o3 A oy

)

o g insy

EI

(A

American Association of University Supervisors,
Coordinators, and Directors of Foreign Language Programs
(AAUSC)

Issues in Language Program Diréction
A Series of Annual Volumes

Series Editor
Sally Sieloff Magnan, University of Wisconsin—Madison

Managing Editor
Charles J. James, University of Wisconsin—-Madison

Editorial Board

Virginia Benmaman, College of Charleston
David P Benseler, Case Western Reserve University
Diane W. Birckbichler, Ohio State University
Charles Hancock, Ohio State University

Yukiko Hatasa, Purdue University

Theodore V. Higgs, San Diego State University
Carol A. Klee, University of Minnesota

Claire Kramsch, University of California—Berkeley
John E Lalande II, University of Illinois

Timothy Light, Western Michigan University
Judith E. Liskin-Gasparro, University of lowa
Judith Muyskens, University of Cincinnati

Alice Omaggio Hadley, University of Illinois
Benjamin Rifkin, University of Wisconsin—-Madison
Wilga M. Rivers, Harvard University

Jay Siskin, Brandeis University

Richard V. Teschner, University of Texas at El Paso
Albert Valdman, Indiana University
Joel C. Walz, University of Georgia

Mary Wildner-Bassesr, University of Arizona

Style for the AAUSC Series
This publication follows the Chicago Manual of Style (Reference Style B).

See pages 341-347 in this volume for details abour preparing articles for
submission.

B Pger

Redefining the
Boundaries of
Language Study

Claire Kramsch
Editor

Heinle & Heinle Publishers
An International Thomson Publishing Company
Boston, Massachusetts 02116, U.S.A.



913 4a popiosd L ins |

)

EI

Copyright © 1995 by Heinle & Heinle. No parts of this publication may
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, or
mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage
and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Manufactured in the United States of America.

Heinle & Heinle Publishers is an International Thomson Publishing
company.

ISBN 0-8384-6029-1

109 87 65 43 2 1

Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction: Making the Invisible Visible
Claire Kramsch

I. Theoretical Boundaries

The Metamorphosis of the Foreign Language Director, or:
Waking Up to Theory

Mark Webber

Subjects-in-Process: Revisioning TA Development Through
Psychoanalytic, Feminist, and Postcolonial Theory

Linda M. von Hoene

il. Educational Boundaries

Redefining the Boundaries of Foreign Language Literacy
Richard Kern

Poetics to Pedagogy: The Imagistic Power of Language
Hung-nin Samuel Cheung

Toward a Reflective Practice of TA Education

Celeste Kinginger

lll. Linguistic Boundaries

Redefining the Boundaries of Language Use: The Foreign
Language Classroom as a Multilingual Speech Community

Carl Blyth

A Framework for Investigating the Effectiveness of Study
Abroad Programs

Thom Huebner

vii

ix

39

61

99

123

145

185



VI

Searching for Averroes:

Reflections on Why It is Desirable and
Impossible to Teach Culture in Foreign
Language Courses

Nicolas Shumway
The University of Texas at Austin

In certain quarters, the suspicion lingers that teaching language does not
merit the intellectual respect of teaching other subjects. I've never under-
stood this. Why, for goodness sake, is teaching students about atomic
weights or cactus reproduction more “intellectual” than teaching the
expressive system of another language, complete with conjugations,
declensions, and the like? Similarly, I occasionally sense that the fervor
voiced for teaching “culture” as part of a foreign language program might
stem from a related suspicion that culture is content, whereas language is
“just a skill.” In this article, I offer no support for such idiocy. Helping stu-
dents understand how linguists organize language through grammar (yes,
the g-word) and to express themselves and try to understand orhers in
another language is perfectly defensible in its own right without all that
stuff about, “Well, what we’re really doing is teaching culture. . . .”
Nonetheless, since teaching “culture” is something we language teachers
are expected to do, I hope the reader will indulge me some observations on
the subject. I direct my attention particularly toward third-year courses
whose titles often include the word “culture” e.g., “Introduction to the
Culture and Civilization of. . . .”

Not surprisingly, such courses usually end up being crash studies in
cultural literacy, a kind of accumulation of culture capsules not unlike
those that punctuate first-year language textbooks and comprise E. D.
Hirsch’s famous (as well as profitable) lists. At best such courses give stu-
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dents information that may prove useful in future studies or in situations
that value the trappings of “culture”—e.g., opera intermissions and fancy
cocktail parties. At worst, civilization courses merely provide lists of facts
students promptly forget after finishing the final exam. I do not dlsput‘e
the importance of learning facts, nor do I question the usefulness (albeit
limited) of “cultural literacy” 4 la Hirsch. Indeed, with some chagrin I con-
fess that one of the most useful (that word again) undergraduate courses
ever took consisted of little more than memorizing the names and dates of
Spanish-American writers and their works; this information stood me in
good stead throughout my graduate training and still comes in useful‘(!)
occasionally in the rarefied world of specialized literary study. In sum, if I
may be allowed a silly understatement, having students learn facts is hardly
a bad thing. ‘

As language and culture teachers, however, we should consciously
move beyond cultural literacy and its lists, and understand that the most
difficult aspect of cultural studies is not learning facts, but learning new
ways of seeing. By looking at how we look, we soon recognize that we
often do not see particularly well. This is especially true when the cultures
under study are far removed from us in time and space. For example, on
the basis of our own culture, it is fairly safe to assume that all cultures con-
struct sexual mores in some way or other. The exact substance of those
constructions, however, are much harder to perceive, particularly given the
cultural blinders we bring to our observations.

The limiting power of preconceptions is repeatedly brought to my
attention—and I hope to my students’—in an introductory course on
Spanish American civilization, a course I have taught several times and still
enjoy enormously. Despite its high-sounding title, the course is essentially
a third-year language course with cultural readings and discussions. Or, to
use that offensive term and concept, it is the students’ first “content”
course in Spanish, as though more elementary language courses were
devoid of content. (See above about atomic weights and cactus reproduc-
tion.) Much of the course studies the conquest and colonization of what is
now Spanish America, an obvious and necessary point of departure for any
discussion of modern Spanish American culture.

The first problem that emerges in this course is not so much what
students don’t know but what they think they know. As heirs to a notori-
ously anti-Hispanic historiography with roots going back at least as far as
the multidimensional rivalry between Spain’s Philip II and England’s
Elizabeth I, my students usually “know” that all Spaniards involved in the
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conquest and colonization of Spanish America were native-killing, virgin-
raping, ecology-destroying, germ-carrying, gold-grubbing monsters whose
very existence proves the reality of evil and the necessity of Hell.

That they have learned such reductionist nonsense does not surprise.
So much of what passes for education in today’s overheated debates about
canonicity and multiculturalism seems to respond to the notion that we
should learn just enough abour any subject to dismiss it from further dis-
cussion. This principle of “dismissability” has become such a hallmark of
American popular knowledge that in my more cynical moments I've con-
sidered offering a course on the one thing students should know about
every subject in order to dismiss it forever, a list if you will of “tiny truths.”
Such tiny truths might include the following: Richard Wagner was anti-
Semitic; Nietzsche said God was dead; Thomas Jefterson attacked slavery
but had slaves himself; Marx said religion was the opiate of the people;
Ezra Pound sympathized with Italian Fascism; feminists want to exclude
Plato from the curriculum; Colombia is a major drug supplier; the reading
list for the Spanish major is mostly male; the humanities curriculum is
Eurocentric, etc.

While all these statements may contain tiny truths and certainly
deserve discussion, prolonging discussion is seldom their object. Rather,
they serve to prove the speaker knowledgeable enough, stop the discussion,
and move on to yet another tiny truth. Think of it! With a little imagina-
tion we could end virtually any discussion with a simple, one-sentence dis-
missal. Consider the scintillating conversations such knowledge could
engender! The dinner conversations! The intermission one-liners! But I
stray from my subject.

In the civilization course mentioned above, my students invariably
“know” something about the Spanish conquest and, as is often the case
with proud possessors of tiny truths, they resist learning anything else.
After all, once the ability to dismiss is attained, why go further? To remedy
this situation, I first of all do not dispute that the Spanish conquest of
America was often marked by unspeakable savagery. But I also try to point
out that the Spaniards’ behavior fits a basic pattern of history in which
brutality, greed, and intolerance always play central roles. After all, when it
comes to cultural expansion, ours has never been a particularly lovable
species. We need go no further than European history, even in our own
time, to find countless examples of indescribable butchery that matches
the Spaniards’ barbarity in ferocity and exceeds it in scale. I further note
that we owe much of our knowledge about the destructiveness of certain
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Spaniards to the writings of other Spaniards, Father Bartolomé de las Casas
for example, who tried to stop the savagery by writing detailed accounts of
the abuses to provoke the Spanish moral conscience. (In this, he and like
spirits found some success.)

But most of all, I try to get students to look at the artifacts of the cul-
ture in question. With slides, recordings, readings, and videos, I introduce
them to a material record that includes splendid cities, fabulous buildings,
magnificent paintings, and musical compositions, and a fascinating, varied
population deeply marked by a Spanish imprint of which language is only
one part. | then ask the obvious question: How do native killing, virgin
raping, ecology destroying, germ carrying, and gold grubbing relate to
such accomplishments? At this point, even my most ardent possessors of
tiny truths confess that there might be more to the story.

To understand what that “more” might include, however, requires a
cultural sensitivity seriously impeded by the students’ own cultural para-
digms. I relate but one example. Recently, I had students in a civilization
course read excerpts from three of the Spanish conquest’s most important
chronicles: Christopher Columbus’s diary, Herndn CorteZ’s letters to King
Charles V, and the memoirs of Bernal Diaz del Castillo, one of Cortez’s
foot soldiers. My students’ assignment was to ascertain these men’s motives
as suggested in the texts themselves, or said differently, to try to see the
conquest through the eyes of its participants. Not surprisingly, my stu-
dents found and reproduced every reference to the possibility of finding
gold and largely overlooked everything else. In short, they saw what they
had already seen, much like the home gardener who visits Redwood
National Forest and says, “Look Mabel, there’s some ivy.” I then walked
them through the texts and pointed out how virtually every paragraph
includes a reference to either God, the Catholic religion, the King, or the
Glory of Spain, and that these references occur with much greater fre-
quency than those to gold. With numerical frequency on my side, I then
asked my students why not a single one of them had seen such references
as indications of motive.

My students’ answers were enormously revealing. Some assumed that
references to God, Church, and King were a kind of linguistic crutch, with
no real meaning at all, sort of like the way the current generation intro-
duces every other sentence with “like” or the way a charming southerner of
my acquaintance qualifies every “yes” with “Lord willin, ’n the creek don’t
rise.” Others saw such references as convenient lies by which the chroni-
clers masked their real motives, which as everyone “knows” were gold,
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power, and sex. Others said that such references were strategic maneuvers,
Machiavellian gambits for gaining favors from powerful rulers and hier-
archs. Still others, armed with tiny truths from Marx, Freud, and Foucault,
argued that what the conquistadors said really didn’t matter since sophisti-
cated, modern readers could discern the truth regardless of the evidence.

What most surprised me, however, was that not 2 single student took
references to God and King at face value, namely, as indications that belief
in imperial expansion as a divinely sanctioned enterprise was as self-evi-
dent to the chroniclers as the belief in air is to us. We do nor see air, yet |
doubt anyone reading this page doubsts its existence. For the sixteenth-cen-
tury chroniclers, belief in God as the justifier and sustainer of their cause
was just as automatic, just as assured, as is our sense that we are breathing a
real, albeit invisible, substance. Moreover, the Spaniards’ success in routing
the natives and founding a Hispano-Catholic society was proof to them of
God'’s approbation and just as convincing as any proof of the existence of
air might be to us.

What my students faced in this instance was not a linguistic failure,
for understanding the words and the grammar posed little problem for
them; rather, their failure was one of culture, a failure to see the world
through the eyes of others. That failure was perhaps inevitable, for even
the believers in my class, products of a modernized Christianity and
Judaism whose God keeps a tasteful distance, could not conceive of a truly
omnipresent god who would take sides with Spanish Christians against
relatively defenseless natives. Asking anyone in this century, myself
included, to truly understand, much less feel and smell, the Counter-
Reformation god of the Conquest is simply asking too much, and yet,
somehow, it is my task as a teacher of culture to ask exactly that, over and
over again.

Religious sentiment, however, was nort all that eluded my students.
Although the chroniclers seldom complain of hardship, their constant ref-
erences to God and Glory strike me as a kind of self-reassurance to bolster
their courage and help them prove their mettle as men. For coupled with
their personal conviction is their defiance in the face of overwhelming
odds. Despite omnipresent physical hardship and mortal danger, they per-
sisted. Think of Cortez scuttling his own ships so that none of his men
could desert and thus marooned himself and his men in hostile territory.
Think of the disease and dysentery that killed over half the Spanish con-
querors and invaders. Think of the millions of natives who could rise at
any time against Cortez’s small band of soldiers. Think of the near impen-
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etrable terrain between Veracruz and Mexico City through which Core,
and his men struggled with cannon, supplies, and a very few horses;
Think, if nothing else, of the bugs! Yet the Spaniards drove on, sustained
by a belief in the holiness of their mission and their drive for self-vindica.
tion, their need to prove their individual worth.

Did they want gold? Of course they did. Acquiring riches was the
simplest way for individuals to prove their worth in the eyes of others
(things haven’t changed much in this regard), but most important wag
their need to prove they had not failed, or if they failed, to do so heroically,
to die well. Their belief in God and King sustained their sense of self.
worth, or said differently, God, King, and self-vindication were for them 4
single package. Acquiring gold for oneself and the king, who demandeq
his guinto real or “royal fifth,” was in some sense a way of keeping score,
Or we might say, the conquistadors, the missionaries, and the colonizers
who overcame unimaginable odds to marry the Old Word to the New
were driven by a sense of the heroic.

Heroic. What an old-fashioned word! If the Spaniards’ religious senti-
ment eludes us, their sense of heroism is even more distant—to both me
and my students. Can anyone in this generation of intellectuals hear mili-
tary marches, read patriotic verse, or see emblazoned on the walls of a pres-
tigious university the slogan, “For God, for Country, and for Yale” without
sniggering? The sense of the heroic that was second nature to the conquis-
tadors is most likely closed to us forever. Recognizing how much savagery
has been committed in the name of heroism, I do not necessarily consider
this a bad thing. Yet, as a teacher of culture and a product of this age, [
must recognize that neither my students nor I will ever hear Beethoven as
Beethoven heard himself and that Delacroix’s paintings of battles will often
strike us as over-wrought, messy, and downright sentimental. In sum, as
with religious sentiment, the sense of the heroic as felt by the men who
wrote the chronicles is quite simply beyond our ken.

As a teacher of culture, I am thus faced with teaching something I see
through a glass darkly (if at all) and perhaps the best I can do is show stu-
dents that they don't see any better, that uncertainty is the beginning of
wisdom. Is there any way out of this impasse? Someone who has helped
me a great deal in this dilemma happens to be one of my favorite writers,
the Argentinean master, Jorge Luis Borges. Indeed, with his help I've come
to find success in failure and an effective way of getting students to do the
same. Let me explain how.

In “Averroes’ Search,” a story [ now require in every civilization class |
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teach, Borges tells of a great transcultural failure. A historical figure,
Averroes was the Arabic scholar who, in twelfth-century (1126-1198)
Muslim Spain, translated Aristotle from Greek into Arabic and thereby
made it available for later translations into medieval Latin through which
Aristotle influenced the whole of modern Western Civilization. At the
beginning of the story, Borges goes to great lengths to identify Ave'r'toes
with his culture, his language, his place, his religion, his literary tradition.
Like the conquistadors, Borges’s Averroes suffers no cultural identity crisis.
He is one with himself, his culture, and his history. Yet, as a product of a
culture with no theatrical tradition, he is faced with a singular translation
problem; he simply cannot understand what Aristotle means with the
terms “tragedy” and “comedy.” As he ponders these strange words’ mean-
ings, he is distracted by three boys playing in the yard outside his window.
One of the boys pretends to be the muezzin who calls the faithful to
prayer; this first boy is perched on the shoulders of a second boy who plays
the role of the minaret; a third boy prostates himself in front of the other
two, pretending to represent the faithful in prayer. Since all three boys
want to be the muezzin and no one wants to be the congregation, much
less the minaret, the game soon ends. But it lasts long enough for us to see
how spectacularly Averroes misses the point.

Averroes fully observes the boys’ game, which is obviously an act of
representation, a bit of theater, if you will. Yet, he turns from the scene not
realizing at all that the boys have shown him the meaning of Aristotle’s dif-
ficult words. In short, Averroes can see but not recognize. Like my stu-
dents and me who can read words about religious and heroic sentiment
without understanding them, Averroes cannot perceive what lies outside
his own experience. The story contains another example of theater in
which a traveler, recently returned from China, reports on witnessing
Chinese theater. Averroes and other Muslim sages dismiss such a practice
as the work of men who, if not mad, are surely impractical since narration
of the type found in the Koran is more efficient (i.e., one narrator can tell
the story whereas representation requires numerous actors and a stage);
further, representation is in some sense improper since the Koran as the
ultimate example of artistic propriety includes narrative but not theater.

In these simple incidents Borges questions our ability to ever compre-
hend fully the culture of others. He inverts our sense of knowledge as a
constantly growing body of truch and suggests that our awareness of the
world will always be limited to what we already know, that if we do not
have prior mental categories for processing perception, we like Averroes see
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with neither recognition nor understanding. Thus, Averroes, despite
seeing theater in the boys’ game and hearing of Chinese theater from the
visitor, ends up saying, “Aristu (Aristotle) gives the name of tragedy to
panegyrics and that of comedy to satires and anathemas. Admirable
tragedies and comedies abound in the pages of the Koran and in the
mohalacas of the sanctuary.”!

Yet, lest we yield to any temptation to patronize Averroes in his
failure, Borges ends his story with a personal confession:

In the foregoing story, I tried to narrate the process of a defeat. . . . |
remembered Averroes who, closed within the orb of Islam, could never
know the meaning of the terms tragedy and comedy. 1 related his case; as
I went along, I felt . . . that the work was mocking me. I felt that
Averroes, wanting to imagine what a drama is without ever having sus-
pected what a theater is, was no more absurd than I, wanting to imag-
ine Averroes . . . | felt, on the last page, that my narration was a symbol
of the man I was as I wrote it and that, in order to compose that narra-
tion, I had to be that man and, in order to be that man, I had to com-
pose that narration, and so on rto infinity. (The moment I cease to
believe in him, “Averroes” disappears.) (p. 155)

Borges’s confession suggests that Averroes’ failure to understand Aristotle
anticipated Borges's own inability to understand Averroes. Such failure has
enormous and, at first glance, negative implications for teaching culture.
For the underlying assumptions suggest that someone from one culture
can never understand someone from another, that we are hermetically
sealed in a radical cultural subjectivity in which we see only what we have
already seen and know only what we have already learned.

Borges, however, subtly belies such a negative conclusion a couple of
paragraphs earlier in an aside that on first reading of the story appears
digressive but on reflection resolves, partially at least, the solipsistic nega-
tivity of the conclusion. In a meeting with other Islamic sages, one of
them, Abdalmalik, quotes a line of poetry by the Arabic poet Zuhair that
compares destiny to being trampled by a blind camel. Abdalmalik con-
demns Zuhair’s line as banal, a “figure that can no longer marvel us”
(p- 153). Borges' Averroes, however, disagrees, noting that:

Many things could be offered in response to this objection. The first,
that if the purpose of the poem is to surprise us, its life span would not
be measured in centuries, but in days and hours and perhaps minutes.
The second, that a famous poet is less of an inventor than he is a dis-
coverer. . . . The image one man can form is an image that touches no

e
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one. There are infinite things on earth; any of them may be likened to
any other. . .. However, there is no one who has not felt at some time
that destiny is clumsy and powerful, that it is innocent and also inhu-
man. For that conviction, which may be passing or continuous, but
which no one may elude, Zuhair’s verse was written. Whart was said
there will not be said better. Besides (and this is perhaps the essential
part of my reflections), time, which despoils castles, enriches verses.
Zuhair’s verse, when he composed it in Arabia, served to confront two
images, the old camel and destiny; when we repeat it now, it serves to
evoke the memory of Zuhair and to fuse our misfortune with that dead

Arab’s. (pp. 153-54)

In this passage, Borges intimates that, since there were no camels, blind or
otherwise, in Averroes’ Spain, the imagery of the verse should have proven
incomprehensible to Spanish Arabs. Yet, Averroes points out that he (and

* by implication the modern reader) understands something of the verse,

not because of any familiarity with camels but because of a sense of collec-
tive human destiny that links us to the poetic insight objectified in
Zuhair’s imagery. Or said differently, what we do not share in knowledge
about camels, we do share in our common experience of the arbitrariness
of destiny, the unpredictability of ambition, the inevitability of fate.

This implication belies the radical subjectivity of Borges’ confession
quoted earlier by suggesting that a common human essence, however var-
ied its cultural expressions, unites us and therefore makes it worthwhile for
Borges to try to understand Averroes as Averroes tried to understand
Aristotle. But most important, the story ineluctably pulls us, my students
and me, into this chain of partial understanding as we try to understand
Borges and in the process try to understand ourselves trying to understand
Borges, as Borges tried to understand Averroes, and Averroes tried to
understand Aristotle. It further counsels us to anticipate that such
attempts will never entirely succeed, that we see through a glass darkly
because that is the only we can see. Or said quite differently, Borges’ story
in some sense is a call to intellectual modesty, to a world where ultimate
conclusions do not exist.

Which brings me back to the challenges and opportunities of teach-
ing culture. I would feel enormously disappointed if my students left my
culture and civilization course feeling that they had successfully entered
the mind of the conquistadors, that they now knew a// about faith in God,
loyalty to king, and commitment to heroic endeavor. Rather, I want them
to grasp the difficulty of entering another culture, of comprehending the
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collective and individual mind of its members. I want them to realize that PartV
all of us look at many things that we will never see, since our ability to see
is largely limited by what we have already seen. And I want them to under-
stand that no matter how much we—they and I—study, our understand-
ing will always be incomplete and subject to revision. In short, in some
sense | want them to fail as I continually fail, and I want them to be aware

of their failure. 2
But this is not a failure that leads to pessimism. Rather, it is a failure La ng uage Lea rn | ng

that invites us to wonder at the world’s complexity, marvel at the richness E = t
of its cultures, and rejoice in the excitement of striving towards an under- nvi ro n me n S

standing that can never be complete. While we can disguise the lists of cul- . .

tural literacy in textbooks, films, culture capsules, activities, and academic a n d Th el r Bo u nd a rl es
degree programs, we cannot abandon them. But we can recognize that
such lists are by definition incomplete and always subject to revision. And
we can avoid letting those lists become a means of feigning knowledge we
do not have, of thinking that we understand everything we can name.
Teaching culture is an invitation for students to enter an unending dia-
logue with another human community. Our search for the conquistadors
in a time far removed from our own, our search for people of other cul-
tures in our own time, our search for Borges as he searched for Averroes
just as Averroes searched for Aristotle, our search for ourselves as we watch
ourselves search for others—this is the true challenge and blessing of
teaching culture. May we always fail, and may our striving never cease to
bring us the excitement of continual discovery.

Notes

1. Jorge Luis Borges, “Averroes’ Search,” translated by James E. Irby. In
Labyrinths, Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby, eds. New York: New
Directions, 1964. p. 155.






