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ASSIGNMENT 4 
CULTURE AND SOCIO-CULTURAL ISSUES  
Presented by: Andrés Melo Cousineau  
October 5h, 2003 
 
(All quotations ---except when specified otherwise----- are taken from;  Brown, Douglas 2000, Principles 
of Language Learning and Teaching, Fourth Edition, White Plains, NY: Longman.)  
 

CHAPTER 7 SOCIO CULTURAL FACTORS   

 

QUESTION 1 

  Coming from a family with two linguistic and cultural backgrounds ----Colombian and 

Canadian---- I have been truly fortunate in having been able to experience directly both the pros 

and cons of living in two diverse cultural settings. My having lived in them for long periods of 

time –and more importantly, at different stages of my life------ has, I hope, provided me with 

greater insight into what is involved in living in another country, in learning  something about 

what is involved in cultural learning. However, I must first of all mention that most ESL 

migrations  are one directional. Most migrations deal with movements from, badly named,  

“developing countries” to, so called, “developed countries”. This in itself is problematic. (See for 

instance Hösle, Vittorio, “The Third World as a Philosophical Problem”). For the most part  the 

cultural acquisition which is actually acquired, is that of developed countries, not so much that of 

developing countries. Acquiring the Canadian cultural setting is by far much more important 

than acquiring, let us say, the Colombian cultural setting. Take for instance how foreigners are 

constantly warned about traveling to Colombia. To this we will return under question 4. Of 

course, there are exceptions. One of them is the important presence of many EFL/EIL teachers --

---thus the crucial importance of training in cultural learning--- who decide to travel abroad, 

quite courageously one might add. However, cultural acquisition should be more of a two way 

affair.  

  But leaving this issue aside, I will try to somewhat clarify the different stages proposed in the 

text by looking at my own narrative. However, as I will point out, I find the notion of these 

stages very problematic for it may be taken to be the only road ahead (i.e. you must have a crisis 

such as Stage 2; or, if you are at Stage 4 then you must not have a crisis anymore). This rigidity 

may not be intended, but it may certainly follow. These stages might even be quite ethnocentric 

in that they presume some kind of necessary progress in the formation of one’s identity.  
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  Now, given that culture is a way of life, which reminds one of Wittgenstein’s own conception 

language in his Philosophical Investigations, Brown is quite correct in pointing out that gaining a 

second culture is not simply something involved in, for instance,  vacationing. You might go to 

visit Mexico, as Canadians are prone to do, and yet know absolutely nothing about Mexican 

culture. Rather, cultural understanding, as Brown puts it, “is an experiential process that 

continues over years of language learning and penetrates deeply into one’s patterns of thinking, 

feeling and acting.” (pg. 182). Or to put it more philosophically, understanding Greek culture is 

more than just visiting the Acropolis, or the ROM’s beautiful collection of Greek artifacts. This 

is why the teaching of Ancient Greek becomes crucial; if language and culture are intertwined, 

then learning the Ancient Greek is the only  way to come closer to the Greeks themselves 

through their texts. But let us the look more closely at the stages. 

Stage 1. Initial Ecstasies (or, as one might put it,  “beginners” in ESL terminology). Only 

a person who has lived in developing country can really understand what is behind coming to a 

developed one. There is an aura of grandeur attached to such nations as Canada  and the like. 

Some Canadians suffer when they are told they are eighth in the world scale. We think they are 

truly nuts for worrying about these issues. But although nuts, I will briefly portray as best I can 

my love affair with Canada.  

  In 1986 ---when Internet and current globalization were not yet realities which could aid in the 

migration process— arriving to Montréal was sort of going to Jupiter. I recall riding le métro for 

the first time. You see, we did not have metros then in Colombia with its, at the time, chaotic 

transportation structure. The metro’ sleek blue design made it seem as if it carried Jupiterians. 

Euphoria shot through me when I first rode it. There I was, going underground! There I was 

learning all the different stations, buying the first tokens. To feel the rocking sensation! An 

euphoria which went not just through me; listen to what a Canadian herself said about her love 

with Montreal’s metro: 

 

That trip began my infatuation with Montreal's underground transportation system. As a 
teenager living in suburban Laval, I had to commute four hours a day to and from work, 
and was one of the rare persons who actually looked forward to the métro. For some 
reason, the rectangular blue and white cars caught my imagination. 

 

The métro was much more than a transportation system to me. It provided me 
opportunities that I often wonder if I otherwise ever would have been exposed to. The 
first was to discover a love of reading. What else could one do except learn to enjoy 
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reading as the métro took me to my destination? (Dale Sheehan “In love with the métro”, 
Monday July 07, 2003. Montreal Gazette) 

 

Today every ride on the TTC metro brings back this love. And yet Torontonians love their cars 

to such an extent that the World-wide “City without a car day” went absolutely unnoticed! In 

contrast, Bogotá has now become a model for many other countries and even Toronto ---with its 

absolute love for cars--- might learn quite a lot from our experience with laws prohibiting the use 

of cars based on license plates. This too involves cultural learning.  

  But back to Montréal and its distinctive erotic logo with an “O” appearing as two huge lips. 

You really wanted to kiss Montréal. And besides, can you imagine what it was to live on a huge 

island, in the middle of such a beautiful river as the Saint Laurent. I mean, how romantic can you 

get? Moreover, how could one not but be amazed by the buildings at McGill University. Their 

historic architecture and academic history. Its libraries had all the books in the world! (Only to 

be latter flabbergasted by University of Toronto’s Robarts library itself).  Furthermore, there was 

in place a public bus system of transportation which worked, was clean, and organized. These 

people enjoyed true peace and communal tranquility. In contrast, as you know, Colombia has 

suffered a Civil War during the last 50 years, and currently around 3500 people are held 

kidnapped. At that time, in 1986, the situation was even worse given the battle between the 

government and drug dealers erupted in an all-out war. But let’s come back to Canada. Here 

pedestrians were respected and one could bike the rivers curves. Who needed a car? And further 

still, walking through Montreal’s beautiful streets, one was faced with a very strange reality, that 

of a dynamic multiculturalism. Diversity of faces and languages permeated everything. And to 

add to this one had seasons. Colombia, being in the Equator has no seasons. Seasons transform 

one’s life as only a person who has never lived them can understand. One can finally understand 

what Vivaldi is talking about! You mean trees change colors; you are kidding me,  right? But 

yes, they do. “What is snow like?”, I remember asking myself  patiently prior to my first winter. 

The first winter, the first snowball fight, the first snowman and snowwoman, learning to ice-

skate. And, one of the most cherished things of all, a city in which I could see movies from all 

over the world; Iranian, Yugoslavian (at the time, that is), Russian, Québécoise, French, German, 

you name it.  

  Euphoria was felt certainly at being able to reach into the reality of some strange ancestors who 

were part of  my heritage -----my mother being a Québécoise living in Colombia--- strangers 
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who were there welcoming me to  their homeland, but who, until then, had merely been nameless 

ghosts.  

  
Stage 2. Culture Shock (“intermediate” level). Leaving one’s home country at an early 

age requires much tenacity. I had left Colombia in great measure because of my denial to serve 

in the military forces. Military service in Colombia is compulsory. Killing people, that does not 

quite go with me. I could not return back home, even if I had wanted to. Had I returned, I would 

have been sent  to prison, for I would have flatly denied enrolling in the Armed Forces. Now 

then, immigrants may not be able to return to their home country for economic reasons, I just 

could not go back. If one adds to this the fact that Internet, and globalization tools such as instant 

radio communication and  newspapers, were inaccessible, then it is quite understandable to see 

how great anomie set in. Homelessness and homesickness ensued. Where were those people who 

could actually  recognize me (even today one of the most dramatic affairs for an immigrant is 

having to certify himself before being recognized!). Who were these strange people who danced 

without holding each other?  What do you mean  you dance by yourself? What do  you mean 

men are not supposed to lead the dancing? Then, what should we do? What do you mean Mount 

Royal is a mountain. You have got to be kidding me! That’s just a little hill. Do you want to see 

mountains? Check out the outskirts of Bogotá! How can people be so rich and live in such 

comfort? Don’t they see how privileged they are? All these questions, among many others, 

generated an important crisis. 

  Or let me put it this way. There is a famous letter which all Colombians know of. It is a letter 

written by a Colombian immigrant who comes for the first time to Canada. The letter talks about 

his first year here. I will merely translate --–and amend some swear words--- two dates from the 

many which make up the letter:  

 

OCTOBER 14, 2002: Toronto is the most beautiful place I have ever known in my life. 
Leaves have changed into a multiplicity of colors; yellow, orange and red. How great it is 
to have seasons; and my country Colombia, how boring it is, only semi-cold and semi-
hot. This weekend I went to the forest and saw a deer. They are so beautiful, agile and 
elegant in walking. This must be paradise, I await anxiously the first snowfall.  
 
(Many entries follow in the Colombian’s diary which I will not quote)  
 
JANUARY, 2003: The weather report was wrong, it was not 10 inches (what the hell is 
an inch?), but 34 inches. But I saw  about 80! I am going to freeze to death, it’s so cold. 
This snow will not even melt for summer. My shovel has broken,  and my neighbor is 
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dumping all his snow on my doorstep! This is the 6th  shovel I have broken!    My dear 
diary this is not living. This is the coldest hell I have been to.” 
  
 

To make a long story short, the guy goes back to Colombia and now loves his country more than 

anything else in the world. Colombian reality has made us quite ironic, as you can see. But 

Colombian humor, you should know, springs as well as an incredible feat of the human spirit 

under such appalling political conditions which we face daily. In itself  learning to understand a 

culture’s sense of humor –or lack of it--- may be the most difficult thing to do. Other examples 

of culture shock which I have seen are truly much more shocking indeed; perhaps one day we 

might share them.  

  But culture shock goes the other way around as well. Just think about a Canadian at the beach 

in Mexico surrounded by Mexicans selling stuff to them. I remember a friend who drew a circle 

and on the outside just wrote “NO, NO, NO”. As if imaginary lines on the sand would provide an 

impossible barrier! In the case of Colombia, too much is shocking for a foreigner. But for one, 

people are shocked by what Colombians eat, for instance  tongues of cows, the intestines of pigs, 

the feet of chickens.   

Stage 3. Recovery and adequate tension (“high-intermediate” level). I truly believe this 

recovery and adequate tension stage  was, for me, not reached during my first trip to Canada. In 

1990, I divorced Canada and returned to Colombia. But in my second trip to do my Masters at 

age 27, I was now mentally and physically more mature. Perhaps, this was an optimal stage for 

learning more about the links between culture and language. Moreover, I was lucky enough to 

have dedicated a complete year in the M.A. to reading about migration issues. This allowed me 

to look back and understand much more comprehensively my first trip. For sure coming back to 

Canada was not the same thing it had been the first time.  The metro was still beautiful, the 

seasons were still beautiful, I knew about ---and even liked--- dancing alone! I truly marveled at 

Toronto’s beauty as well. But the absolute beginner’s euphoria was gone. I came to Canada now, 

not as one falls in love for the first time, but rather as one returns to a friend. I cannot go into 

details here, though I must say that I had the opportunity to see and aid other immigrants who 

were only in Stage 2.  

Stage 4. Near or full recovery (or “advanced” level). I must confess that since I returned 

to Colombia after finishing my M.A., the process of  becoming Canadian ----of creating even 

greater intimacy with Canada----  started. I am back again, just recently, to continue my 

conversation with Canada. And yet I must confess that the same process at all times was going 
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on in terms of my own home country. As an immigrant might tell you, the process of cultural 

acquisition does not only involve an acquisition of the second culture. It rather involves coming 

to an understanding of the presence of two conflicting cultures within oneself; one of which is no 

longer physically there. (Nowadays through the Internet the presence is there, at least as virtual 

reality)  Learning to live with this bipolarity and not simply reducing oneself to pure assimilation 

is what  I find is involved in true recovery. How do you know you reach this stage? I believe it 

happens when you actually live in the one country and truly miss the other one. For some, 

recovery requires a complete denial of their first culture. I think this is simply a loss. I believe 

that just as having two languages which pull in different directions at times, reaching this 4th 

stage  requires feeling the pull of two loves. It is even difficult to put it into words. Let us try, 

inadequately as it may be. 

How do you know you have reached this stage? It happens when  one misses the Great 

Seven painters of Canada, and one misses Botero’s sculputures; when one misses both the St, 

Laurent and the Bogotá rivers; when one misses both the seal level and the high-plateau; when 

one misses Spanish and one misses English and French;  when one misses an ajiaco and one 

misses Sheppard’s Pie; when one misses dancing together and  one misses dancing alone; when 

one misses the tragic violence and one misses the taken for granted tranquility; when one misses 

the inexistence of seasons and one misses the beauty of seasons; when one misses salsa and one 

misses Alanis Morissette; when one suffers because of the break up of Canada and one suffers 

because of the break up of Colombia; when one misses Les Canadiens and Millonarios; when 

one misses the maple trees and one misses Eucaliptos; when one misses the metro and one 

misses Transmilenio; in sum, when one misses oneself as a Colombian outside Colombia and 

one misses oneself as a Canadian outside Canada. I am not sure if you have felt this yourself. It 

is something like this, but language escapes me.   Camus put is very beautifully in his  Return to 

Tipasa : 

 
“Yet I persisted  without very well knowing what I was waiting for, unless perhaps the 
moment to go back to Tipasa.  To be sure, it is sheer madness, almost  always punished  
to return to the sites of one’s youth, to  relive a forty  what one loved or keenly enjoyed at 
twenty . But I was forewarned of that madness … I hoped, I think, to recapture there a 
freedom I could not forget” (Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus and other essays, 
“Return to Tipasa, pg. 196. Vintage Books, 1983.) 
 

Even to return mentally to the places of your childhood --–where we played, where we danced 

and where we learned to appreciate life---- to return to the places of your great spiritual crises; 
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such returning takes one beyond successive stages to an understanding that these stages interact 

with each other and will never reach a final, definitive, unquestionable end. Is this not something 

like the learning process?  

 

QUESTION 2  

  In order to analyze Hofstede’s categories I will provide some examples of each: 

1. collectivism/individualism. Leaving aside the strange claim Brown makes that his 

point is anthropological and not political, the main idea here is that cultures vary according to, 

for example,  different models of what they take a family to be. Individualist cultures are not to 

be understood simply as a bunch of disconnected individuals. Rather, their meaningful center is 

narrower, their familiar structure  resides in the immediate  family. In contrast, collectivist 

cultures  are more tied to their extended  family and even broader religious and political groups 

(e.g., Catholics, les Québécois). Canadian low birthrate, and immigration policies in general 

portray Canada, in general, as more of an individualist culture. For instance, it is not uncommon 

to hear that in North America, at 18 one should leave the house and start one’s own life project. 

Being 30 and living at home is not well regarded. Now, to see the cultural diversity which must 

not be underestimated by teachers ---------specially Canadian teachers dealing with immigrants 

and Canadian teachers in international English programs---- I will provide you with the 

following personal story. As I have been lucky to have a bicultural history, I have seen both 

collectivist and individualist possibilities. Once I was invited by an ex-girlfriend to visit her 

grandmother’s apartment. The family was celebrating her birthday and wanted to meet me.  I did 

not understand the meaning of extended family until then. The door opened and I saw around 60 

pairs of eyes staring directly at me. “So, this is your Andrés”,  I heard all shout in unison! Having 

had a Canadian background I assure you this was quite a strange experience for me.   Moreover, 

given the economic situation of developing countries, it is not uncommon to see family members 

stick together through tough times.  

  Perhaps the greatest bridge between these two possibilities is that of being able to translate 

between each. However the difficulty lies in that to truly understand both perspectives requires a 

desire to dis-center oneself and to question one’s own background. To this we will return. 

2. Power distance. The idea behind this concept is that in different cultures there  exist 

different relations to power. In some, inequalities are more easily accepted; in others, inequalities 

create an outrage. Colombia accepts inequalities more easily than Canada does. I will provide 
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two examples. There is tendency in Colombia for poorer classes to call powerful people ----with 

or without education---- Doctors! You might be addressed, for instance,  as Doctor Melo, or  

more strangely as Don Andres (Yes, just as Don Quixote).  One would think  that Colombia is 

full of PhD’s; but most do not have the title! (In reality around 2% of University teachers in 

Colombia have a PhD). Or more graphically. Bogotá has a long history as any city does. The 

most recent one involves trying to set back decades of inequality and social injustice given that 

power distance was abysmal. People outside Colombia speak of Latin American oligarchies, 

perhaps they do so without seeing how they might too be quite oligarchic, but at a more global 

scale. Nonetheless, it is quite clear that in Bogotá there are streets which divide the poor and the 

wealthy. From street 72 towards the  south it is poorer; from street 72 to the north it is nicer. I 

have been fortunate enough to have lived both in the rich sectors of the city, and in the poorer 

ones. When I moved to the not so elegant ones, many people would say things such as….. “Well, 

if you have to”.  

In contrast,  a case of a country where inequality is not so accepted is Canada, famous 

world-wide for its health and social programs. In particular Toronto’s distribution as a city shows 

how city planners avoided the case of separation between classes. You cannot really tell where 

poverty areas lie. A greater middle class provides the best of political conditions, just as Aristotle 

bids politicians in his Politics.  

  But in more specific EFL terms; the Institution I worked in had two branches, the main one 

located in downtown Bogotá (south of 72nd street), and the other located on street 109th  (north of 

72nd street)  Power distances can be so discriminating, that even within the same Institution there 

was  a difference between teaching in the north and teaching downtown; there were truly two 

groups! Let me just say, I was fortunate enough to teach in both for some time. Perhaps the most 

important way to bridge this gap is by being able to provide examples which people can 

remember in order to have greater sensitivity to the role power –economic and otherwise--- has 

in our lives. Teachers themselves are endowed with tremendous power as we pointed out in our 

last Assignment.  

3. Uncertainty avoidance. This category deals with how people are affected by situations 

they perceive to be unstructured, unclear or unpredictable. According to Brown, strong 

uncertainty avoidance correlates to active aggressive and intolerant kinds of reactions and 

behaviour. On the other hand, weak  uncertainty avoidance can lead to contemplative, less 

aggressive, unemotional  and more or less tolerant reactions and behaviours. Of course, these are 
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only ideal types. NO ONE is truly one or the other. but rather we all partake of these ideals to 

some extent. However, I will provide one example; Latinos will dance  whenever and wherever. 

Most North Americans cannot dance Latino music, they are quite rigid in this sense.  

  Perhaps the greatest example of uncertainty avoidance within the classroom  is that of oral 

presentations. Some students  are more open than others to uncertainty. How a student gives a 

presentations, how they actually move around, all these reflect their ability to cope, or not,  with 

uncertainty. How to move to bridge between these? In the classroom by having students with 

extreme cases --–I had students who literally were shivering and sweating when giving a 

presentation---  do their presentation privately, on a one-to-one basis. Or by providing clues to 

less extreme cases such as the following; do not look at people’s eyes but slightly above them, 

carry something in your hands to liberate tension, and by far the most important prepare well and 

try to understand that this as part of the learning process of the language and of self-discovery.  

Clearly the same goes for teachers who must be open to the transformations a living classroom 

requires. A class is a living being and one must let oneself be taken by its rhythm. If an exercise 

is not working, try to finish it quite discretely.  

  (It is interesting, besides, that this tension is present itself in the history of philosophy. Martha 

Nussbaum’s famous The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and 

Philosophy  is an account, by a woman, on how the Greeks assumed the role of tuche (fortune) in 

their lives. According to her, some male philosophers tried to subdue tuche through rational 

planning, while others accepted it and thus considered the importance of tragic and more 

feminine aspects in one’s conception of  the good life.)  

4. Masculinity and femininity.  This final category deals with the difference between the 

roles the two sexes play within a culture. The extreme case of masculine-centered cultures 

carries with it the valuing of virtues such as assertiveness, competitiveness  and ambitiousness. 

Masculinity is correlated to strength and speed. On the other hand, feminine-centered cultures 

will provide much more of a balance between the values of  the masculine culture and its own; 

an understanding of the value of caring, an understanding of the value of tenderness and 

closeness, an understanding of the need for interpersonal relations. That our cultures are still 

more masculine-oriented can be seen in the kind of professions regarded as adequate for women. 

For instance the majority of nurses are woman. (See, Benner, Patricia. “The Role of Articulation 

in Understanding Practice and Experience as Sources of Knowledge in Clinical Nursing,” in 
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Philosophy in an Age of Pluralism: The Philosophy of Charles Taylor in Question, James Tully, 

ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) pp. 136-55.  

The very word machismo is an untranslatable word found only in Spanish, it  bids one 

pay attention closely to the Latin American case. Most salsa and vallenatos songs ---two kinds of 

music---- would be shocking to the average Canadian woman (and hopefully, man). For instance, 

one of the favorite vallenatos is called “La casa en el aire” (i.e., “The house in the sky”.) It 

speaks about a father who will build a house for his daughter way up in the sky so that no man 

can come close to her. She is untouchable except when granted permission by patriarchy. Only, 

he says, can a true pilot come to court her! We Colombians dance to these songs regularly. 

Many TV adds would be shocking as well, and rightly so (think of the response to the 

recent example of the Bavaria commercial from Brazil here in Toronto). But in general, the 

move towards greater equality has become crucial in Latin America as well. In Colombia by law 

30 percent  of the Ministries have to be granted to a woman. The most interesting current case  is  

that of the current Colombian Minister of Defense. She is a woman in a very tough role, as you 

know can imagine since Colombia has undergone a civil war for over 50 years. Feminist dislike 

her, men dislike her; she is truly courageous. Finally, in Bogotá there is a famous day dedicated 

to women.  Men will voluntarily stay in the house for a whole night, while women take over the 

city for themselves. Pleasure and peace can go hand in hand, they teach us Colombian men.  

  In class, examples of this dilemma can be reflected in sexist jokes. EFL classrooms are full of 

machista jokes in Colombia. How to provide woman with the tools to do away with this implicit 

and tacit discrimination? Well, in the case of a colleague teaching in high-school, he created a  

bulletin board where feminist and machista jokes could be posted! (But still most jokes would, I 

believe, be truly offensive to most Canadian men and women).  

    In my own personal case, I believe that in terms of Political Philosophy professors must 

provide their students with adequate resources and critiques regarding the Republican ethos. The 

very notion of  political courage stems from the Greek word andreia, which means “man”. No 

wonder an “effeminate” is not seen as courageous in many countries. One could do readings such 

as  Carol Blum's Rousseau and the Republic of Virtue. Much more could be said in this respect; 

for instance on should try to start to understand the parallel phenomena of machismo which is  

known as Marianismo.  

  But to conclude -----if you yourself think you are free form this specific dichotomy----- then 

read this story once and answer the puzzle as soon as you can:  
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“A father and his son are traveling fast in a car on the highway. Suddenly a tire explodes 
and, although the father tries to avoid a collision, he cannot. A few minutes afterwards, 
an ambulance arrives --–the father has died---- and it takes the injured son to the hospital. 
When they arrive and take  him to the emergency room the doctor in duty shouts, “Oh my 
God! This is my son.” (How is this possible?) 
  

Did you find the answer? Did it take you long? Why? Why not? 

  

QUESTION 3 

  The distance course at Benns asks quite overwhelming questions. Nevertheless let us try to say, 

as briefly as one can, at least something interesting about this one. I will do so by providing three 

examples. No doubt politics and language are intimately linked.  

1.Québéc. As all of you know well, although Canada is itself officially bilingual ---–

thanks to Trudeau---- Québec has legally defended the status of French through  La Charte de la 

langue française (1977 ). The Charte reads as follows:  

 
WHEREAS the French language, the distinctive language of a people that is in the 
majority French-speaking, is the instrument by which that people has articulated its 
identity;  
Whereas the National Assembly of Québec recognizes that Quebecers wish to see the 
quality and influence of the French language assured, and is resolved therefore to make 
of French the language of Government and the Law, as well as the normal and everyday 
language of work, instruction, communication, commerce and business;  
(Preamble from La charte (source: Office de la langue française) (my emphasis) 
 

The Charte articulates Quebec’s identity. The very existence of Canada has come into play at 

multiple referendums regarding the separation  of Quebec and the dissolution of the Federation. 

This can only be understood if Quebeckers understand their position in terms of survivance.  

French-speakers are surrounded by English-speakers and the defense of their linguistic heritage 

alone guarantees that in a distant future there will be a Quebec at all. Politically speaking,  great 

tension is created given Quebec’s distinct status in relation to all other provinces. “What is so 

special about Quebec?”, westerners might ask? Quebeckers answer back, it is OUR language .  

  In his important Reconciling the solitudes, Charles Taylor has given us an account of why this 

tension seems not to fade away. Taylor is fond of using the term deep diversity. To make a long 

story short, for him two different perspectives on what liberalism is, find  expression in two ideas 

about what Canada is. One such is that of Quebec and its Bill 101, a province  which understands 

itself and its identity in more collective/communitarian terms. On the other hand, according to 
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Taylor,  English-speaking Canada finds political expression for its identity fundamentally under 

The Canadian Charter of Rights which, in Trudeau’s spirit, has a more individualistic mentality. 

We were reminded about Trudeau’s life just last weekend by the CBC. It seems as though he 

could not truly understand the separatist language. And yet one is led to ask? But does not Bill 

101 make Quebec a non-liberal province? Aren’t the fundamental rights of immigrants 

cancelled, for instance,  if they are forced to send their children to learn in French language 

schools? The preamble of the Charte continues:  

 

Whereas the National Assembly intends to pursue this objective in a spirit of fairness and 
open-mindedness, respectful of the institutions of the English-speaking community of 
Québec, and respectful of the ethnic minorities, whose valuable contribution to the 
development of Québec it readily acknowledges;  
 
Whereas the National Assembly of Québec recognizes the right of the Amerinds and the 
Inuit of Québec, the first inhabitants of this land, to preserve and develop their original 
language and culture; Whereas these observations and intentions are in keeping with a 
new perception of the worth of national cultures in all parts of the earth, and of the 
obligation of every people to contribute in its special way to the international community;  
 
 

According to Quebeckers, Québec is not intent on  eliminating  political difference; rather, given 

the particular political and historical conditions in which they are set, they must ----in order to 

continue existing as a linguistically distinct society----- safeguard the culture and the language  

which make up their identity. According to James Tully, English minorities themselves are much 

better treated within Quebec that French speaking minorities outside Quebec. (Tully, James, 

Strange multiplicity; Constitutionalism in an Age of Diversity, pg. 168)  

  What, then,  is the aim of political scientists and ESL teachers in Canada? To aid in providing 

communicative links both for colleagues and for immigrants in order to understand the most 

important political conflict within the deep diversity which is so characteristic of Canada, and 

which makes it such  an interesting country politically speaking. No wonder Taylor’s book is 

entitled Reconciling the Solitudes. He believes -----as we also pointed out in our first 

Assignment---- that we are in need of translators, risk-takers willing to dis-center their identity in 

terms of learning about other perspectives.  

2. Aboriginal peoples. As I truly believe greater understanding comes through a 

multiplicity of perspectives, I will continue to deal with another example within the Canadian 

context in order to find greater understanding of the relation between politics and language. 
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Tully’s above-mentioned book is concerned in particular with the case of Aboriginals in Canada. 

He opposes an understanding of political difference and respect for otherness as well as for the 

diversity of linguistic heritages, with what he calls “Esperanto constitutionalism”: 

 

“such Esperanto constitutionalism, recently defended by a number of liberal theorists, is 
an illusion which hides from view the  imperial culture embodied  in the most liberal 
constitution … A recent example of presumed, culture-blind liberal constitutionalism, is 
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1981. Rather than uniting the citizens 
in a constitution that transcends cultural diversity, it has fostered disunity. The province 
of Quebec, the aboriginal peoples, women, and the provinces  resisted it at various times 
as the imperial imposition of pan-Canadian culture over their distinct cultural ways. “ (pg 
7)   
 

Take for instance the Aboriginal Haida culture. Aboriginals even speak of  the “American 

holocaust” as regards their extermination (Tully, pg. 20). The Haida themselves moved from 

being  10000 to 558 in 1915, from populating forty villages to having four (pg. 19). Tully 

contrasts this “Esperanto Constitutionalism”  with  the language of an Aboriginal sculpture 

called  The  spirit of Haida Gwaii. I cannot go into details,  here but let me just quote a poem by 

an Aboriginal which sets out a stark contrast. That its speaks politically in a poem rather than in 

a legal code, is itself indicative of the different perspective defended:  

 

Your buildings tall, alien, 
Cover the land; 
Unfeeling concrete smothers, 

windows glint 
Like water to the sun. 
No breezes blow 
Through standing trees; 
No scent of pine lightens my burden. 
 
I see your buildings rising skyward, 

majestic, 
Over the trails, where men once walked, 
Significant rulers of this land 
Who still hold the aboriginal title 
In their hearts 
By traditions known 
Through eons of time. 
 
Relearning our culture is not difficult 
Because those trails I remember 
And their meaning I understand 
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While skyscrapers hide the heavens 
They can fall.   
(pg. 21, quoted by Tully)  
 
We know all too well that they can; both North Americans after 9/11, and for sure we 

Colombians after the destruction  -----much less heard of, of course—of El Nogal, of the chapel 

in Bojayá in Chocó, of Centro 93, of the DAS building,  of the  Avianca airplane, of Palacio de 

Justicia, of Palacio de Nariño, of innumerable others,  and of course, of many aboriginals 

themselves, particularly in La Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta where 8 foreigners were recently 

kidnapped..   

 3. Latinos. Finally one could take up the case of bilingualism in the USA. I did so as part 

of my M.A at the University of Toronto. The essay entitled  “The Debate Over Bilingual 

Education and the Spanish Language Debate in the United States of America”, University of 

Toronto 1995), received an excellent grade and for this reason I will be so bold as to quote the 

conclusion. The essay is interesting because in it I set an imaginary conversation  between two 

sets of interlocutors; on the one hand, Mary and John, and on the other, Juan and María:  

 

  “Ideally, given the numerous presence of Latino’s ------due to high birth rates and 
continuous migration------- the Spanish language ought to be regarded as the most 
important challenge to this perspective. This is not to say that Spanish ought to replace 
English in the public realm, but rather  that, normatively speaking, full enrichment 
bilingualism should become a fundamental goal in those areas where Spanish and English 
have come to play a crucial role. The benefits of such courageous undertaking clearly 
outweigh the initial difficulties one would run into as regards their actual  
implementation. But in order to be able to do so the sharp line drawn by theorists 
between, on the one hand, national minorities, and on the other, immigrant populations, 
must be made much more flexible than is currently supposed to be. Latinos are the prime 
example of a situation where such an extreme differentiation suspiciously seems to aim at 
safeguarding the status quo rather than dealing with the actual claims of justice. If we are 
to seriously take the role language plays in the identity of a given community, like the 
USA takes seriously the role of English, then Spanish will increasingly become an 
equally important identifying force. All efforts must be placed to avoid a parallel 
existence between both by building multiple intersections between them. The primary 
ways in which such interaction can occur include, not simply the provision of bilingual 
emergency services, nor that of bilingual ballots to make the electoral possibilities more 
just, but primarily by seeking to educate the younger generations, those in elementary and 
high school as to the value of a bilingual citizenry. Moreover, normatively speaking, the 
fact that Latino’s are demanding such recognition ought not to be seen as unjustly 
privileging them over other immigrant groups. All other immigrant groups, who like 
Hispanics desire to face the challenge of not loosing their language by seeking to change 
the way language is regarded within Liberalism 1, are more than welcome to do so. But 
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clearly it is Hispanics, due to their particular situation, who have in their hands the 
greatest possibility of bringing about such a change, one which involves a reconsideration 
of what for, and for who, a liberal democracy stands.”  

 

(A conclusion which must be compared to Brown’s own, all too brief, position on the “English 

Only” Debate.)  

 

QUESTION 4 

  From reading the previous answer one can sense that the issue of linguistic imperialism is quite 

alive today. Language embodies power and powerless languages lose their vitality and liveliness. 

I mean, powerless languages lead their speakers to real extinction; there are not to many Haida 

Aboriginals around. In order to answer this questions, which I take to be in the affirmative, I will 

provide some examples regarding EFL learning. But even the tension existing between ESL and 

EFL teaching is quite relevant here. At times here in Canada I would say: “I have 13 years’ 

teaching experience in EFL,” and one could sense that some people would really think that was 

not the real stuff. The real stuff is ESL. Fortunately, Brown suggests that these division are there 

to be radically questioned and set aside: “The multiplicity of contexts for the use of English 

Worldwide demands a careful  look at the variables for each situation before making the blanket 

generalization that one of the two possible models, ESL or EFL, applies.” (pg. 194) Or let me put 

it another way, good teachers are good teachers wherever they may teach. Something like this is 

behind the confrontation between Socrates and the Sophists. 

Now, if culture is connected to language as Brown argues: “a language  is a part of a 

culture, and culture is a part of the language: the two are intricately interwoven so that one 

cannot separate the two without loosing the significance of either language or culture” (pg. 177), 

then, most practical and theoretical considerations dealing with language, directly and 

importantly affect  the culture which finds expression in such a language. In order to see why 

English as an International language can be considered as imperialistic, I will provide some 

examples from overseas:  

1. English and identity. Those who know English take it for granted, but truly it is a 

highly valuable commodity. People become quite wealthy through English instruction and a 

gigantic industry revolves around ESL, EFL and EIL. However, those who live in non-

Anglophone countries struggle daily to try to learn this language which I have come to believe 

for students is imbued with a kind of mystical power. Students swarm into English classes in 
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Colombia, they must learn English. Teachers good and bad make a living out of the 

overwhelming need to acquire this language. Learning English  boosts one’s identity; not 

learning it, in the context of Colombia, for example,  makes you less of a person. That a language 

can have such an effect is clearly a reflection of the power that language has globally. I 

remember multiple students truly suffering because of the need they had for English, without it, 

they felt they were quite less. We ESL and EFL teacher MUST be careful about recognizing this. 

In particular multiple promises regarding the teaching of the language must be kept. Students 

must be given a fair chance at not having to drop out, for multiple reasons, from the learning 

process. Perhaps I am not making myself clear. I will try to do so. Even the best of institutions 

are complex businesses. In an EFL context, beginners students provide great monetary benefits. 

It is in some cases possible that in order to have beginner students, higher level courses must be 

closed. That truly is not giving students a fair chance at continuing their language learning 

process.  

 2. Advertising. In order to further specify the previous claim I will provide you with two 

examples of advertisements in Colombia. They are not the only ones, but they were very popular. 

In one a man goes to an interview. He is asked several questions in English and cannot respond. 

Suddenly, as if by magic, he starts to grow smaller and smaller; so small that eventually his 

clothes are the only thing one can see! He has vanished, nothing of him exists anymore. He is a 

“goner”. For you to understand this please ask yourself; Do you feel like this because of not 

knowing, for instance, Spanish? Another ad was much more damaging. Again, in a conversation  

a man cannot understand English. Suddenly, what the others hear coming from this man are 

animal-like  yells and screams. The man has become a monkey! English can reverse evolution 

itself! Fortunately, the institution where I worked was much more classy.  

2. Job positioning and economic differentiation.  I would ask the reader to remember the 

case already provided regarding the multinational Merck, Sharp and Dohme (MSD) in the 

previous assignment. However, let me add that private English classes in countries such as 

Colombia are quite expensive, not all people can have access to them.  Desperation allows bad 

teachers to prosper as well. And those who do not have access to the long process of learning the 

language are  at a huge disadvantage; they must settle for certain jobs, particularly if besides they 

come from low income classes. The minimum salary in Colombia is around $300,000 pesos 

(equivalent to 150 Canadian dollars per month). An average private class is 30,000 an hour! 

Moreover, one month at the institution I worked –which was one of the least expensive—is 
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$150,000. Feed your family, or learn English, that is the question. The circle truly becomes more 

and more vicious. Somehow ESL teachers should be trained ethically as well. Again the relation 

between ESL and some elements of philosophy come to mind. 

3. Terminology. As I pointed out in my previous assignment one of my best friends is no 

longer Francisco, but Frank. I am usually Andres, and not Andrés. But besides names themselves 

----is not changing your very name forcing you in a discriminatory way?--- one finds a 

multiplicity of words which move from English into other languages. Everybody knows France 

dislikes this process. In Latin America we are less weary, we use  words such as pc, mouse, light, 

Kleenex, pop music, corner and penalty (for soccer),  and many others, as if they were part of 

Spanish itself. Ironically, students do not actually like to use English outside the classroom, they 

do not want to be seen as too connected with US culture!  

4. Political History. In the concrete case of Latin America the different policies held by 

the USA have made it quite disliked throughout the region. In general  this makes it more 

difficult to believe in motivations for true integration of cultures, and the learning of the 

language can become much more of an instrumental affair. Now, if intrinsic motivation is 

bolstered by the desire to become part of the culture one is learning, then the learning process 

suffers from a big handicap from the very start. For instance, Colombians get quite upset when 

they hear US citizens speak of the USA as AMERICA. It is not by chance that US citizens are 

normally known as gringos, that is, “green-go”; a clear reference to the feeling that learning 

English can be equated for some as Americanization.  

   

  However, since as teacher one must try to provide a more balanced diet to his listeners, the I 

will try to provide some arguments against the idea that learning English  involves imperialistic 

affronts:  

 

1. English is a beautiful language; English is a rich language. The learning of English goes 

beyond the history of the policies defended by the USA or any country. I would, in this sense, 

provide multiple examples for my EFL students from Canada. For them Canada is sort of a 

dream world, and thus can motivate them better in the learning process.  

2. English, instrumentally speaking, is absolutely necessary nowadays. Latin was so during the 

Middle Ages, English is central today. In centuries it will be another, though it is  difficult for us 

to imagine that it might be so. It just so happens  that the International language  is English 
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today: it is the language of specialists, of academics, of international affairs and of migration 

processes.  One must be realistic about it. But just as Latin had is debacle, perhaps English will 

too in a very remote and unknown date.  

3. The learning and teaching of English can provide dynamic integration between different, and 

until recently, very disconnected cultures. The teaching of EIL provides avenues of intermingling 

which can ease the process of cultural dialogue. However,  as we saw earlier, in order for ESL 

institution to be able to be part of this communications network, the complexity of what is 

involved in learning a language must be made known to teachers and to their students. ESL, EFL 

and  EIL teachers have great responsibility in a bridging rather than separating.  

4. Learning any second language is enriching; learning English should not be less so. Becoming 

bilingual is not a loss, it may involve a temporary loss of self, but only through this loss can one 

move beyond  a very narrow and shallow selfhood.  

5. Economically speaking, is it quite rational to learn English because, by learning it, 

opportunities will open for more rather than less. Is not the idea that more should learn it so that 

more opportunities are open for the majority? This seems to be the case of linguistic policies in 

Bogotá where all schools are set to teach English to their students by law. 

 

To bring this long answer to an end, I will return to the case of Aboriginals in Canada. It is 

perhaps in the rational argument between diverse claims that one can move beyond confrontation 

to a better understanding of learning as more than a simple obligation to conform. This dialogue 

against imperialistic positions can begin, as Tully points, by recognizing those who are truly 

affected by dominating languages and cultures. In the case of aboriginals in Canada he bids us by 

focusing on a famous sculpture of the Haida Culture: 

 

“approaching  The spirit of  Haida Gwaii in the right spirit does not consist in 
recognizing it as something already familiar to us in terms drawn  from our own 
traditions and forms of thought. This imperial attitude is to be abjured. Rather, 
recognition involves acknowledging it in its own terms and traditions, as it wants to be 
and as it speaks to us. No matter from which direction you approach  the canoe,  the crew 
members manifestly seem to say that, after centuries of suppression, they are here to stay, 
in their own cultural forms and ways. Hence if there is to be a post-imperial dialogue in 
the just constitution of culturally diverse societies, the dialogue must be one in which 
participants are recognized and speak in their own languages and customary ways. “ (Pg. 
23-4)  

 

This spirit must always be kept in mind as well in the teaching of English in all contexts.  
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QUESTIONS DEALING WITH COURSE READER  

 

  Since the answer to Question No. 1 truly depends on what one means by “culture”,  I will invert 

the order of the questions and start with Question No. 2.  I will be as brief as possible given that 

the previous section was, again, quite extensive. In answering these questions I will try to focus 

more on Dwight Atkinson’s essay “TESOL and Culture”  because -----given what I argued in my 

previous assignment---- it is truly exciting to see avenues opening up between philosophical and 

ESL issues.  

 

QUESTION 2  

  In order to specify what culture is in relation to the SL/FL curriculum, one must try to look at 

what culture itself is. In general terms, according to Atkinson, cultures can be understood  under 

two general and conflictive visions. The first is the traditional position which correlates culture 

with, among others, both a geographical and a territorial setting. This being so, then those 

individuals  who share in these two aspects can be said to participate in the same cultural setting. 

Culture is a homogenous concept and a unifying practical reality. Under this view it is easy to 

identify who a Canadian is. You live here and have the pertinent documents; well then, you are 

Canadian. Now this position has to be taken seriously. For example, in order to get your 

citizenship you have to  meet residency criteria for three years. You have to be here.  

  However, this view has come under severe criticism. Another perspective is founded upon  an 

alternative non-standard definition of culture which is influenced by the movement known as 

postmodernism. Under this view:  

 
“cultures are anything but homogenous, all encompassing entities, and represent 
important concepts in a larger project: the unveiling of fissured, inequalities, 
disagreements and cross cutting influences that exist  in and around all cultural scenes, in 
order to banish once and for all the idea that cultures are monolithic entities ….” (pg. 
627)  

 

Under this definition, what cultures are, becomes much more problematic, or for some, much 

more interesting and compelling. Leaving aside the problematic issue in philosophy regarding 

what stance one takes in relation to postmodernism (Habermas and Pangle are ---–in radically 

different ways--- adamant critics, Foucault and Lyotard are  staunch defenders, Taylor and Tully 
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provide ambivalent positions in their writings), the important element is to recognize that 

cultures are no longer seen simply as static unchanging entities which are there to be found in the 

world independently of the variety of practices and multiplicity of individuals who actually make 

them come alive. Atkinson quotes an author who puts it nicely:  “people live culturally rather 

than live in cultures” (pg. 632 quoted by Atkinson). Cultures are not mere abstractions, they are 

truly nothing aside from the living members whose practices (in the very broad sense of the 

term) conform what their culture is. Culture is not in the unmoving territory. In contrast, 

according to this view, cultures are more to be seen in terms of traveling, not merely as 

destinations which are already established. They are  “unrooted, permeable and permeating, ever 

developing and changing, and inherently unstable.” (pg. 632 Quoted by Atkinson) 

  Leaving aside the extremely problematic, and already mentioned, issue that in the current world 

most of the cultural traveling is done by immigrants displacing themselves from developing 

countries to developed countries ---and that most traveling undergone in the other direction is 

simply in terms of tourism or for economic reasons----  then clearly the SL or FL curriculum 

must take into consideration the issue of culture as central to its undertaking.  

  Perhaps this can be seen more clearly by providing an example. One would assume that 

Hispanics in the USA are a homogenous group, that is, they are those who speak Spanish and 

come, for the most part, from Latin America. However, this all encompassing notion of identity 

creates incredible political and educational problems. Not all Hispanics are the same. The 

Hispanics or Latinos, as they are collectively known, are constituted by a plurality of groups 

which currently stand in different types of relation to the liberal democratic government of the 

US. Although undoubtedly unified by the common bondage of the Spanish language, nonetheless 

subgroups emerge with their own peculiar characteristics, “reflecting the very different histories 

these groups have faced in the United States” (Kymlicka, Will, Multicultural Citizenship, 12). 

Among these one finds: Puerto Ricans who are citizens by birth and therefore not obliged to 

learn English, and who represent the most impoverished Latino group; Cuban exiles who have 

become economically and educationally strong, residing for the most part in Miami; Mexican 

Americans who are citizens by birth concentrated primarily in the Southwest and sharing a 

history of violent discrimination (particularly as concerns their use of the Spanish language); 

more or less dispersed groups of second, and even third generation immigrants from Latin 

America who, having spent a considerable number of years in the US, have undergone a 

considerable degree of assimilation into mainstream society; in contrast to the former, a new 
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generation of immigrants seeking to learn the language and share in the values and economic 

benefits of belonging to the ‘American Dream’; and finally, illegal Mexican migrant workers, 

who even after the 1986 amnesty continue to arrive, primarily to California, in search of a better 

quality of life for themselves, and their families. (Note: All information taken from my 

previously quoted essay on bilingualism in the USA) This cultural variety may be masked under 

an all encompassing term such as Latinos. (Something similar happens to the ill, their 

multiplicity and diversity correspondingly fails to be acknowledged.) 

  At the SL level curriculum must avoid all encompassing definitions of culture because by doing 

so it may generate unjust kinds of stereotyping, and will be blind to the diversity which is central 

to the multiplicity of immigrant groups which arrive to countries such as Canada and the USA. 

The main question involved would be, what is the long-term goal of any given curriculum and 

political policy; assimilation to homogeneity ---as the history of many immigrants and 

aboriginals who were not allowed even to speak their own language shows--- or adaptation to 

diversity, as new models try to defend.  

  At the FL level, culture becomes critical in reference to the curriculum primarily because what 

is actually lacking in this setting is the culture itself. While the dynamic of migration places 

immigrant within the target culture itself –which itself is not homogeneously defined--- and 

thereby allows student to have direct daily contact with the diverse practices  of the target 

culture, the learning process in the FL involves the ability to provide  some cues as to what the 

target culture is. A case  in point, the Institution where I worked provided not only English 

classes but was seen as a cultural Institution. Among other things it provided students with 

movies, bands, art, books, theatrical presentations and others from the US. In its own history it 

was even connected for many years with the American Embassy. Obviously, for political 

reasons, they had to part ways. 

 

QUESTION 1 

 If language learning involves, as we argued previously, the element of creation of a language 

ego, and language and cultural are indissoluble, then clearly teaching the language is to a great 

extent teaching the culture. In other words, if culture and language are inseparable,  then clearly 

by the mere fact of teaching a language one teaches the culture. The question then is; how to do 

it? This question  cannot but be seen in relation to the response one provides for Question No. 1. 

If one thinks that culture is something static and unchanging, then perhaps one could give 
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students in SL and FL a textbook where all ---–or at least the main---- characteristics  of a culture 

appear. You would have students memorize them, and that would be that. However, given that 

culture is to been seen in a  more dynamic light, then clearly the teaching of culture cannot be 

provided simply by giving the students a list of qualities in a brochure.  

  But in reality immigrants ARE given welcoming brochures by the Canadian government.  One 

such text is entitled  A newcomers introduction to Canada. (Minister of Public Works and 

Government Services Canada, 2002).  The seventh chapter is entitled  “The Canadian Way of 

Life”, and consists of three pages (!) in which immigrants are briefly told what to expect of the 

new cultural setting. Some of the aspects pointed out are quite odd, for instance, immigrants 

should learn how to deal with police officers (culture?). Sure, this is what an immigrant should 

know about the “Canadian Way of Life”; just in case he commits a crime. Or, for instance, I will 

quote a section on  how to deal with public officials. It reads as follows:  

“Public officials may normally treat you in a polite but impersonal manner. Public 
officials  follow set procedures. They do not make the rules. The may not want to or be 
able to become involved with your situation. Do not respond to them in a personal or 
emotional way. Never try to bribe a public official. Bribery and other forms of corruption 
are illegal and will offend most Canadians” (pg. 34)   

 
I will not comment what is behind this extremely strange paragraph, and in particular what it 

presupposes about what goes on in other countries which is quietly generalized to all members of 

those countries. Nevertheless, if teaching culture were as easy as providing such a brochure, then 

you would just distribute these pamphlets with the beginners course. Hand out many of them, 

and if language is an issue, print them in many languages.   

  But dealing more directly with the ESL environment, and moving beyond these very 

problematic handouts, the  ”Standards for foreign language learning and the teaching of 

culture)” (Met, M. and Byram, M. (1999), Language Learning Journal (19, pp. 61-68)) can aid us 

by providing elements which students might learn to learn about cultural acquisition. It speaks of 

understanding culture as triangular, that is,  made up of three interconnected elements: 1. 

perspectives (meaning and attitudes), 2. practices (patterns of social interaction) and 3. products 

(books, foods, games and music).  

 By being aware of the presence of these three elements, both the teacher in  preparing her 

classes, and students intermingling with other students, can learn more about the difficult process 

involved in learning to be open to cultural difference. Perspectives, practices and products vary 

culturally, and though many  will complement each other, some might be seen as  strange and 
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even offensive to some. In other words, these three elements are already embodied in the 

multiplicity of students in the class.  

  To take an example, selection of material becomes crucial. In the Advanced Book for the Focus 

on Grammar Series (Maurer, Jay, Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1995, Unit 1),  

stereotypes are questioned radically. This is a fundamental tool which aids in the learning of the 

cultural process itself. In the presentation there appears a letter from a traveler migrating from 

North America to Spain (although I would emphasize, again, that it would be more difficult to 

come up with the letter moving to a “third” world country such as Colombia.) The third and final 

letter concludes:  

“I left Madrid last week  and on the plane I was thinking about how different Spain 
turned out to be from  what I had expected. I use to think the Spanish people were all 
carefree and go lucky. Well, the Spanish people I met were friendly and outgoing, just 
like I’d heard, but they were also businessman and dedicated. I was surprised to learn  
that Spanish students study really hard, too. Boy, did they set me a good example!” (pg. 
4) 
 

The students stance had changed; what was an abstract expectation of Spanish culture, has been 

transformed by the living presence of culturally living Spaniards who confronted his narrow 

perspective. And more importantly he was willing to be open. Now, if I did not tell you, you 

would never have guessed what grammatical topic  the Unit was discussing. (In this specific 

letter, it was a review of the past). Within the same unit one can find an example of the opposite 

type of migration (look at the editing exercise No. 7  by a Japanese and her expectations at 

arriving to the USA). But I must emphasize again, traveling from Japan to the US. or from the 

US to Spain,  is not comparable to the migration involved to and from a “Third” World country. 

(For instance, think about what your expectations of Colombia are; I myself recently had to write 

a letter to The National arguing about how unbalanced their presentation of Colombia had been 

in their report The Forgotten War) 

  Or take another example. I was privileged enough to be able to teach an advanced literature 

course several times. It was based on the text by Jamaica Kincaid, World Writers Today which is 

a compilation of very famous authors from all over the world. Of course, this example deals with 

advanced students, but nonetheless it is a step in the right direction for the teaching of cultural 

elements with the ESL/EFL setting. For example,  from Amy Tuna’s Rules of the Game students 

get to understand the mentality behind Chinese immigrants and to have a feel for Chinatown, 

from Juan Rulfo’s Tell Them not to Kill me, they get to have a feel for violence and poverty in 
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Latin America, from  A Vision Beyond Place and Time, they get to acquire great respect for 

aboriginal insights (particularly important given what I argued above), from The elephant, they 

might get an understanding of the lunacy of communism in Eastern Europe, from Just Lather, 

that’s all, they might come to understand Colombia’s violent predicament and, finally,  from 

Gabo's (Gabriel García Márquez) beautiful short story The Handsomest Drowned Man in the 

World, they might learn to laugh and experience a bit what Colombia is all about.  

   

QUESTION 3 

  In trying to understand what contents and skills should be taught, it is certainly important to 

realize that it would be a daunting task for an ESL or EFL teacher  to be able to know all aspects 

of different cultures and to be able teach these particularities. The teacher already has, to a great 

extent unconsciously, his or her own cultural make up. This is quite a daunting task, moreover, 

given the fact that as I pointed out in the first section, even coming to understand the relations 

and differences between Canada and Colombia has taken me quite a lot of my life (not to 

mention the economic costs themselves to be able to do it!) I have been lucky enough to be able 

to travel to and fro  --to study and work--- during different periods of my life time. Moreover, 

during this time neither what Canadian culture(s) or Colombian culture(s) is (are)  has (have)  

remained unchanged. Imagine now that the ESL teacher should  know everything about all her 

students’ cultures. We do not even know most languages, and we have said over and over again 

that learning the culture IS to a great extent learning the culture! No wonder the Standards allow 

us to feel certain tensions and constraints here:  

“It might be argued  that it is more useful to teach students to become  independent 
culture learners –that is, teach student hw to  observe and analyze other cultures in order 
to gain cultural understands. However, to do so requires significant knowledge and 
skills – more than  most teachers have had opportunity to develop” (pg. 68, my 
emphasis)  

 

  But let us not be so pessimistic. Perhaps the single most important aspect a teacher can generate 

in students is a desire to be open to difference, while at the same time being open to a an 

understanding and defense of the complexity of their own native culture. By emphasizing, in 

general terms, the relation between language and culture,  an affirmation of the presence of the 

multiplicity of individuals present is gained. Students can this way learn to dis-center themselves 

and not see this as a loss. Herein the importance of the idea of self-displacement: “The awareness 

of self is put simply as the ability to demonstrate that they (the students) too have a culture (pg 



Andrés Melo Cousineau  
 

25 

56).” That is to say, the process involves coming to learn not simply about others, but likewise 

about myself. One could provide an analogy. Just as one does not know how the subjunctive is 

used in Spanish, in a similar way one does not really know ----in the sense of being made  more 

conscious---- about the rules that govern certain Colombian practices. (See Taylor “To Follow a 

Rule”, among others) For instance, one takes it for granted that everybody loves bullfighting or 

that all countries have hundreds of beauty pageants being held every weekend, or that if we 

dance I shall lead!  When confronted with the fact that other cultures do not, then a general 

displacement of what one holds to be one’s identity occurs. How did I learn that some people do 

not like to dance close together? Well when I saw them dancing quite apart!  

  In other words, immigrants who arrive to countries such as Canada do not   have –for the most 

part--- scales of comparison; they are unilignual in cultural terms. The ESL teacher, in particular, 

can provide the tools which will start the dialogical process between these students. Therefore 

the previous quotation continues: “the attainment of this level of awareness involves a learning 

process which is not trivial: it means a re-assessment of self and other, of own and other cultures 

which runs counter to the usual process of socialization”. (my emphasis)  

  The Standards document provides us with  three general skills to be taught in order to better 

understand this process:  

1. students learn to expect differences and learn to analyze observed differences  and 

similarities, thus attempting  --and maybe even gaining---   mutual comprehension.  

2. students directly  experience interactions  with the representatives of other cultures  

3. students explore processes of stereotyping and the role of stereotypes in the formation 

of prejudice. (Standards pg. 66-67 )  

 

 By being open to this learning triad, students can gain an understanding of otherness and thereby 

start to transform their own selfhood. Teacher training in this particular aspect becomes crucial, 

especially in teachers not coming from areas in the humanities where such topics are frequently 

discussed (See, for instance; 1. Charles Taylor’s world famous essay with additional 

commentaries:  Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition, Amy Gutmann, ed. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); or 2.  Joseph Carens’ courses on immigrant issues 

at the University of Toronto. Among his essays one finds titles as: “Realistic and Idealistic 

Approaches to the Ethics of Migration”, “Complex Justice, Cultural Difference and Political 
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Community”, “Canadian Citizenship and Aboriginal Self-Government”, “Democracy and 

Respect for Difference: The Case of Fiji” and “Liberalism and Culture”.) 

 
QUESTION 4 

  Above, I have already provided some ideas as to how one might plan cultural teaching within 

an SL or Fl program by emphasizing the sort of materials used and  the stance a teacher might 

learn to have before the multiplicity found before her. A open stance which she can have 

students appreciate as well. Therefore, I will limit myself in this final question to focusing more 

on the constraints involved in the teaching of culture in the classroom. Some have clearly been 

already identified, but perhaps briefly one can provide a very general, and far from exhaustive 

list:  

 

Cultural limitations 

  1. Perhaps the single most important constraint in teaching culture with the ESL curriculum lies 

in the fact that we are already born into a culture. We cannot but see though our own culture’s 

eyes. In Western Philosophy there is a famous myth which tries to get at this. In The Republic   

Plato comes up with the all too famous Myth of the Cavern. The cavern, some have argued, can 

be seen as the culture within which one is set. To learn to displace oneself, to try to leave one’s 

own cavern is a difficult process. But not attempting to question one’s culture, as was pointed in 

our previous assignment by referring to Socrates, is tantamount to living an unexamined life.  

ESL teaching must take into account this great constraint. Perhaps the greatest of teachers 

Socrates, is so great, primarily because he shows possible ways out of our all too human caverns.  

  2. Given that immigrants embody expressions of their culture,  then it is clear that not all 

cultures are liberal democratic ones.  The learning of particular democratic practices –for 

instance, the case of voting where some have never been able to vote before--- and gender issues 

can become crucial, but not easy to attain. Or think of conflicting cases in which the neutrality of 

the state in the West regarding religion finds no correlation whatsoever in the religious nature of 

the state in other countries.  

 

Realistic limitations 

 

  1. The sheer quantity of students teachers have on a daily basis, and the multiplicity of 

backgrounds, can be daunting. One must be open to not knowing.  
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  2. The sheer fact of teaching language itself  ----the preparation of classes, the correction of 

exams, the creation of a learning atmosphere, the understanding of the aspects of learning styles, 

the self-conscious awareness of one’s own cavern---- all these are pretty demanding issues which 

might make some teachers have less time to dedicate to intercultural understandings.  

 

Educational Limitations 

 

1. If a teacher has not traveled abroad, or better, if in her travels she has no had a keen eye to 

spot the multiplicity of backgrounds, then a central limitation is the lack of knowledge of the 

practices, the  productions and the perspectives from other more remote cultures. To test myself, 

I could ask myself: how much do I know about Nigerian culture(s) ? To test yourself, you could 

ask yourself ; how much do you know about Colombian culture(s)?  

  2. Immigrants have exiled themselves, and this separates them from refugees. But if the process 

of adaptation requires all the stages previously spoken of in Part 1 of this Assignment, then the 

“learning” of culture cannot be provided in a one month course or something of the kind. It is a 

life-long process, a life-time commitment. In the same manner, the time of cities far outweighs 

the lives of its citizens. In 50 years Toronto or Bogotá will still be here ---–transformed, of 

course---- but most of us will not.   

  3. If students enter a learning program in which cultural issues are taken seriously, and if such a 

institution carries with it the notion of evaluation, could one test for cultural knowledge? That 

this is not a simple question arises from the very fact that to become a Canadian one must pass 

an exam  which involves “knowing something about Canada’s history, geography, system of 

government and  voting” (A Newcomer’s Introduction to Canada, pg. 37). In other words, can 

cultural learning be evaluated? And if not, then how to motivate students ---many of whom are 

motivated by grades---- to learn about it? The reality of the issue can be seen in the need 

immigrants have to set up their own independent communities within the target culture. 

(Chinatown, Little Colombia in New York) 

4. A final constraint could be the illusion itself that stereotyping can be overcome fully. 

Stereotyping must be seen as NORMAL; dangerous, but normal. If one believes that 

stereotyping is an simply an awful thing in and of itself, one hardly understands the complexity 

of human nature. In order to understand this, one could perhaps reflect on the role jokes play 

between different cultures and within similar cultures themselves.  
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  Take this joke as an example: “A US citizen was asked if he knew where Central America was 

located”. “Yes. of course”, he answered quite self-confident, as US citizens are prone to be; 

“Next to Nebraska”.  

  Now, for sure all US citizens are not like this, but many Latin Americans ---and I am sure 

Canadians as well--- cannot but be amused by this kind of jokes against the powerful. Some 

stereotyping is normal, but it does not mean that all of it is healthy. It is truly healthy, I believe,  

to understand that because most human beings cannot but live within cultural perspectives, then 

there  can never be a final resolution in which all stereotyping will be abolished.  

  Perhaps it is because of all this, and much more,  that the Standards document concludes by 

saying: 

“there is also wide spread recognition that such interest will require extensive 
professional development to ensure  appropriate classroom implementation. .. Preparing 
students in the US and Europe (note: what about the “third” world?) in an increasingly 
diverse society and workplace will require careful attention to the teaching of culture  in 
language education programmes” (pg. 68)  
 


