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CULTURAL STUDIES: SYNCHRONIC AND DIACHRONIC PERSPECTIVES 

 
The study entitled “Cultural Studies: Synchronic and Diachronic Per-

spectives” analyses various historical and present-day approaches to the field 
of research of Cultural Studies. The author of the study analyses theories of 
cultural studies (Hall, Zelenka, Zelenková) and supports the views of modern 
cultural-studies experts (Chenetier) who believe the subject should divert from 
a mere accumulation of information about the target country and incline to-
wards a comparative approach with one’s mother country. This paper has 
been published as a result of KEGA 033UMB-4/2017 (E)migration as a Po-
litical, Linguistic and Cultural Phenomenon in the Era of Globalisation. 
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Introduction. Modern, post-2001 era, significant of globalisation 

and information revolution challenges the traditional core of academic 
subjects related to investigation of culture. These subjects include “cul-
tural studies” targeted at students of humanities, language-training in-
stitutions as well as faculties of economics that study language and 
culture to enhance business negotiations.  

In this study, we will explore the subject of cultural studies from 
diachronic and synchronic points of view. Attention will be paid to the 
development of the study of culture and to the current theories related 
to the cultural discourse.  

Through analysis of historical development of the subject of cul-
tural studies and its current derivations, we will try to formulate the 
role cultural studies (including studies of culture of specific countries 
and regions, e.g. American Studies, North-American Studies and Slo-
vak Studies, to name a few) in the present-day floating world.  

Cultural studies: a diachronic perspective. Etymologically, the 
word “culture” comes from the Latin word to cultivate, meaning im-
provement and enrichment [Barker 2006: 96]. Cicero, a Roman phi-
losopher, political theorist and orator, is believed to be the first to use 
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the phrase “cultivation of the soul” (cultura animi) in his Tusculanae 
Disputationes (45 BC) in the metaphorical sense of the word.  

In modern times, Cicero’s original use of the term “culture” has 
been extended to “all the ways in which human beings overcome their 
original barbarism, and through artifice, become fully human.” Nowa-
days, the term “culture” encompasses the teachings of many theorists 
and philosophers (e.g. Jean Jacques Rousseau and Emanuel Kant). In 
common speech “culture” usually refers to (1) identity (e.g. of a re-
gion, group of people, nation) or (2) cultivation of the original, authen-
tic “self” [Barker 2006: 96-97]. 

Culture, however, is also a subject of professional research for 
many disciplines such as anthropology (the study of mankind, its ori-
gins, development and customs), ethnology (the study of different eth-
nicities), sociology, political sciences and many others. 

Modern scholars recognize over 200 definitions of the term “cul-
ture”. Let us explore three of these – a linguistic (dictionary) defini-
tion, a sociological definition and a political definition:  

1. Dictionary definition: A.S. Hornby (1989):  
“Culture [means]: 

1
. 

…a refined understanding and appreciation of art, litera-
ture, etc. (for example: a university should be a centre of 
culture). 

2 …the state of intellectual development of a society (for 
example: mass culture, 20th-century culture). 

3 …a particular form of intellectual expression, e.g. in 
arts and literature (for example: Greek culture). 

4 …the customs, arts, social institutions, etc. of 
a particular group of people (for example: Eskimo cul-
ture)” [Barker 2006: 291]. 

2. Sociological (anthropological) definition: R. Murphy (1986): 
“Culture means the total body of tradition borne by a society and 
transmitted from generation to generation. It thus refers to the norms, 
values, and standards by which people act, and it includes the ways 
distinctive in each society of ordering the world and rendering it intel-
ligible. Culture is […] a set of mechanisms for survival, but it provides 
us also with a definition of reality. It is the matrix into which we are 
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born, it is the anvil upon which our persons and destinies are forged” 
[Murphy1986: 14]. 

3. Political definition: The official UNESCO definition (2002): 
“…culture should be regarded as the set of distinctive, material, intel-
lectual and emotional features of society or a social group, and that it 
encompasses, in addition to art and literature, ways of living together, 
value systems, traditions and beliefs” [UNESCO: 1]. 

All these definitions – linguistic, sociological and political – 
broaden the core of the term “culture” from their own perspective. 
Thus, studying culture from a political perspective (focused on funda-
mental documents, institutions and mechanisms of the examined soci-
ety) inevitably differs from studying the same culture from the per-
spective of literature, education or the fine arts. 

Cultural studies: a synchronic perspective. Not only the focus of 
attention of cultural studies but also the method of acquiring cultural 
information differs from other academic subjects. According to Mi-
chael Byram, the study and acquisition of culture includes information 
gathered consciously (by learning, practicing), but also subconsciously 
(by experience, imitating) [Byram 2013: 48]. Byram writes that mas-
tering culture reaches “from the commonest greetings through use of 
public services […] non-verbal behaviour, and the expectations of 
conversation turn-taking, rules of politeness and the maxims of normal 
communication”, and is as significant for successful communication as 
the native speakers’ conscious knowledge (historical, geographical, 
sociological, etc.) about their society along with linguistic knowledge. 
(Ibid.). What is more, some scholars point out that culture is not an 
“invariate and static entity made up of accumulated, observable, thus 
eminently teachable and learnable facts but a variable entity, changing 
with times and new social phenomena” [Moore 2013: 1]. As a result, 
cultural studies differs from all other academic disciplines: its subject 
of research is interdisciplinary and modified by the purpose of the 
study; unlike other disciplines, cultural studies examines both con-
scious and unconscious cultural knowledge of the target country and its 
inhabitants, and the focus of research is changeable and needs perpet-
ual updating. 
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That is also a reason for a vast number of researches related to the sub-
ject of Cultural Studies in the present era. Paige and Jorstad define culture 
learning as “the process of acquiring the culture-specific and culture-
general knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for effective communica-
tion and interaction with individuals from other cultures. It is a dynamic, 
developmental, and ongoing process which engages the learner cogni-
tively, behaviourally, and affectively” [Paige et al. 2013: 1]. 

Cultural studies (in Europe also known as “realia courses” and 
country studies) is an interdisciplinary subject that integrates informa-
tion from many fields of research, such as sociology, politics, econom-
ics, geography, history, and the arts, as well as literature, philosophy, 
law, photography, gender studies and many others. 

In 1994 Byram formulated what he called minimal content, i.e. the 
minimal scope of culture-based information and data that would pro-
vide the learner with the minimum necessary extent of data needed to 
successfully function in a new culture. These are:  

a) social identity, social groups (age, sex, class, region, profes-
sion); 

b) social interaction (verbal and non-verbal behaviour, familiar-
ity); 

c) faith and behaviour (routine, natural group behaviour, moral 
and religious faiths); 

d) social and political institutions (state institutions and their val-
ues, law, health care); 

e) social and public life (family, schools, professions, religion, 
military service); 

f) national history (including present and historical events that 
are regarded as important by the members of the society); 

g) national geography; 
h) national cultural heritage; 
i) stereotypes and national identity (roots for stereotypes, their 

comparison). 
Analogically, Slovak, Russian, Canadian or American studies is thus 

an interdisciplinary field that explores many areas of the political, social, 
cultural and daily life of the respective country. These studies do have 
their own terminology (e.g. the term Americanization, Bohemisation); 
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however, it also borrows some terminology and research methods from 
other disciplines such as law, economics, political sciences, arts, and many 
others. Cultural Studies, however, should not represent a mere gathering 
of data about the country of research. French Cultural-studies expert Marc 
Chenetier is one of those who warn against merely accumulating data 
from various fields; instead, he advocates the internalization of cultural 
studies and the necessity of a comparative approach [Chenetier 2008: 1-
3]. The authors of this coursebook, in accordance with notable Slovak and 
international scholars [UNESCO 2013; Zelenka 2007; Zelenková 2009], 
also understand cultural studies as an interdisciplinary and comparative 
discipline, exploring a broad scope of USA-related data such as main his-
torical and political events, the structure and functioning of fundamental 
institutions and organizations, the significance of major American docu-
ments, artistic, literary and technological achievements, nationally recog-
nized holidays, famous American people in history and many other areas. 
Understanding these concepts will help the students to better and more 
competently use the English language in practical use as well as in trans-
lating. 

Conclusion: why do linguists and philologists study culture in the 
era of internet? Studying foreign languages inherently incorporates the 
study of culture of the respective language. In this observation we rely 
on the research of Michael Byram, who observes that language has no 
function independent of the context in which it is used, and thus al-
ways refers to something beyond itself: the cultural context [Byram 
2013: 1]. Slovak scholars Otrísalová and Gazdík also observe that 
“translations are not made in a vacuum but arise in a given culture at a 
given time” [Gazdík, Otrísalová 2012: 116]. Here are some examples: 

- Historical and geographical cultural context: The vocabularies of 
many languages contain words that have rich and interesting historical 
backgrounds. Many of these words were originally borrowed from other 
languages and, therefore, often lack a Slovak (or European language) 
equivalent. For example, the first settlers in America borrowed many In-
dian words (mostly referring to regional flora, fauna and the way of life in 
America) which completely lacked any equivalent in Slovak (or any other 
European language). Instead of being translated, the original word has 
been used up to the present. For example: catalpa (a Catawba Indian word 
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for a specific plant; [Cothran 2003: 171]) is referred to in Slovak as ca-
talpa obyčajná. Mere translation thus does not help to understand the 
meaning of the word; we need to learn more about American flora to 
know its shape, colour, flavour and use. 

- Linguistic-cultural context (grammatical, phonetic, morpho-
logical etc.: As the English language “travelled” across oceans to 
America, Australia, Africa and many other regions of the world, many 
grammatical, phonetic, morphological and other types of changes oc-
curred. For example, the pronunciation of the final “r” sound in the 
word “car” depends on the region where the word is used. Morpho-
logical and lexical changes also occurred, both internationally and na-
tionally. For example, in most of the USA you stand in line but in New 
York you stand on line.  

- Social-cultural context: mastering a foreign language means more 
than mastering its linguistic rules. As Ivan Zelenka [Zelenka 2007: 31] 
notes, it is equally important to master the “culturewise” level of the lan-
guage. That incorporates many verbal and non-verbal elements (including 
proximity, gestures and movements, facial expressions and many others), 
social skills, codes and taboos, for example: 

 proximity: how close people stand to each other,  
 how loudly or softly someone speaks; 
 when to and when not to make eye contact; 
 socially acceptable and inacceptable topics for for-

mal/informal situations; 
 formulations of excuses, how to respond to feedback; 
 how directly or indirectly one may ask for help or clarifi-

cation of instructions, how to treat people of a different gender, sexual 
orientation, race, culture or age; 

 how to say no; 
 in what manner (tone, pitch, style) to criticize or praise 

other people’s performance; 
 when to be casual and when to be formal; 
 how to interpret the meaning of others’ behaviour [Gar-

denschwartz, Rowe 1991: 96]. 
Mastering non-verbal communication is also essential for success-

ful use of a foreign language. R.M. Paige introduces the term “cultural 
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effectiveness”, referring to one’s ability to function in the foreign cul-
ture. That is the major aim of students of cultural studies [Paige et al. 
2013: 171] in present-day globalised era. 
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КУЛЬТУРОЛОГИЧЕСКИЕ ИССЛЕДОВАНИЯ: СИНХРОНИЧЕСКИЕ  

И ДИАХРОНИЧЕСКИЕ ПЕРСПЕКТИВЫ 
 
Настоящее исследование направлено на анализ различных историче-

ских и современных подходов, применяемых в области лингвокультуро-
логии. Автор рассматривает различные культурологические теории 
(Халл, Зеленка, Зеленкова) и поддерживает взгляды современного экс-
перта в области культурологии (Ченетье), согласно которому субъект 
должен отойти от простого накопления информации о стране, являю-
щейся объектом исследования, и обратиться к компаративному подхо-
ду, подразумевающему сравнение с лингвокультурой родной страны.  
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