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Culture

To change your language you must change your 1;'_]?3.
— Derek Walcott, Codicil

“REPEAT AFTER ME, ‘This is a pencil’,” up,c,m which the stude:;[t1
dutifully responds, “This is a pencil.” “Gooc'l, the teach;r :a::her
praise. Placing the pencil on his desk with .dffhberarenessl, t" e te het
now asks: “Where is the pencil?” “The pencil is o the tab. e:, respo ¢
the student. “Good. Now, please give me the pencil, ) says zﬂe
teacher, gesturing. The student dutifully hands ovezl the 1;1: h‘;
guessing that this might be the correct respor.me base fm w
could make out of the teacher’s gestures and facial express:on.s. .
'This exchange has the ring of the familiar, controlled, tedious ;:?on
of the typical beginning English (and other language) cc:)nv;rsarhat
lessons. We can probably agree, uneventful as the case rna'y ;, et
the student is learning a new language. But what exactly is the s
ing?
dezgriez::?ir through the different perspectives of second-language

we have scrutinized and dismantled this sicuation as the

fnin,
- o meanings, and sentefnce cof-

learning of a sequence of sounds, word Jentence o
structions. We have also contemplated the value of looking

i insights
the drama. Although we have come to some importanc insig

it i i ife of lan-
bout language by treating it 10 a relative vacuum, the life o
a
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guage is rich with a variety of uses—interpersonal negotiations, sto-
rytelling, scheming, lying, signaling one’s identity. As the philoso-
pher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1958) would warn’ us, the Augustinian
notion of the meaning of a word as the object for which ir stands
“does describe a system of communication; only not everything that
we call language is this system” (p. 3). Rather, the meaning of a
word, and of language more generally, is found in its everyday use.

To many theorists, ranging from Mikhail Bakhtin to Jerome Bruner,
and from J. L. Austin to William Labov, the interpersonal and cul-
tural displays of language—nor the rules of grammar, the dictionary
definitions of words, nor the pattern of neural activities—lie at the
heart of the matter. Few of us, after all, learn 2 second language as an
end in itself (save certain kinds of linguists). Mostly we learn second
languages to gain access, through verbal interaction, to culrural deal-
ings with people who lay claim to that language. As we shall argue,
to learn a second language is to equip ourselves with a powerful tool
to construct new culture.

To understand the limitations of the analysis of language that we
have employed up to now, let us meditate on the language teacher's
question: “Where is the pencil?” The point of the lesson is o tedch
the student how to ask questions, but what is peculiar about this
question? When you think about it, the question is completely staged.
In face, it is not a question at all, because the teacher already knows
the answer, What the teacher is really saying is: “Show me that you
know how to answer this question.” X

The teacher goes on to “ask” the student: “Please give me the pen-
cil.” Here the teacher is trying to demonstrate the imperative form of
English (usually ac this seage it is taught thar “you” is omitted and
“please” makes it more polite), Outside of a classroom demonstra-
tion, this command would strike us, depending on the intonation, as
anywhere from pleading to brusque, bu, in either case, quite direct.
It is not the way in which most requests are made. Upon closer exami-
nation we note that the linguistic form of choice for indirect impera-
tives in English is the question: “Have you seen the pencil?” Or, even
better: “Where is the pencil?”

“Where is the pencil?”—a most versatile utterance indeed. Depend-






