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Abstract 

In recent years, English learning has become nationwide and its importance is now 
accepted universally by people. In early days, English learners began to realize the 
influence of cultural factors in the process of language learning. As a social-cultural 
phenomenon, language is also the product of the development of social culture. Different 
Chinese and western cultural backgrounds generate diverse thinking patterns which 
leads to the way people communicate quite differently. So the existence of cultural 
difference leads to misunderstanding and errors easily in English learning. Therefore, 
only grasping the connotative meaning of culture in foreign language study, 
transforming freely between one’s mother tongue and target language when they enter 
the same cultural background, can both sides make successful communication. The 
paper explores the cultural obstacles in English learning, analyzes the causes and 
suggests some approaches to avoid the phenomenon so as to enhance the ability of 
English learners and make English studying more valuable. 
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1. Introduction 

As we all know, Language and culture are closely related. In English language learning, the 
definition of culture learning should include all the human achievements of civilization and the 
ways of life and the different habits of people. Culture differences are reflected in languages and 
communicative activities. Furthermore it makes great difference in communication whether 
learners can understand or know the cultural differences, cultural rules, and even the cultural 
taboos. 

However, in traditional approaches to language learning, the aims are very often defined with 
reference to the four “language skills”: understanding speech, speaking, reading and writing. 
Culture learning is not taken as important as the above mentioned language skills. Because of 
the lack of cultural knowledge, learners often make cultural mistakes when they communicate 
with native speakers. 

As a matter of fact, culture plays a very important role in the foreign language learning. Because 
cultural differences may give rise to misunderstanding that exists in intercultural 
communication. So learning language along with its culture has been becoming a heated topic 
and people pay more and more attention to the cultural studies in recent years. Therefore, 
culture learning is feasible in the foreign language studying. It can help English learners raise 
the cultural awareness and develop the communicative competence. Many researchers and 
educators worldwide wrote articles to present their views on the importance of culture 
learning and the principles and methods to carry out culture learning. 

The paper tries to explain the relationship between language and culture in English learning, 
generalizes the cultural obstacles Chinese students meet in the comprehensive process of 
English learning. The paper then analyzes the internal causes of the obstacles. And lastly, it 
brings four methods to overcome the cultural difficulties in English learning 
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2. The Relationship Between Language and Culture 

What is the relationship between language and culture? What role does culture play with 
language? In any culture or region, language is much more than semantics, much more than 
what the written page or the spoken word can contain. This especially becomes clear when 
studying a foreign language and  

learning the ways of a particular culture such as the use of introductions, salutations, everyday 
sayings, etc. This area in particular gives more weight to culture then to the words themselves. 
Anyone studying a foreign language has to be bicultural as well as bilingual to speak the new 
language in a way that it is not disparaging to the culture and its origin. Language does not end 
at the meaning or the use of words associated to a culture words represent beliefs, history, and 
the culture of their origin and they must be used accordingly.  

As we all know, language is closely related to culture and can be said as a part of culture. From 
a dynamic view, language and culture interact with each other and shape each other. Language 
is the carrier of culture which in turn is the content of language. We can dig out cultural features 
from language and explain language phenomena with culture. For instance, idioms as a special 
form of language exist in both of them and carry a large amount of cultural information such as 
history, geography, and religion, custom, nationality psychology, thought pattern and etc, and 
therefore are closely related to culture. They are the heritage of history and product of cultural 
evolvement. Consequently, we can know much about culture through studying idioms and in 
turn get better understanding of idioms by learning the cultural background behind them. In 
one word, the more profound and detailed study of the cultural knowledge an English learner 
gains, the less communicative obstacles will occur in his actual use of English. Familiarity with 
cultural factors in the language itself can make English use correct and proper. Thus, English 
learners are required to improve their sensitivity to the cultural differences both in and out of 
English itself and make a good combination of language study and cultural study. Therefore, 
language and culture interact mutually. 

3. Cultural Obstacles in English Learning 

In English learning, cultural obstacles and language cannot be separated. Language is a carrier, 
which not only carries the information of language, but also carries the information of culture. 
Every kind of language is created and developed in a certain historical circumstance of society. 
Therefore, “Language reflects the feature of nation.  

It contains not only the historical cultural background of this nation, but also the view of life, 
the way of life and the way of thought of this nation (Xiao, 1997:159)”. The result of the 
reflection can be seen in different aspects of a language system: vocabulary, sentences 
(including proverb and slang) and texts (including style and rhetoric). 

3.1. Vocabulary 

As the basic element of language, vocabulary is the backbone of the whole language system. It 
certainly reflects the differences of culture most obviously and extensively. On the one hand, 
some English words can have their equivalents in Chinese, so during the process of learning, 
learners from different cultures may not experience culturally related comprehension 
obstacles. However, there may be many words in one culture, for which the equivalents can not 
be found in other cultures. In other words, it’s “vocabulary vacancy”. On the other hand, 
although we can find the equivalent word, the meaning extent of a word and the connotation of 
culture are not complete equivalent between different cultures.  

For example, (1) In English, privacy means state of being away from others, alone and 
undisturbed while it usually refers to personal secrets and the secrets and unusual behaviors 
of personal life in Chinese. (2) Exploitation means using or developing fully so as to get profit 
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in English, but in Chinese, it usually means use selfishly and unfairly for one’s own advantage 
or profit. 

Many English words can find the equivalents in Chinese while the cultural connotations of them 
are different. Three aspects will be concerned: the quantity of the equivalents, the meaning 
extent of the equivalents and the cultural association of the equivalents. (1) The numbers of 
equivalents of English and Chinese are not always the same. For example, the word cousin in 
Chinese can have a different meaning. A compete translation of Biaomei could be a sister 
younger than me and on my mother’s side. (2) There is one equivalent word in Chinese to an 
English word, but the meaning extent of two words are not exactly the same. One reason may 
be is that the meaning extent of English vocabulary is larger than that of Chinese vocabulary. 
For instance, morning in English refers to time section from midnight (zero hour) to twelve 
o’clock in twenty-four hours’ system, but in Chinese, morning refers to the time section from 
dawn to noon. Another situation is that the meaning extent of English vocabulary is smaller 
than that of Chinese vocabulary. For instance, in English culture, family usually refers to the 
family of two generations including parents and children, even refers to the family of a couple, 
which does not want children. However, in Chinese, the family refers to the family of three 
generations including grandparents, parents and children; sometimes it even refers to the 
family of four generations. (3) English words can find the equivalent in Chinese but these two 
kinds of cultures give each word different cultural association within society. For example, the 
red color, in English culture, red stands for danger, but in Chinese, red for happiness, fortune 
and authority. In English culture, 13 is an unlucky number. On the contrary, in Chinese, 13 is a 
lucky number, while 4 is an unlucky number, for 4 has the same pronunciation of Chinese Si 
(means death). 

3.2. Sentences 

Cultural obstacles not only exist in the abundant vocabulary, but also exist in the aspect of 
sentences (including proverb and slang). Although the word and its meaning are almost the 
same, the sentence that is composed of the vocabulary expresses different meaning. This is very 
hard for Chinese students to understand. For example, 

(1). He is a professional. 

(2). She is a professional. 

From the angle of language, the two sentences above describe a person who is engaged in a kind 
of specific profession. Actually, from the perspectives of region, sex, profession and society, the 
first sentence means that he is a professional boxer, but the later may mean that she is a 
prostitute. 

Chinese students often meet comprehension obstacles while reading English proverbs because 
the proverbs contain abundant connotations of culture. For instance, 

(1). An Englishman’s home is his castle. 

(2). A woman, a dog and a walnut tree, the more you beat them, the better they be. 

In the first proverb, according to English culture, everyone’s home is sacred and cannot be 
infringed. In ancient Britain, even the police could not enter one’s house to make an arrest. In 
the second proverb, we know that in ancient Britain, a woman’s status was very low, such that 
they were considered to be tractable just like a dog. But how the walnut tree is such an 
integrated part of this proverb? It is because there was a superstition in ancient Britain. People 
considered that if they beat the trunk of the walnut tree in spring, the tree would bear many 
more walnuts in that year. 

Slang is also a component of culture, which may create obstacles in English learning. Here is a 
conversation demonstrative of some these challenges which a Chinese reader might have with 
dealing with English slang. 
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A: Will you really come? 

B: You kill me. 

It is very hard for Chinese students to understand this conversation, because the sentence of B 
is slang. It means (If I won’t come,) you kill me. In other words, I will come certainly. 

3.3. Texts 

Texts are another aspect of cultural phenomenon. There are many differences between the 
texts of English and Chinese. Firstly, in English, as texts are influenced by thought patterns, 
there are logic and coherence relationships between the sentences and paragraphs, such as the 
sentences that express time relationship, space relationship, comparison and diversion, 
inference and conclusion. Secondly, language forms (including the using of repeat, synonym 
and the parallel structures), the means of connection (such as substitution, ellipsis and 
anaphora) and logic arrangement combine together to influence the structures of texts, and 
these three aspects are different from Chinese.  

In the aspect of rhetoric, there are great differences between English and Chinese (1) to spend 
money like water, in English, people use water to compare that someone spends money freely. 
On the contrary, in Chinese, people use to spend money like soil to express the same meaning. 
(2) to live a dog’s life in English, while in Chinese to live a pig’s and dog’s life is used to express 
that someone has a hard life. 

From what has been discussed above, cultural obstacles conceal many aspects of language. 
Understanding the social culture of English language is helpful for comprehending English texts. 
The more Chinese students understand English culture, the less comprehension obstacles they 
will meet in English learning. 

4. The Causes Leading to Cultural Barriers in English Learning 

4.1. Thought Patterns 

Every foreign language learners naturally and easily apply their habits of mother language to 
foreign language mechanically. Sometimes it works but sometimes it does not, because of the 
differences between mother language and foreign language. The habits here refer to the 
thought patterns. The differences of thought patterns are the main reason of causing cultural 
obstacles. 

4.1.1. Linar thought and Indirect Thought 

People from so called English speaking and culture based countries prefer linear thought. They 
express their thought straightforward and they are used to writing the first sentence as the 
topic sentence, and then supplying materials to support it .On the contrary, Chinese nationals 
prefers indirect thought, which is similar to gyre. They are used to describing the external 
environment first and pointing out the topic at last. These different thought patterns influence 
the structure of the text. English texts emphasize that the whole paragraph must be a complete 
unit, the topic sentence should be pointed out at first, and then the meaning of the text should 
be connected in a certain orderly and logically, straight line manner. 

4.1.2. Formal Logical Thought and Dialectical Thought 

English emphasizes formal logic thought, for example, the structure of sentence is inflexion. In 
other words, they use every kind of connecting approaches to complete the grammatical form, 
while the Chinese focuses on dialectical thought, the expressive form of language is guided by 
meaning, and the sentence is loose. These two different thought patterns between English and 
Chinese influence the connection of the text. 
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4.2. Values 

Some experts considered that in the view of philosophy, value is a very common concept. It 
includes economy, politics, morality, art, religion, science, culture and even the common 
connotation and essence of gains and losses, kindness and evil, beauty and ugliness in every 
field of daily life. Different cultures have different values. There are many differences of value 
concepts between English and Chinese culturally based countries. These differences cause 
varied thought patterns, standards of morality and behaviors. 

4.2.1. Individualism and Collectivism 

Individualism is the idea that the rights and freedom of the individual are the most important 
in the society. The interests of the individual are considered to be more important than the 
interests of the group. It is the outcome of historical development and traditional culture of the 
West. On the contrary, Chinese emphasize collectivism. The interests of the collectivism are 
considered to be more important than the interest of the individual. They cherish the complete 
and stable family, maintain harmony and avoid confrontations. Individualism is a legal right 
and freedom in English culture, which cannot be infringed by others. So, there are plentiful 
English words contain the prefix of ego and self, such as ego analysis, egocentric, ego ideal, 
egoism, egoist, ego psychology; self-control, self-confidence, self-esteem, self-made, self-
reliance, self-respect. 

4.2.2. Independence and Dependence 

Independence is an important feature of the western culture. The tradition and spirit of self-
dependence influence the young generation. The educational patterns and principles of society, 
school and family in every aspect influence their views of life continuously. Generally speaking, 
the youth ages from 18 to 21 tend to solve their problems by themselves both in economy and 
emotion, for they consider that depending on parents is ashamed of. Making friends, marriage 
or other personal affairs are their own businesses, and they need not get their parents’ 
permission. At the same time, parents do not interfere with their children’s privacy, including 
marriage, work and hobby. On the contrary, in China, the elder generation always tells the 
younger generation what they should do and what they should not do. Before making a decision, 
the younger generation often asks their parents for opinions. The younger generation depends 
on their parents and other relatives to gain opportunity, such as finding a good job. 

5. Methods to Overcome Cultural Differences in English Learning 

As language and culture combine together, Chinese students meet cultural obstacles of every 
aspect in the process of English learning. Obviously, only if we know more about the techniques 
in communication can we overcome the cultural obstacles in the process of English learning 
and make successful conversations. Here are some suggestions about how to deal with the 
difficulties in English learning. 

5.1. Language and Behavior 

Linguistic forms are different from one language to another. Semantic selections vary across 
separate language systems. One thing you can conveniently say in a language may not be so in 
another language. This difference makes cultural communication not an easy job to deal with. 
Ample examples can be given when we take a linguistic perspective and compare issues related 
pronominal usage, address forms and greeting expressions.  

In Mandarin Chinese, we can see the difference between “ni”and”nin”. Whereas it doesn’t exist 
in modern English. In despite of this, modern English relies on a combination between 
pronouns and address forms to convey subtle interpersonal relationships, thus forming a 
semantic continuum to show the contrast between power and solidarity. For instance, an 
American may choose one of the following sentences to show the social distance he or she 
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would like to keep with the addressee  

(1) I’m Mr. Jones. (Title +Last Name for politeness and formalness) 

(2) I’m Jones. (Last Name Only for politeness and formalness) 

(3) John. (First Name Only for familiarity and intimacy) 

The difficulty of choice does not stop here and it may even go into greeting forms we have to 
choose in English learning. When two British people meet, they may greet each other by saying 
something about the weather. 

A: It’s a nice day, isn’t it? 

B: Yes, it’s such a warm day! 

How about Chinese people? They may greet each other in this way:” Where are you going?” or 
“Have you eaten?” For most westerners, these lines sound far too personal or private, if not 
nosy. If this happens in a cultural context and is not taken culturally, it may bring about 
unhappiness and misunderstanding.  

5.2. Psycological Aspect 

Successful communication in a cultural setting depends much on a sensible interpretation and 
predication of what the other patty will think, feel, and behave when some crucial things occur. 
But how to acquire this sensitivity is a great challenge. Reasons for this difficulty are multiple. 
Your linguistic knowledge in the target language is one. Your understanding of the target 
culture is another. Your consciousness of the nature of the target nation is a third. Your caution 
to the occurrence of rash and risky assumption is a fourth.  

5.3. Avoiding Cultural Differences 

Proverbs epitomize the essence of culture and the value system of society. A linguistic survey 
of proverbial expressions will capture another point of interest: How do people from different 
cultures look at their relationships with animals?A ready example is found in English” Love me, 
love my dog”. An equivalent in Chinese will be” Love me, love my bird”. These two proverbs 
reveal different attitudes English and Chinese speakers cherish toward these pets. This 
disparity, if not cautioned, will invite unpleasantness in society. As the following event indicates, 
a dog or a chow in English-speaking society, is regarded as a lovely pet. But in Chinese-speaking 
society, it will produce a rather different association or social meaning, providing a case in point 
to show that one culture’ meet is another culture’s poison. 

In the early spring of 2003, users of the CECT in China noticed that when they turned on their 
mobile phones, a greeting expression” Hello, chow” appeared on the screens of their phones. 
This made some users rather uncomfortable when they got to know that the word” chow” is 
defined as “a Chinese dog with long hair and bluish-black tongue”. So they wrote to newspapers 
and wanted to know if it was an insulting expression. The news spread rapidly and echoed 
warmly. In the following days, so many questions and complaints came in that the company had 
to give a press interview to clear up the situation. Officials from the CECT explained that “Hello, 
Chow”, just like “Hello, Kitty”, was a new design developed to appeal to young women 
customers and suggested no negative implication at all on the manufacturer’s part. Admittedly, 
this is an acceptable explanation but a more appropriate treatment of this issue has definitely 
to do with a sociolinguistic understanding of linguistic taboo. Unawareness of the fact that the 
road to successful communication is an extremely thorny one, full of linguistic pitfalls and traps, 
will lead to serious and unexpected blunders.  

5.4. Honesty and Sincerity Contributing to Mutual Understanding 

West and East, where can the twins meet? This is a dream cherished by many people for a long 
time. There will be a long way to go before we can find a satisfactory answer to the question. 
Being a student of linguistics, you may ask “Where is the way out?” Rich communicative 
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knowledge, high cultural consciousness, and good linguistic performance are necessary 
perquisites for becoming a good English learner. Meanwhile, we also notice that attitude or 
gesture matters a lot. We believe that honesty and sincerity are the bridge that will help you 
transcend cultural obstacles and become a good communicator in English learning. 

6. Conclusion 

People like to use the "global village" to describe the present world. Because of frequent cultural 
communication, the world has become smaller and smaller. Therefore, it seems that we live in 
the same village. However, it does not necessarily mean that differences of culture become 
smaller and smaller. On the contrary, it may be that there is an increase in misunderstandings 
and communicative obstacles because of frequent cultural communication, As a foreign 
language learner, we should not only learn the knowledge of language, but also try our best to 
contact the social and cultural aspects of English countries and learn the background 
knowledge of literature, history, geography, local condition and customs. We should use every 
means to enlarge our field of view. Only in this way, can we get better understanding of the 
differences between English culture and Chinese culture so as to overcome the comprehension 
difficulties and improve our overall abilities in English learning. 
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