Cultural Assumptions about Writing

The world is made up of communities. Each community consists of members who share similar experiences, beliefs, values and ways of working. Consider, for a moment, some of the communities in which you belong and what is important to the people in them. Honesty, loyalty, reliability, etc are maybe some. The members of communities have also developed ways of speaking and communicating with each other, reflecting their beliefs and what they see as valuable.

The same community system works in academia too. In different countries and cultures, the way academics communicate with others in their community represents their shared assumptions and values. Of course, it is not possible to put all of this down to culture, as different genres (types of writing) and disciplines (sciences, humanities, etc) have their own specific features. Indeed increasingly it could be said that as technology makes cross border communication easier, the similarities between two academics from different cultures writing in the same discipline are closer than two academics from the same culture writing in different disciplines. But one should not forget that culture plays a large role, too.

At CEU you will be writing in English, and with the written work you produce, you will be trying to join the Anglo-American academic community. This means following the conventions and styles that this community, over the centuries, has developed and which it sees as reflecting its values.

During the year, or further, you will be learning some of these conventions. To meet the expectations of this community, you will receive advice on how to structure your work and how to use other author’s work in your writing. It is hoped that you take this help because it will not only increase your chances of successfully completing your course, but also of getting published in the wider English language academic community.

However, the Anglo-American tradition is just one tradition in the world. In your home institutions, when writing in our mother tongue, you were writing to satisfy the requirements of that community. These traditions are in some cases very different from what you will encounter in the Anglo-American tradition. From examining texts written by authors of different nationalities, Robert Kaplan
 identified thought patterns and structure specific to those languages. These are represented visually here.

Fig 1. Kaplan’s models of contrastive rhetoric
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Do you recognise these patterns from texts written in your own language? Russian writing, it is suggested, contains digressions from the main theme of the text to give extra information that may be relevant, but equally is not central to the central thesis of the text. Semitic languages on the other hand are said to include repetition and backtracking, involving colourful and flowery language to engage the reader. In comparison, English is seen as linear, in that it identifies its main theme and follows it through without deviating to the end. 

For native speakers of English who come from countries where a literary tradition existed long before English became an official language there, the situation is more complex. In many African or Asian countries the academic communities produce writings, which, in many ways combine the Anglo and other traditions.

Maybe it seems obvious that there are differences between the writing traditions around the world. After all, spoken language also contains many differences that reflect the culture of the speaker. One practical use of being aware of these differences, is that it can help avoid misunderstandings and reduce frustration. If you feel that you are writing in English, with few grammatical mistakes and using the jargon of your discipline, but still your work does not seem “English”, then it may be because you are using a structure or thought pattern from a different culture. This is not necessarily wrong, and may at times add colour to a dry text, but remember that the writing community into which you aspire to join has its ways of doing things and you need to respect them! 

By reading articles by established academics in journals you can see how they structure their writing. Also, during consultations with tutors from the Centre for Academic Writing you can talk about the processes you go through in drafting your work, to make them accepted by the community you are now joining. 
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