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Then the American professor replied,
American Professor: It’s like reading the tea leaves.
Upon hearing this reply, the professor at Hokkaido University said,
Hokudai Professor: So you think this is a good idea worth trying!
Then, the American professor got confused.
American Professor: What do you mean by “worth trying”?
Then, the Japanese professor got confused. Their correspondence went on for a while, each deeply
misunderstanding the other.
What was the problem?
?
In western culture, reading the tea leaves is a kind of fortune telling.
Therefore, “your idea is like reading the tea leaves” suggests that your idea is not worth trying as a
promising scientific hypothesis.

However, upon hearing “tea leaves”, the Japanese professor instantly
imagined a tea leaf pillar.
This is a sign, in Japan, that something very good is going to happen.

As we have just seen, culture-bound knowledge of the world is deeply rooted in our minds, and thus even
scientific discussions are sometimes (unconsciously) affected by such knowledge.
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Final Message for You
Reading is the foundations for all academic English skills.
Well, how was the lesson today. We hope you enjoyed it.
Since this is the final unit of this lecture series, here is our final message to you.

Reading is not just translation.

(

)

Reading is communication with the author.

(

)
Rich vocabulary is important.

(

)

Accurate grammatical knowledge is essential.

(

)

But moreover, your ability to make a reasonable inference is crucial.
(

)

And your knowledge of the world is indispensable. (

)

Culture-bound knowledge of the world is sometimes required, which can be a stumbling block to foreign
language learning,

(
)

but at the same time, it is the most interesting and significant aspect of learning different languages and
different cultures.

(
)

This is because one of the essential purposes of learning foreign languages at college is to cultivate your
liberal mind;

(

1
)

the mind that is willing to understand and respect other people’s behaviors and opinions,
(

)

especially when they are different from your own.

(

)

Enjoy your reading activity,

(

)
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and broaden your perspective of the world.

(

)

Tips from Center for Language Learning

(10)
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