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will be discussed below, the criticisms of the accepted canon need to
be presented in the foreign language classroom as an aspect of study-
ing the way members of the community understand their own culture.

Beyond the choice of texts that become part of the valued literary
canon of a nation, the main site of contention between cultural groups
within a national entity relates to the way these texts are understood
by various communities. In other words, the designs of meaning mak-
ing and meaning production that are part of the culture of each group
can produce radically different understandings of the literary texts pre-
sented within the literary curriculum. Within the United States, the most
obvious manifestation of this phenomenon is the request to ban vari-
ous children’s books because they are considered offensive. For exam-
ple, while one community of readers may view Harry Potter books as
a harmless tale of the fictional activities of a young wizard, a Christian
fundamentalist reading of these books may understand then as a rein-
carnation of devil worship. This understanding is not only the result of
the content of the books but more importantly the way meaning is con-
structed in relation to these books. Through a series of intertextual ref-
erences and analogies, the Harry Potter books can be seen as texts that
make witchcraft attractive and an example of the devil’s temptation and
seduction of young minds.

For the language teacher, culturally specific ways of constructing
meaning should be an important aspect of teaching a foreign culture.
As argued above, literary texts are important for their centrality to the
intertextual nature of cultural communication. However, literary texts
are not self-explanatory. Quite the opposite is true. Literary texts tend
to be ambiguous and polysemantic. These texts are open to a multi-
plicity of meaning construction options. One of the main reasons for
using a literary text to teach cultural understanding is that it can be
understood in a variety of ways. By using literary texts and expert inter-
pretations of these texts in the language classroom, the language teacher
can teach the ways that specific individuals and communities under-
stand these texts. In other words, the language teacher can focus in on
the culturally specific aspects of the meaning construction process. The
argument being proposed here is that literary texts and culturally spe-
cific interpretations of these texts should be presented and analyzed
within the language classroom.

One of the central arguments against the use of literature in the
language classroom has been presented by Edmondson (p.45) who
argues that literature is written from a single individuals perspective and
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thus has an unclear relationship with the culture of the whole com-
munity. In other words, literature does not represent the culture but
rather one individual’s perspective of that culture. This in Edmondson’s
opinion makes literature problematic because the language learner may
generalize from the work of literature to the society as a whole. For
example, in what way does James Joyce’s short story “The Dead” rep-
resent Irish culture today; or Walt Whitman’s book of poetry “Leaves
of Grass” the values and culture of all Americans? It is quite clear that
these highly accomplished works of art represent a personal viewpoint
at a particular moment and in relation to a specific section of society.
It is also clear that to generalize from these works to the whole of a
community would present a false picture of that community.

From a multicultural viewpoint, this problem of false generalization
goes beyond the role reading of literature in the language classroom.
This is a central problem of all attempts to teach a culture to a group
of language learners. Cultures are not monolithic unitary units. Cultures
are composed of a multitude of individuals who have varying cultural
and cross-cultural affinities. Rather than a single set of shared cultural
meanings, current views of culture propose multiple sets of cultural
meanings within any given national entity. It is a simple fact that most
nations are multicultural entities that incorporate different ethnic, reli-
gious, economic and ideological communities. Accordingly, it is equal-
ly problematic for a language learner to generalize about a culture
based on a history book written for members of the cultural group or
from a literary novel. Both, I would claim, are written from a specific
perspective that does not represent the whole culture.

The solution to the problem raised by Edmondson and a central
principal of way culture should be taught being proposed in this paper,
is that the teaching culture should involve the presentation of multiple
individual viewpoints. Rather than avoiding individuals I am suggesting
that we embrace the individual viewpoint while recognizing that it is
an individual viewpoint. Literature is a valuable source of cultural
knowledge precisely because it does present a personal interpretation
of the life and values as the author of the literary work experiences
them. If this individual viewpoint is augmented by different culturally
specific interpretations of the same piece of literature, then the lan-
guage learner has a much better chance of constructing a deep under-
standing of the complex nature of the foreign culture. Rather than
stereotypical cultural knowledge based on generalizations or a false
generalization based on an individual viewpoint expressed in a specif-
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ic literary work, the language learner is exposed to the literary work
and the different ways members of the target culture understand this
piece. The individual viewpoint must be presented within a context of
multiple viewpoints so as to avoid false generalization and to enable
the construction of a multifaceted view of the foreign culture.

This approach to the teaching of cultural knowledge through the
presentation of multiple viewpoints can also help the language teacher
to contend with an additional problem of teaching a foreign culture.
Kramsch (p. 207) in a discussion of the use of literature for teaching
cultural knowledge points out that language learners approach the for-
eign culture from within the conceptual context of their own imagined
conceptions of both their own and the foreign culture. In other words,
the language learner has a series of preconceived generalizations that
relate to their own cultures understanding of themselves and of the tar-
get culture. Among the multiple view points that need to be present-
ed in the language classroom, the teacher should also include the stu-
dent’s own culturally specific view of the foreign culture. Essentially,
the language teacher needs to view the students own understandings
of the literary work under discussion as a form of culturally specific
meaning construction and a good tool for comparison with other cul-
turally specific ways of constructing meaning.

TEACHING CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING

Although the current paper does not aim at presenting a compre-
hensive overview of the teaching methods that are useful for advanc-
ing cultural knowledge, the discussion in the previous section does
emphasize the importance of one aspect of teaching a foreign culture.
This aspect can be summarized as the importance for the language
learner of being exposed to various interpretations of cultural phenom-
ena by members of the cultural commumnity. Within qualitative research,
this is termed as presenting the “insiders viewpoint” and is one of the
central justifications of a qualitative approach to knowledge generation.
Maxwell summarizes this position nicely when he points out that qual-
itative research is best suited for answering “questions about the mean-
ing of events and activities to the people involved in these” (p. 59).
Learning about a foreign culture can be seen as a qualitative research
design in which the main research question is how would specific events,
actions and cultural artifacts be understood by a member (or members)
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of the target language community. In other words, it is my contention
that part of the educational process of learning a foreign culture must
involve a confrontation between culturally embedded and cuiturally dis-
tant interpretations of culturally valued events, actions and artifacts. In
relation to literature, this would involve constructing in-class culturally
distant understandings of the literary piece and then confronting inter-
pretations of the same literacy artifact by members of the target lan-
guage community. The aim of this task is to focus on the way mean-
ing is constructed by the language learner and the comparison of this
to the way meaning is constructed by different members of the cultural
group. This principle of cultural learning would have the value of con-
structing a situation in which the language learner is directed to focus
attention on the meaning making process of the target language group
while formulating an understanding of their own culturally specific mean-
ing making process. In other words, this is a task which focuses on
the cultural aspects of the meaning making process. This is essentially
the task of focus-on-cultural understanding.

To exemplify the teaching method I am proposing, let me present
an example. In a study of cross-cultural reading (Hanauer & Waksman,
Cross-cultural reading), Jewish Israeli students and Christian Israeli par-
ticipants were asked to read and comprehend parables from the New
Testament. The present example relates to the Parable of the Ten Vir-
gins (Matthew 25, pp. 1-13).

The Parable of the Ten Virgins

“At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who
took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them
were foolish and five were wise. The foolish ones took their lamps but
did not take any oil with them. The wise, however, took oil in jars along
with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they
all became drowsy and fell asleep.

“At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here’s the bridegroom! Come out
too meet him!

“Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. The fool-
ish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of you oil; our lamps are going
out’.

“No,” they replied, ‘there may not be enough for both us and you.
Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.’

“But while they were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom
arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding
banquet. And the door was shut.
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“Later the others also came. ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said. ‘Open the door for
us!’
“But he replied, T tell you the truth, I don’t know you’.

“Therefore, keep watch because you do not know the day or the
hour.

After reading this text, one Jewish Israeli participants wrote the fol-
lowing understanding of the parable.

“The wise virgins are people who plan their future actions. The
foolish virgins are people who are impulsive and don’t plan any future
actions. The oil lamps are a means through which finding a bridegroom
can be planned. The final aim is marriage and night is the time of mar-
riage. When the door closes, this means that a chance has been missed.
When they cry out ‘Sir! Sir! Open the door - this is their sadness at
having missed an opportunity. When the bridegroom says “I don’t know
you”, he is contending with their failure to succeed”.

This Jewish Israeli reader was only presented with the parable and
asked to interpret it. As can be seen, this interpretation is based on an
understanding of the narrative as a form of fable. The basic structure
of the design of meaning for the fable involves integrating the main
action and the outcome of the fable narrative (Dorfman & Brewer,
p. 108; Hanauer & Waksman, Role of Explicit Moral Points, p. 121). As
argued by Dorfman & Brewer (p. 108) fables are understood within the
context of a just world concept in which positive actions are reward-
ed and negative actions are punished. In this case the Jewish Israeli
reader has added a series of inferences that describe the wise virgins
as people who have the positive trait of planning ahead and describe
the foolish virgins as people who do not have this trait but rather have
the negative trait of impulsiveness. In accordance with the scheme of
the fable, this reader sees the positive human trait of planning as being
rewarded by marriage to the bridegroom. At the same time, the nega-
tive trait of being impulsive is seen as being punished with failure to
marry the bridegroom and subsequent disappointment and sadness.
This use of inference and theme integration is directly in line with the
way fables are understood. For this Jewish Israeli reader this is a moral
tale about the importance of planning if you want to achieve your goals.

In the Hanauer & Waksman study (Cross-cultural Reading) the
Parable of the Ten Virgins was also read by Christian Israeli expert
readers. One of the Christian Israeli participants wrote the following
understanding of the parable:
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