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ABSTRACT

The prcblem of meaning in cross—culturai situations,
resulting from differing patterns of thought, requires comprehension
of the basic rules or patterns of these thought systems. This 7
ccmprehené1on can be sought through Vygotsky?s unit of analysis, a
unit being a product of analysis ‘which, unlike elements, retains all
‘the basic properties of the whole and whlch cannot. be further divided
without lasing them. Syntactical rules found in patterns of
expression can furnish only partial clues to the thought of the
encoder. Interfunctional relations between thought and language
cannot be established through an- analysis of the components of. verbal
thought. A mechanical approach, uncovering only thought and word,
-~ destroys the whole to describe. its elements whose characterlst;cs are
'Jln no’ way’ s;milar tc those of - the thle.-{AuthoerM) : PR E
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MEANING IN CROSS-CULTURAL SITUATIONS: AN APPLICATION
OF VYGOTSKY'S UNIT OF ANALYSIS TO ETHNOLINGUISTICS

Odette Cadart-Ricard, Oregon State University

Fundamental to the establishment of effective communication between
cross-cultural groups whose native tongues are different is, according to
Glenn, ''the determination of the relationship between the patterns of
thought of the cultural or national group whose ideas are to be communi-
cated, to the patterns of thought of the cultural or national group which is
to receive the communication.'" He further points out that current as sump -
tions in the field of ethnolinguistics, namely that the problem of inter.
national communication is "principally a problem of language' and that
it "can always be solved by the use of appropriate linguistic techniques--
translation and interpretation''--are ijhdeye&‘ a fallacy., 2 Patterns of thought,
he claims, fépr’e—séﬁt"a,ﬁiethodpf organizing thoughts:  they influence :

language and are also influenced by it,

Since thoughts must be put into words in order to be expressed and
transmitted, correlations exist between patterns of thgughts‘ and patterns
of expression. These correlations may be used in the analysis of the
patterns.of thought, Thus in the field of international communication,

patterns of expression of group A and of the correlations bets cen these .

‘the determination of the cor relations between patterns of thought and

“two sets zé'f-pattéi%iis,fc:;grrgup_{Bﬁ is extremely important, but insufficient .

o 1 factors: which color =

unless followed by a careful analysis of cultur




of expression selected by given individuals provides
a clue for the determination of their pattern of thought,

Cases where a certain combination of denotation and
connotation cannot be obtained in a simple manner in
a given language_ "4

[\

Aun example of case 1 would be found,in 2 round-table discussion
between two nations with the intent of solving a commeon problem,in
the following propositions: (a) '"Shall we arrive at a compromise ?' and
(b) '""Shall we find a mutually acceptable solution?' Both propositions
have the broad denotation of working out a solution which will require
some meeting on a middle road, with concessions by both sides if
both are to accept it. However, the connotations of (a) and (b) can lead
to difficulties in attaining the set goal if the two countries are not cultur-
ally atuned. If both countries are of Anglo-Saxon culture, as Great
Britain and the U, S. A, are, the problem would be most unllsely to arise.
However, if one country is Anglo Saxon and the other is French, for ex-
ample, an immediate pe_]grative connotation will be given to propcsition
(a) "Devrons-nous arriver a un- compromis ? " by the French side.
Gompromls (compromise) has two different meanings both in French
and in English, an action to reach a middle ground, by mutual conces-
sions (''accormmodement!'! say the French) and a prejudicial ccnce551on
a surrender of pr1n<:1ples of character, etc, The second meamng is
‘more common in French, thus giving its unpleasant flavor to proposi-
tion (a). " Proposition (b), ”Devrons—ncus trouver uneé solution accep-
table a toutes les parties?, " st111 1rnp1;es a sett:lement ‘reached by mutual
concessions but does not carry the stlgma of a mnrally relarehens1ble
concession or surrender, The above case shows that certa;n word con-
notations can be rePI'asented in dlffertant 11ngu1st1c systems, However,
‘Glenn states in case nu:nber two that such: is ‘not the fact in all situatiens
“in all’ languages Cltlng frcm his va ‘st reEertclre af genu:.ne occurrences o
“which he’ ‘has collected” duting his_ career‘as ic':luef cf theflnterprehng
Branch cf the D1v1s:u:n Gf J_Janguage Serv1ce$ in the Unit




is doomed to failure and cannot expand, Therefore, the patterns of
thought and patterns of expression of the opposing camps were in con-
flict and nothing could be done to remedy the situation.5

The point made by Glenn centers on the false assumption commonly
made by some semanticists and other experts in cross-cultural communi-
cation, to wit: that problems of language can be solved linguistically
through clues provided by the patterns of expression. Katz and Fodor
have thoroughly researched the semantic structure of language, with the
intent to determine the correlations between semantic and grammatical
structures. They remarked that '"in comparison to semantics, the nature
of grammar has been clearly articulated,''®6 They posited that

A fluent speaker’s mastery of his language exhibits itself in
his ability to produce and understand the sentences of his
language, INCLUDING INDEFINITELY MANY THAT ARE
WHOLLY NOVEL TO HIM. . . . what qualifies one as a
fluent speaker is not the ability to imita. o previously heard
sentences but rather the ability to produce and understand
sentences never before encountered, 7

Therefore, it is "what a -fluent speaker knows about the structure of his

language that enables him to use and understand its sentences. '8 There

are rules which allows the speaker to project the finite set of sentences in .

his language. Furthermore, when considering the question ''what is a

novel sentence?'' an interesting fact comes to light: a novel sentence is _

not made up of noveél elements; it is made up of familiar elements arranged =
in a novel combination. R A AR

- Katz and Fador :tﬁéﬁ; aske d: the cﬁfﬁéial que stion: - NS what pcunt 'is the -

grammar of a language a solution to the projection problem for that lan.

- 'guage?’ A gfaﬁ“nﬁjé,r,spéﬁiiiéé fh’é',éfié,m{f;f;ts;g‘f;wgﬁgh*'-a;-'seﬁfép;géggn;bg‘.[,{fﬁ_
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Grammar, however, can only partially monitor a construct in the
sense that it tells when and why the sentence is syntactically ambiguous
or anomalous, but it cannot monitor for semantic ambiguities or anoma-
lies. Thus, a sentence of the type '""The dog is barklng 10uﬂ1y-" can have
similar constructs which are:

(a) either syntactically correct but semantically impossible
("The leaf is barking loudly. '), or

(b) syntactically anomalous (''The open is barking loudly, '),

Grammar tells us that sentence (a) is correct and acceptable. We reject
it because meaning renders the stated fact impossible--a leaf does not
bark., Grammar tells us that sentence (b) is incorrect and must be re-
jected, since "open' (verb or adjective) is not used substantively and
cannot be accepted as subject of the verb, Similar- syntactic structures
do not mean similar reading of a word, ”MY watch runs fast' and

""my daughter runs fast'' are identical sentences from the point of
syntactical structure; "'runs' must be interpreted differently by the
reader. A native anglophone encounters no difficulty here; but a repre-
sentative from another culture, with a good knowledge of only the English
grammar but none of the Anglo-Saxon patterns of thought--say a Bakongo-
from Equatorial Afrlca will reach a semantic impasse when confronted
by these two snnpl tences: the first sentence is hilarious, that is
all, Dt P el S

Katz and Fodor 111ustrate semantic amblgulty by showz.ng that the
sentence, '"The b111 is large, "7‘113,5 at least two readings: (1) the bill of
sale (for p’cgds or servlces renclered) exceeds the usual costs or fee,
and (2) the beak of a bird is C}f a. large size. "_ The amblgulty here cannot

be attrlbuted tQ Syntaf:tlc structure 10




F (5, GS, IS, C) is to be interpreted as

the particular reading in IS that speakers of the language
give to S in settings of the type C, or

2. an n-tuaple (n Z 2) of the readings from IS that speakers
of the language give to S if S in ambiguous n-ways in
settings of type C, or

3. the null element if speakers of the language give to
S none of the readings in IS when S occurs in settings
of type C, 11

Some examples will illustrate the three possible cases, For case one, a
sentence of the type '""The shooting of the hunters was terrible, "' used by
Katz and Fodor, has two readings, depending upon the setting C; in set-
ting C,, where the context indicates that a terrible accident occurred,

the decoder understands that some hunters were shot; in setting Co,

where the context provides a question related to "How good was the marks-

manship of the hunters?!" the decoder understands that some hunters were
poor marksmen,

For case two, a» sentence of the tjrpe "Adams beat Washington“ is

- ambiguous, . If the setting clearly shows that it is'a question of two men,
then the reading '""The basketball team of Adams High stomped the Wash-
ington High team'' must be rejected. There are, however, at least two

- possible readings in the selected: setting, viz. '"Adams beat (physically,
perhaps with his fists) Washington, " and '"Adams defeated Washington, "'
 This last reading offers several possibilities: 'a defeat in a sports event,

in a game, at the polls, in'a contest, = .

a sentenc
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describe its elements whose characteristics are in no way similar to
those of the whole. Vygotsky suggested that we use another type of
analysis which he called analysis into units:

By unit we mean a product of analysis which, unlike elements,
retains all the basic properties of the whole and which cannot
be further divided without losing them, 13

The answer then is found in word meaning, that which constitutes the
internal aspect of the word, Each word is a "generalized reflection of
reality' and ""consequently . . . meaning is an act of thought in the full
sense of the term. '"'14 This, again, links meaning to patterns of thought,
and particularly to generalizatlon*

To become communicable an 1nt‘l1v1dual's experiencing must
be included in a certain category which, by tacit convention,
human scc1éty regards as a unit, 1

Generallzatlcn is the act of expressnig real;ty in concepts and principles,
Howeve., as Vygotsky pointed out, it is foclish and unrealistic to dis - T
sociate intellect from affect: the thcjught prgcess is not

an autonomous ﬂcw of 'thoughts th1nk1ng thems&lves
segregated from t'he perscnal needs and 1nterests
the 1nc11nat1c>n and 1mpulses, of the thinker, . [It 15]
a dynamic system of meanlng in WhlEh the affect;ve a.nd
the lntellectual umte 16 : ,

'VThus mean;ng has a lagmal asPect Wthh meshes wi h 1ts psychological




1. to re-structure the other group's language according
to the rules governing his own (problem of interference),

to reject new patterns (of thought and of expression)
found in the other group's linguistic system, simply
because they are different (mental blocki ng),

3. to assume that they know how the terms used by the
other group are being used (projection misevaluation),

4. to consider statements containing many -valued variables B
as if they were single-valued (simplicity-clarity principle), 18

Lee cites as an example the diplomatic impasse reached at the San Fran-
cisco Conference on World Security in 1945 by a Russo-American team
discussing the Polish question, One word, only, brought about the split:
""democratic.'"" Both sides had agreed on the necessity of '""democracy"
for Poland, This meant, for the Americans, the protection of minority
opinions; for the Russians, racial equality in the Communistic 1dealogy
Both delegations accused the other of behavulg badly 19

] The d1ff1c:u1tv increases ccns:i.derably When deahng with idiems.

Twaddell warns: ""An idiom is by definition an expression whose mean- - -
“ing is not- reaclilv derived from the combination ‘of the ordinary meanings

of its parts, 1120 ‘a point known to all’ Eemant1c1sts ‘as Korzybsk; s non-

additive factor. A word-by=word transiation is fallacn:;us or even mean-
ingless. For instance, an anglophone with little knfpwledge of French idioms
would be baffled by a. s;mple sentence such as '""Donne-moi un Céj de fil

ce soir," where a literal translatic;n prcduces jthe absurd “C‘nve me a blcw

Qf the w1re tonight ” 1n$tead of ”lee me




fully aware of the variety and differences in cultural factors, and conse -
quently, in semantic patterns in their native tongues. - This is where
Vygotsky's unit of analysis becomes an important tool: awareness of
dynamic systems of meaning can be achieved only through comprehen-
sion of the basic rules or patterns of these systems, and comprehen-
sion requires analysis. It is not possible to deal with all possible
situations; one must be able to transfer acquired knowledge to solve
novel situations.

Using Vygotsky's approach, it is already possible to state a
number of general rules or principles governing ethnolinguistics,
First, it is clear, says Glenn, that ""association of ideas plays a
great part in thought; thus , . . each man's thought is to a large ex-
tent a function of this man's past, 21 It could be expanded to include
an ethnic graap or a nation's patterns of thoughts, being a function of
this group's past. Don't we call our forefathers' thoughts, ideas,
systems, institutions, ''our cultural heritage''? 22 Glenn has shown
that Marxist theories have S0 shaped all patterns of thought of the
Communist world that the word nepravilnoe is commonly used by
Soviet diplomats to characterize the Western position, Nepravﬂnce
means incorrect, not viable, It is not viable because it is not in
accordance with the Marxist thecry which claims that '"historical
situations evolve in a unique and predetermined manner, “[and] an.
attitude not in accordance with theory is not in accardance with truth
e:.ther 23 1n Anglo-Arab negotiations, anly the emphas&zed "no'' and

'""'ves!' carry their actual value; if non- emphas;ged then they mean the
opposite, And we cculcl go on mth a multltude of" exar’nnles '

Secondly, as Glenn has pointed out, we. must take heed of. the 1mp@rt— o
'ance and the 1nf1uence of the verbs "to do'" and "tc be bk where one @f the '
fWO dcmlnates a particular culture | c -
Q1t 15 an Arlstotehan “elther S




based on a nominalistic concept: to do the greatest good to the greatest
number of people where the greatest need shows; therefore, it lacks com-
prehensive coverage of all areas of New York. 25 In the same line of unit
of analysis, one could point out the great emphasis put on idiomatic use

of the verb "avoir' (''to have'') in French, when English stresses '"to be, "
"To have' reflects the French obsession with ownership, property; '"to be'
reflects the Anglo-Saxon obsession with status,

Thirdly, even though patterns of thought can be seemingly infinite,
it is possible to classify them into broad categories, as Pribram has
done for the patterns of reasoning. In Conflicting Patterns of Thought,
he identified four main patterns: 7 ' -

l. Universalistic reasoning: leads to the knowledge of truth,
proceeding from the general concepts (universals) to the ,
particular; universals have a reality per se. This is mostly
the French pattern of reasoning, S c S

2. Nominalistic reasoning: general concepts have no reality
per se, they are la‘béls; rreasgnving proceeds frcn}'tlj;g parti-
cular to the general, This is mostly the Anglo-Saxon pat-
tern of reasoning, = o e '

3. Intuitional (organismic) reasoning: stresses intuition rather
“than systematic reasoning; the relationship between general
-and particular is similar to that of biological organism and
the component cells. This is mostly the German and the .

Slavic. praﬂ;‘e rn of re asoning. -




love and its treatment in popular songs and in blues songs, he discovered
that (1) the lyrics of popular songs always idealized people and situations;
that this led to frustrattl_on disappointment, and self-pity; and (2) the
lyrics of blues songs always had a down-to-earth approach, a realistic

- look at the facts of life; that this led to tough-mindedness and folk wisdom.,
 He concluded that '""The blues tend to be extensionally oriented, while

'7 popular ssngs tend to exhibit grave, even pathological 1nten51c3nal orienta-

tiQﬂS”zS S - 7 e o I

We have yet to gc: a Iang way in u:nderstandlng the full nature of
meamng At least, linguists now. agree on the importance of meaning in
the field of ethr;ohngulstlcs Effectlve communication between culturally
different groups can best be- ac}ueved as Glenn suggested -by becoming
aware of the correlations between the patterns of thought and the patterns
‘of expression by these groups, Awareness, Vygotsky has taught us, is
best arrived at thrcugh analysis, provided th1s analy51s dces not destroy
~ the unit or the semantic whole. Analysis of units of meaning deals with
‘words or groups of Words ‘or 1d1c::rn5, rela ing concept and cunception,

N different;ahng between denctatlon and ccnnc:tatlon keeplng as points C)f
~-reference an 1nd1v1dual's or a’ group c:ultural her:ﬁ:age ‘their use of
""»‘,{fverb clues (.“ta be” and !'to - dc”) ‘the prevaler f a pa. ticular type
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