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CULTUROLOGICAL ASPECT AS AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT OF SUCCESSFUL
LEARNING OF FOREIGN LANGUAGES IN COGNITIVE SPACE OF A DIFFERENT
CULTURE

The aim of the given article is to describe the indissoluble connection between language
and culture in cognitive space. To establish the manifestation of cognitive differences of native
speakers, and to define the role of culturological aspect in intercultural communication.

Cross-cultural communication; cognitive space; cognitive-communicative approach; worldview;
mentality; communicative behavior, language contacts.

T. Triberio (Foreign Languages and Literatures Department - University of Verona, Italy
tania.triberio@univr.it)

CULTURAL-LINGUISTIC INTERFACE THROUGH A META-LINGUISTIC
APPROACH. WIERZBICKA’S PROPOSAL AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

Wierzbicka's meta-linguistic approach as a means to disclose meanings and cultural
values. This brief essay will examine possible interfaces between different linguistic fields, that is
semantics, pragmatics and syntax, especially from a lexicographic perspective.

Wierzbicka, meta-linguistic approach, NMS, semantic primes, syntax, lexicographic translation.
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Intercultural communication, any type and form it may be, always brings along linguistic
implications; culture and language are inextricably interconnected, one reflects the other and vice
versa.

A particular type of approach to the interface between culture and language will be
hereafter examined, especially from a translation studies’ perspective, not having the purpose of
taking any particular pro or against position, but rather aiming at tracing and raising questions
and/or proposals for discussion.

How to compare meanings expressed in different languages? The Polish linguist
Wierzbicka proposes a meta-linguistic approach, through what she calls the Natural Semantic
Metalanguage (NSM). This is an Independent Semantic Metalanguage (a “formal semantic
metalanguage”), built on a hypothetical primitive semantic system of universals (that is “minimal
units”) [Wierzbicka, 2003]. At the beginning 14 primitive elements were identified (/, You,
someone, something, this, want, do not want, think, imagine, feel, part, world, say and become)
[Wierzbicka, 1972], then the list was enriched, including pronouns, verbs, modals, adjectives
etc., basic concepts to be found in many languages as smell, much, more, less, different and
others, representing 1diosyncratic aspects of each culture [Wierzbicka, 2010:17 and Wierzbicka,
2011 for the semantic universal primes’ complete table].

Assuming that meaning has both a universal perspective, inherent in every “human
language”, and a “culture-specific” vision, it is important to identify what can be found of
“universal” (human nature) in each particular culture [Wierzbicka, 2003].

If complex concepts can be described in their components, simple ones can not, and this
is exactly the starting point of the NSM (this is an essentially generative point of view). Simple
concepts are the means through which complex ones can be explained.

Here below an example of how the sense of “duty” can be expressed in Russian, in two different
ways [ Wierzbicka, 1992:415-416]:

a) s noszken = I need (personal construction)
[Subj. Pred.]
) need

different from
b) mue HyxHo = I need (impersonal construction)
[Obl. Predic.]
to me it 1S necessary
The two examples bear the same meaning, but while example a) foresees a personal Actant
(Agent s1), accompanied by the predicate moaken, example b) foresees an Experiencer through
the oblique dative case mue (logical subject), followed by the Russian predicative ending 1n -0
with modal functions (in Russian there is a wide category of modal impersonals as nado, nyarcho,
Heobxo0uMo, etc.).
Wierzbicka believes that b) includes an additional “semantics component”: “not because I want
it”.
In order to explain this semantic component Wierzbicka uses NSM, from where the two
following different formulas:

J noxen = I should doit  which differs from mue HyxkHo = I can’t think:
If I don’t want it, [ will not do 1t

I know I should do 1t.

As we see, the example on the right is explained through the “formal semantic

metalanguage”, the minimal units of the NSM. |
Beyond considerations that concern more specifically dedicated areas, such as the socio-
linguistic and cultural anthropology ones, purpose of this brief study is to analyse this “cultural

inference” through a more strictly linguistic and functional point of view.
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This type of linguistic approach offers indeed an opportunity to ask ourselves a series of
questions and issues open to discussion. As, for example:

- whether there could really be a further “semantic component” (or better semantic-pragmatic
one) in the impersonal Russian structure;
- 1t this further “semantic component” does exist, to what extent it is culturally relevant in order
to grasp the real, inner meaning of the so-called “impersonal expressions”;
- and then, how can the concept of “impersonality” undergo a process of lexicalization and/or
grammaticalization; possibly through a non-canonical subject (dative case);
- to what extent a non-canonical subject (ex.: dat. mHe) is to be considered impersonal;
- how can we take account of this “cultural inference™ in the process of translation from Russian
into another language, such as Italian or English;
- and then, to what extent “context of use” (pragmatic-semantic context) influences syntactic
behaviour and properties (linguistic context).
We can for example consider the lexicographic translation (purpose of the dictionary is to
provide, as far as possible, an equivalent):

noxken [dolzen| pred.: momxna, nomkHO, gomkHbl dovere (a) + inf.: s gomxeH

no3BOHUTE debbo telefonare [...].
[Dobrovol’skaja, 2001:170]

HY:kHO [nuzno] pred. nomin. 1 (+ inf.) bisogna, ¢ necessario; ~ Imojox/aathk bisogna
aspettare 2 (+ dat.) mHe ~ KynuTh XJ1e0a ho bisogno di comprare del pane [...].
[Dobrovol’skaja, 2001:470]

Both Italian translations are nominal sentences, which see, respectively, the use of verbs
such as “(I) shall” [(10) debbo], “(I) need” [(i0) ho bisogno] and which provide, in all cases, an
Actant-Agent (the so-called “canonical subject™).
How, then, the foreign user grasps the “further semantic component”, which, according to
Wierzbicka, 1s included in the example for the lemma ny:xno? Beyond grammatical information
that indicates the dative government (+ dat.), no information 1s given about the fact that modal
expressions in Russian are far more used in their variant, so to say, impersonal.

A difference which affects, therefore, not only the way in which certain expressions are
received and interpreted, but also the manner in which they are projected into the sentential
syntax, both within the same language and in the process of translation from one language to
another.

Wierzbicka compares Russian with modern English, dominated by nominative sentences to
express the sense of necessity-duty and/or impossibility: Ex.: I have to do it, I can not do it.

To what extent then a meaning can be transferred from one language to another? To what
extent it 18 independent of the language? [Wierzbicka, 1992].
As we may see, then, intercultural communication is not just a matter of understanding meanings
but also morphological and syntactical constructions, if it is true that even grammatical
constructions imply and encode meanings, which are “cultural revealing” (syntactic properties,
locations, governments and so on) [Bertuccelli Papi, 1993; Dik, 1978; Halliday, 2013].

Wierzbicka states: «I mantain that grammatical constructions embody certain meanings,;
and T try to reveal these meanings, to show exactly what they are, and how the use of a given
construction can be predicted from its meaning» [Wierzbicka, 1988:7}.

Linguistic differences are linked to cultural values (socio-cultural attitude that is reflected
in the language) and therefore to con-textual ones. For this reason, the cross-cultural pragmatics
is a new field of investigation. If we want to identify the cross-linguistically meaning we have to
do it for sentences, not for lexemes isolated and we must therefore also consider grammatical
patterns (language-specific), in order to identify the syntactic behaviour of each single
word/expression. | |

Nowadays more and more it is argued the need for a pragmatic component m an
integrated theory of linguistic ability. If we are interested just in the pragmatic context we may
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argue that it should not be part of the grammatical descriptions (Chomsky's competence), but if
we assume that to be adequate grammatical descriptions should specify the meaning of every
single word of the language, we will then find that there are words for which you can specify the
exact meaning only in reference to the contexts of use.

On this respect it might be interesting, for example, to try to find possible points of
contact and intersection between pragmatics and semantics on one hand and pragmatics and
grammar on the other hand [Bertuccelli Papi, 1993; Dressler-Merlini, 1987].

Certain phenomena of grammaticalization, such as the case of the above described
predicatives, the shift of the Russian verb to be (6vimb) in the past, from the personal past tense
osi1 to the auxiliary neutral form 6s170 (in conjunction with predicatives, as 6wvi10 HyJicHo = it
was necessary, to express states/conditions) [Vinogradov, 1972:331], convey morphological
information. These last, themselves, affect semantics and syntax, and bear pragmatic-functional
values.

Change and restriction in the grammatical function of these forms has also led to a change in the
semantic structure, identifying new syntactic links.
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