ISSN 2164-4063

\\ Macrothil'lk International Journal of Learning & Development
- ™
AWM Institute 2012, Vol. 2, No. 3

Academic Writing: The Role of Culture, Language and
Identity in Writing for Community

Sina Nasiri

Department of English, Urmia Branch, Islamic Azad Universiy, Urmia, Iran

Tel: 98-914-188-0479  E-mail: sina.nasiri.86@gmail.com

Accepted: March 18, 2012  Published: May 02, 2012
Do0i:10.5296/ij1d.v2i3.1530 URL.: http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/ijld.v2i3.1530

Abstract

When non-native scholars wish to write for their counterparts they should try to adapt their
writing styles to the English norms which is considered as a national language among the
global researchers around the world. Because the language they write is foreign, they face
differences which make the writing difficult. These differences may be related to the different
identity and cultural backgrounds. Accordingly, scholars should notice about the features of
academic writing, in general and, in a particular field to overcome these differences. Therefore,
the purpose of the present study is to give some enlightenment on the various elements which
can have less or more effects on the style of non-native writers. Thus, this descriptive study
makes clear the different features of the academic writing to help non-native writers to know
some of the issues which should be pondered by writers in adapting themselves with the norms
of writing which is acceptable by the English academic culture in a global scene. The findings
give information to the EAP instructors to raise the learners’ consciousness about the norms of
the target culture.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the separating of cultural, disciplinary and national barriers, especially in the
context of academic and scientific writing has increased because of the globalization
phenomenon. The process of globalization has certainly favored English, and in the last
century English undoubtedly became the language of international communication in the
academic and scientific contexts. Indeed, in several countries English has become the second
or foreign language of many people who use it regularly, especially for their achievements. In
addition, researchers who want to publish their findings in a particular field should consider the
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norms and standard factors of English in their writings. Considering the fact that researchers in
one field may come from different countries, it is not bizarre to see that some of the
misunderstandings and misconceptions of a specified matter happen. These happenings can be
interpreted for the sake of differences in cultural norms and understandings. Therefore, they are
possibly could continue in the writings of the researchers as academic writers.

What is considered as one of the barriers of the non-natives in English writing is the
cross-cultural differences, since writers’ language and cultural backgrounds may affect their
writing (Clyne, 1987; Golebilowski, 1998; Mauranen, 1993; Martin, 2003; Moreno, 1997).
Culture is a word which covers various areas in our life and, consequently, it has been defined
by different authors in different ways. Hall (1969, p.20) defines culture as, “the way of life of a
people. It is the sum of their learned behavior patterns, attitudes, and material things”. He also
considers culture not to be innate, but learned. Culture is a code we learn and share; this
learning and sharing require communication (Smith, 1966). In a similar definition, Becher and
Trowler (2001, p. 23) define culture as a set of “taken-for-granted values, attitudes and ways of
behaving, which are articulated through and reinforced by recurrent practices among people in
a given context”.

According to these definitions it can be concluded that cultures have values for their members.
Theses cultural values and beliefs are normally internalized through their socialization process
(Eisenhart, 2001) and through interaction between individuals and their communities (Krause,
Bochner & Duchesne, 2003). Cultural values change slowly, they are not held to change like
fashion. Values are supposed to endure over a long period of time. They give intensity,
stability, direction, order and predictability to all aspects of one’s life (Smith, 2000).

A number of studiers into cross-cultural differences between academic research articles (e.g.
Canagarajah, 2002; Clyne, 1987; Duszak, 1997; Hyland, 2009; Lillis & Curry, 2006; Ventola
& Mauranen, 1996) have pointed to the challenges non-native speakers, in particular, face
when they learn how to write academically in a foreign language. According to these studies,
problematic interferences from the L1 can occur on the different aspects of writing in a foreign
language such as redundancy and repetition, misplacement of new information, being firm or
tentative, textual organization, limited use of cohesive ties and argumentative strategies, lack
of meta-discursive guidance, and etc. Therefore, knowledge of instructions of the appropriate
patterns can help non-native writers to improve their writings in a way that their writings
receive acceptance from the native ones.

Because of the different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, it is not uncommon to see the
academic writers with different opinions and different construction of knowledge (Woodrow,
2006). As a result, these differences may become impediment for them to successfully meet the
expectations of their communities. Academic writing in particular, due to lack of training and
knowledge on academic writing, many researchers from non-English speaking backgrounds do
not understand the expectations and requirements from their colleagues with regard to their
written materials. In theory, academic writing has been discussed for many years, whereas,
little empirical research has been conducted to discuss issues on academic writing in Iranian
ESP and EAP contexts. Since researchers are the direct audience of their colleagues’ writing, it
is important to know what they think are the most important issues that writers need to pay
particular attention to.
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Thus, some studies are required to analyze the texts written by natives in order to make clear
the main characteristics of the academic texts written by writers whose culture is considered as
the norm in academic and scientific writing.

When we analyze written texts, we analyze the language which belongs to the writer’s identity.
Since Language is a central feature of human identity. When we hear someone speak, we
immediately make guesses about gender, education level, age, profession, and place of origin.
Beyond this individual matter, a language is a powerful symbol of national and ethnic identity
(Spolsky, 1999, p. 181). In other words, language of the authors, identity of the authors, and
culture of the authors are inextricably intertwined. Neither identity nor language use is a fixed
notion; both are dynamic, depending upon time and place (Norton, 1995). Considering the
main idea of this study, it can be meant that, non-native writers can adapt themselves with the
norms and conventions of the culture or discipline to which they write for.

As intercultural differences are bound to influence the comprehension of events in people
belonging to different cultures, the non-native writers, when writing in English, are confronted
with a psycho-cognitive situation where their native linguistic and cultural schemata conflict
with the English schemata dominant in international professional communities, and therefore
they are forced to negotiate and redefine their cultural identity in order to successfully
communicate in international and intercultural settings. Because one should have enough
knowledge of the standards of a particular setting if one wants to communicate successfully in
that setting (Nasiri, 2011). Furthermore, anthropological and sociological accounts of cultural
interaction in international communities and organizations (Hofstede 1991) suggest the
possibility of hybrid communicative schemata in which a new set of cultural values and
identities — functional to communication in the wider community — is created in response to the
need to communicate internationally. The consequence is an inevitable move towards global
communicative models. In this perspective, for the examination of written texts, genre analysis
(Swales 1990, 2004; Bhatia 1993, 2004; Gillaerts & Gotti 2005; Bhatia & Gotti 2006) has
proved to be particularly suited to identifying the discrepancies between global textual
conventions and concrete realizations and has introduced new concepts such as genre mixing,
repurposing or hybridization to account for generic dynamism.

2. Features of Academic Writing of English Culture

Regarding what was mentioned before, it is clear that the academic and scientific writings are
dramatically influenced by the culture of the authors. It is also mentioned that English as a
main language to make communication among the researchers around the world should be
taken into account to help non-native writers on how to write for the global community.
Therefore, the researcher of this study tries to look at and shortly explain the different features
of the academic writing to help non-native writers in accommodating their writings with their
native counterparts by considering the aspects which seems to be applied rightly in writing for
the academic community. There are eight main features of academic writing, considered by the
researcher’s own view, that are often discussed. Academic writing is to some extent: complex,
formal, objective, explicit, hedged, and responsible and it uses language precisely and
accurately. These features are shortly described below.
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2.1. Complexity

Written language is relatively more complex than spoken language. Written language has
longer words, it is lexically denser and it has a more varied vocabulary. It uses more
noun-based phrases than verb-based phrases. Written texts are shorter and the language has
more grammatical complexity, including more subordinate clauses and more passives. The
more complex the structures of a text may probably show higher proficiency of the writers. In
sum, according to Waskita (2008), complexity in academic writing is the means of integrating
cited information, presenting statements, and organizing arguments.

2.2. Formality

Academic writing is relatively formal. In general this means that in a research article you
should avoid colloquial words and expressions. In other words, certain styles of speaking and
writing that may be perfectly acceptable in some mass media or other public contexts are not
acceptable in the academic context. The work therefore needs to respect academic values and
writing needs to adopt a certain formality of style. This style can be achieved through in-depth
evaluation of the underlying features of the texts in a particular community or context. Since,
Hyland claims that one of the ways of the representing the features of the underlying
community is through metadiscourse.

2.3. Precision

In academic writing, facts and figures should be given in a way that no misunderstanding
happens for the readers. Because the writer is not present while the readers read, the precision
should be taken into account to compensate this shortage.

2.4. Objectivity

Written language is in general objective rather than personal. It therefore has fewer words that
refer to the writer or the reader. This means that the main emphasis should be on the
information that it aimed to be given and the arguments that are assumed to be make, rather
than on the writer himself. For that reason, academic writing mostly uses passive voice and
hence tends not to use ‘I’ and ‘We’.

2.5. Explicitness

Academic writing is explicit about the relationships in the text. Furthermore, it is the
responsibility of the writer in English to make it clear to the reader how the various parts of the
text are related. These connections can be made explicit by the use of different signaling words.
The cohesiveness of the texts should be done to guide the readers towards the gist by regarding
the readers’ expectations and backgrounds.

2.6. Accuracy

Academic writing uses vocabulary accurately. Most subjects have words with narrow specific
meanings. Linguistics distinguishes clearly between ‘phonetics’ and ‘phonemics’; general
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English does not. Therefore, each word should have accurate meaning in relation to the idea or
subject it is used.

2.7. Hedging

Maybe the most important feature of the academic writing is the hedging devices. Hedging is a
basic feature in academic discourse (Rounds, 1982) that enables academic writers to show their
certainty and doubt towards their statements, to show the amount of confidence they put on
their claim, and to start a dialog with their readers. Through using hedges, writers leave some
room for their readers to judge the truth value of the assertion.

2.8. Responsibility

In academic writing, the writer must be responsible for, and must be able to provide evidence
and justification for, any claims he makes. They are also responsible for demonstrating an
understanding of any source texts you use.

3. Summary and Conclusion

Cross-cultural difference in thought and writing patterns has become a serious field of
investigation only in the last twenty years or so. Accordingly, two opposing positions have
emerged, one stressing the universality of academic discourse (Widdowson, 1979; Schwanzer,
1981), and the other postulating the culture-specificity of cognitive and textual structures (e.g.
Kaplan 1966; Clyne, 1981, 1987, Galtung, 1985; House, 1997; Kachru, 1983).

Although it is often assumed that the discourse and rhetoric of texts are similar, the analysis of
promotional texts (Lee, 2005) has shown that they are frequently characterized by differing
features, since they are meant to serve readers of different social and educational backgrounds.
Therefore, EAP (English for Academic Proposes) instructors should be aware of the cultural
differences and try to proceed in their teaching in a way that the intercultural differences are
minimized and students get familiar with the style of academic writing in the English culture.
In the context of academia, discipline is one of the most important elements of the culture that
define the professional lives of the members of the community. Disciplinary cultures influence
the way in which academics approach their objects of study, report on their research activities,
and interact with their colleagues (Becher & Trowler 2001). Thus, the norms of the disciplinary
cultures should be taught to the learners of that discipline to guide them step in a appropriate
way.

As Kaplan (1966) claims, “different languages and cultures have different writing patterns”.
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which suggested by Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf, postulates
that a particular language influences speakers’ habitual thought. Different cultures shape
different thoughts and perspectives to see the world, including different words and written
discourse. Thus, a writer may have difficulty in learning composition of other countries if he
has no idea about other cultures at all.

4. Implication and suggestions for future studies

What was explained in this study up to now, could give some noticing markers to the
instructors of English for Specific Purposes (EAP). The discussed issues revealed that
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instructors should be aware of the cultural differences and try to make them clear for their
learners and find some ways to reach to the norms of specified field of study. Since each
discipline has its own ways of representing information, the instructors at the first line and
learners at the second line in educational contexts should try to find out the accepted rules in
that particular setting and then try to adapt themselves with those rules. By doing so, they can
feel free in writing for that setting because the intercultural differences reduces to the least
amount and accordingly they can adapt the identity belonging to their field in the global
community.

It is suggested that the prospective studies go through the details of each of the features and
find out about the differences between the English culture and non-English cultures.

The careful design and accurate construction of these kinds of studies can strengthen the
potential of the whole research area and enable the researchers to discover several aspects
connected with the issues of lanaguage and identity in cross-cultural communication.
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