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“The study of the French culture has recently become a recognized discipline
and a cause [or much puzzlement among teachers.””?  This senfence was written some
twenty-two years ago. Itis fair to say that the “puzzlement among teachers” has not
quite disappeared. Why? This is the question [ would like to {ry to answet by reflect-
ing on the changes that took place in the thcory and practice of civilization teaching
in foreign language departments. My remarks will be bascd on my experience as a
teacher of French in American universities, but I believe that, to some extent at least,
1 am addressing a problem that is common to all forcign language teachers. After
presenting a brief summary of what happened over the last thirty years in under-
graduate and graduate curricula, 1 will look at some ol the reasons why changes
occurred. This will lead us to the key question: is there a field called civilization,
and, if so, how do we define it? Finally, | will examine the options we have for teach-
ing civilization in a foreign language classroom.

Not too long ago, foreign language departments used to concentrate their efforts
on the study of Janguage and hiterature. To learn about French society or French
political institutions, one had fo take courses in other departments. The first French
“Cours de Civilisation frangaise”, as Lawrence Wylie tells us, was offered in Paris and
other cities in 1919 as a way to keep some of the World War | American soldiers busy
belore a peace treéty could be signed sending them home.® At the time, it was obvious
that the best introduction to France was a survey of its past, and their teacher’s
mission was to present the whole of French history in thirty lectures. (The challenge
sounds familiar), Then, in the twenties and thirties, a growing number of college
students went to France for a year of study. They would naturally take this civiliza-
tion course that was being offered at the Sorbonne and at other universities. At the
same time, in the United States, courses titled “Introduction to France: A Survey of
IFrench History and Civilization” began to appear, But until the sixties and even into
the seventies, such courscs were fow and considered of peripheral interest, and they
were totally absent from the graduate curriculum. A clear indication of the view
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french departments had on the malter can be detected in the title of one of them
offered at Harvard in the thirties: ““Social Background of French Literature”.* The
goal of language learning was the study of literature. Civilization courses were
supposed to provide information considered as useful, but not essential, for a good
understanding of literary masterpieces. The siluation was pretty much the same in
the United Kingdom, although some universities there took notice early of a coming
new trend.®

After the Russians launched their first Sputnik in 1957, and succeeded in placing
it in orbit, there was a flurry of activily in the U.S., The American government sud-
denly decided not only to catch up with them technologically and send a man fo the
moon, but also io develop the study of the language and the civilization of countries
importani to American interests. The Mational Education Defense Act was passed in
1958 and sumuner institutes to teach loreign languages and civilizations were set up.
Although that gave a boost to civilization courses, that was not enough for them to
gain legitimacy.®

Where are we today? The traditional course in French history is still in exisience
in most American universities, but a change has clearly taken place: many foreign
language departments now offer several major tracks: a literature track, a linguistics
or teaching track and a civilization track. In addition, at least one course in civiliza-
tion is oflersed at the graduate level. It does not mean more history courses. Over the
past 20 vears, whether one likes il or not, the main shifi has been a move away from
the past to the present. New courses had to be created — courses dealing with the
media and new art forms (the press, television, the cinema, comic strips), with con-
temporary critics and philosophers whose works had clear implications for the study
of culture (Barthes, Tacan, Foucault), with social change {(feminism, immigration},
and with contemporary political, social, economic and cultural life and institutions
(socialism, youth, business French, “francophonie™). In the U.S., where adminisiru-
tors and teachers cannot ignore for very long students’ demands nor the pressure of
cconomic needs in the society, it is not exaggerated to say that almost everywhere we
have witnessed an jrresistible trend toward more non-literary courses. The same holds
true, to a varying degree, in Great-Britain and Europe.”

I ary not saying that this trend is good: it happened. 1 am not saying either that
these changes have taken place without long, heated and sometimes acrimonious
debates, On the confrary, the majority of the professors, who had received a strictly
literary training and who considered themselves as specialists of a century or a move-
ment or even of an author considered this trend as dangerous: they fought against it
as much as they could, and they still doin many cases, It was a threat to the pre-
eminence of literature and to the departments’ traditional power structure. Besides,
teachers had 1o be found for these new courses. Since, most of the time, new siaff
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could not be hired, it was putting pressure on them to retool themselves in fields
they knew very little about. Many of them refused to do so, which largely explains
why civilization tracks often went down the drain: for lack of teachers. They were
also genuinely concerned with the level of courses taught by non-specialists: where
could they tum to find the tools, the information, concepts, and methodology neces-
sary for such courses?®

It did not take long for an active minority of forcign language teachers to start
suggesting solutions to their new professional needs. The pioneer in the study of
contemporary French civilization is Lawrence Wylic who taught at Harvard for many
years. Early in his career, he combined an intense interest for the language and culture
of France with an education as a social scientist. Dissatisfied with the American
school of the cultural anthropologists of the forties, he and his family decided in 1953
to live a year in a southern French village. His essay on this experience has become
a classic. Several cditions of Village in the Vaucluse attest to the success and the
timeliness of his enterprise.  Another book, studying another village, this time in
Western France, was written in collaboration with Harvard students under the same
circumstances in the early sixties. Wylie also pioneered a textbook designed for
American students who wished to approach French culture from an anthropological
and a sociological point of view: Les Francais. It was published in 1970.° Two young
Yale professors also published in 1967 an article that is just as pertinent today as it
was 23 years ago: “A Semiotic Approach to Culture”, They too published a textbook
based on their appreach.!® From then on, books and articles on French civilization
became so numerous, especially in the late seventies and in the eighties that critical
bibliographies arc periodically compiled.’* New periodicals started to appear; Con-
temporary French Civilization in the U.S. (1977}, Modern and Contemporary France
in Great Britain (1979). Otid ones such as Le Francais dans le monde published in
France and The French Review published in the U.S. accepted more and more articles
in the new field, National and international seminars and meetings on the teaching of
French civilization were held: for example two six-week-long National Endowment
for the Humanitics seminars were organized at SUNY Albany (summer 1979 and
1981) to help language and literature teachers to retool themselves.!? The 1987
International Conference held at Portsmouth, England, was a forum where civilization
teachers were invited to share their experience with each other.

Another sign of the growth of the field of French civilizaton into a field of
study of its own was the creation in 1978 of New York University’s Tnstitute of
French Studics that confers M.As and even Ph.D.’s in French Civilization. Although
it puts the emphasis on the social sciences, it is interdisciplinary in nature and does not
do away with literature.'> Tn Great Britain, under the influcnce of technological
universities created in the 196(’s, many French departments have adopted a more
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radical approach and do not offer literature courses anymeore. While older institutions
still mainfain it on the periphery, French civilization in that country is becoming
mainstream. History from 1789 to the present and the social sciences have replaced
literature and the traditional history course going back to prehistoric times.'*

if

The innovations I have just described in French curricula were not the result of
arbitrary decisions taken by crazy teachers and administrators. How couid we forget
how much people’s lives have been changed by television and planes, by the possibility
for anvone to know what is going on in the forcign country, to see and hear people
talk, to go abroad and see for oneself? These new means of communication had an
enormous impact on students’ lives and interests. Foreign books came to life. But life,
everyday life, also challenged books and the traditional definition of Culture. One
hundred years age, Matthew Arnold saw the study of Culture as “the acquaimting
ourselves with the best that has been known znd said in the world”.'® For our pur-
pose, let us say “in France”, or any other country. This definition emphasizes know-
ledge ol the past and it passes judgment on what is worth knowing of that past. Tt is
through the great achievements of its past that one can know and understand a culture.
But students started rejecting this heavy emphasis on Culture and demanded that
the study of the here and now of the foreign country become an importani part of
their curricuhum,

The development of the social sciences, especially since World War Fl, also heips
to put this evolution in perspective. {For a good while, anthropology has been teaching
us to forget aboul the distinction between primitive and civilized people, to loock at
all societies as equal, with their own characieristics, their own coherence. As a con-
secquence, literary, infellectual, artistic or scientific achievements cannot serve any
more as absclute critena to establish a hierarchy between cultures. By the same token,
they throw into doubt the longstanding idea that it is through a corpus of works
traditionally considered as superior that one can approzch and understand best a given
culture.  Insiead, what should be studied, in Wylie's view, is “‘the total way of life”
of French people today.'® New history, in a way, joined forces wilth anthropology.
In the thirties, a few French hisforians {(known today as “I’Ecole des Annales™) de-
cided that too much emphasis was placed on political history, its great events, its great
figures, its famous places, that history was also the history of everyday life, of ordinary
people in ordinary places. As Revel puts it, “peasants have been elevated to the status
of kings”."”

A comparable trend away from an elitist position and 4 broadening of perspective
could be observed in the domain of literature. New forms challenged the literary
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canon, Are detective novels and comic sirips literary genres? Literary style ilsell was
subverted. Many writers used spoken or even vulgar, incorrect or obscene language.
Dialects and patols today excite new interest and enjoy a kind of legitimacy.
Boundaries beiween what was considered good or bad French became blurred. In
other words, the prirnacy of Culture was threatened from without and from within,
by human and social scientists, and by writers themselves.

Culture azlso had a tendency to look at nations as living individuals, whose
character, temperament and identity could be delined prefty much permanently.
From Strabo and Caesar to Voltaire, Chateaubriand, Michelet, Maurois, the same
stereotypes about the origin and the identity of the French people seem to be re-
peated. One could almost see in the drawing of the portraits of nations a kind of
literary genre. The talent of the writer would consist in defining as precisely as possi-
ble a “génie”, a kind of essence.'® Before WWII, cracks could be seen in these portraits.
But because the war had given a new urgency to the need to know the cultures of all
the nations involved in the conflict, the U.5. government spent large sums of money to
have cultural anthropologisis try to find scientifically what writers had failed to do: to
establish a jist of characteristics supposed to give to each nation its identity card. The
results of the research can at best be described as unconvineing.'® The models that
were supposed to replace the infuitive and eclectic portrait of the past were immediate-
ly challenged by sociology and social anthropology. 1t seemed perfectly clear that
no short, systematic, exhaustive and coherent scientific definition of a culture could
be offered. There were far too many variables. A sociely is too diverse and tco
complex to be summed up by any listing, whether it includes fifty or one hundred
items.

A similar change of focus making it more difficult to arnve at any valid generaliza-
iion about a culture has been emphasized in a different way since the nineteen fifties
by semiotics, the science of signs derived from linguistics. Semioticians agree with
soial scientists that a new definition of humanism is in order. As Beawjour and
Ehrmann put it:

“Five centuries ol classical humanism have led us to believe that values ought to be
sought only in the discourse with the highest degree of organization, i.e. literature. New
sciences of man in society such as linguistics, and the broader science of semiolics, force
us to realize that man and his values can be studied in the humblest of contexts™*

This sirikes a now Tfamiliar theme. H docs noi mean the demise of literary studies.
it does mean, however, that new, valid and complementary ways Lo study a culture
can be found.

The basic assumptiion of this serniofic approach ¢omes from Barthes’s application
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of Saussurc’s ideas to the study of society. Just as a linguistic sign, Barthes says in
Mythologies, is composed of a signifier and a signified, a cultural sign is composed of
a signifier (the linguistic sign) and a signified that is the specific object of cultural
study.?'  If we fake the example of the word **constitution™ (I take the responsability
of this example), the signified refers, in France as well as in the U.S., to the body of
fundamental principles according to which a nation is governed, the organization and
distribution of power, the rights of its citizens, However, this word has in the U.S.
a cultural meaning (we could say connotation, or implicii meaning) that one could
never find in France. Although it has every reason to be proud of its present constitu-
tion, in two hundred years France tried sixteen of them, while the U.S. stuck with one.
The fact that seme additions have been made and that it is constantly reinterpreted
by the Supreme Court as time goes by does not really matter. This is certainly one of
the reasons why Americans look at their Constitution as an almost sacred text. We
reach here the mythical level. Of course, everyone in the U.S. does not see this as
clearly as we do. “Normally, the native is not aware of these connotation since they
are part of the nonconscious makeup of his culture”.??  Yet, it certainly would be
difticult to understand American potitical life, and actually, American culture, without
keeping this idea in mind. The object of the semiotic approach to culture, then, is ““to
grasp the cultural signs embeded in ordinary language”. For this reason, it can be
seen as a “‘stylistics ol language™, although it docs not limit itsell to the study of
linguistic signs: one should pay attention to other kinds of signs as well:  gestures,
for example. ““The systermn of communication of a given culture is comprised of all
these types of signs which give this culture its uniqueness and provide all its members
with a common system of reference”. This stylistics is designed “to bring out a
particular cultural style and to make explicit the kidden rhetoric which binds together
the images of that culture™ ??

At this point, it should be noted that, atthough, the human and the social sciences
brought about a widely, but not universally, accepted change of focus and a new
concept of culture, we cannot expect the anthropologist, the historian, the sociologist,
the writer, and the semiclogist to have the same ojectives. This may partly cxpliain
why, as civilization courses have become more and more accepted in foreign language
departments, the goals of civilization studies seem harder to define. The new field may
be going through growing pains. But are we sure, after all, that there is a new fietd?

Ik

Let us look at the problemn from another anglc. When we teach language, we deal
with a cleatly defined human science. Regardless of all the disagreements that exist
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between linguists, we know that language is a specific system of articulated signs,
used fo transmit human messages. We know what we teach: a linguistic code, And the
gozl of language teaching, in spite of methodological differences among instructors,
remains just as straight-forward: it is a measurable competence in the four skills, The
definition of literature today raises more questions. Tt surely does not include all
written texts, But what is literary and what is not? We stand here on shifting sand.
Not too long ago, a science fiction novel was not considered as a literary work. No
criteria, linguistic, esthetic or any other, is fool proof. The salest is to observe that
there 18 a body of iexts, a corpus, considered by most people as literary in a given
society at a given time. This lack of a clear definition of literature creates problems for
teachers. What do we teach when we teach literature? How do we measure progress in
competence? To what extent should Jiterary analysis rely on the human and the social
sciences (linguistics, sociology, anthropology, but also psychoanalysis)? [t is up to
the feacher to answer those questions as well as he can. '

I we turn to cvalization, although we can console ourselves by keeping in mind
that literature tecachers are also going through a tough time, we may feel that our
problem i5 a bit more complicated. When culture gives up its identification with
literary weorks and formal writien style, 1l gives up the specificity of its corpus and of
its code. 11 now seemis that civilization can he found everywhere. We do have an
anthropological delinition to start from: a culture consists of “‘the body of charac-
teristic traits of a given society””.?* At least we have a goal. We do know what to look
for. I11s obvipus, however, that this definition raises a lot ol questions.

1. The number ol factors that play a role i the claboration of cultural identity
at any time is quite large. Cultural ideniity has to do with language,
geooraphy, history, ethnolegy, sociology. political science, economy, litera-
ture and the arts, all the branches of history (the list 18 not exhaustive). Where
are we to look for these characteristic traits?

b3

What is meant by French civilization traits? The role of bread and wine in every-
day life? Are we talking about some general ideas? Braudel’s propositions about
the identity of IFrance may serve as an example. I[n his view, there 1s in France
a need for centralization against which il is dangerous to act. Sccond charac-
teristic:  the French economy has always been lagging behind the one of world
leaders. Thirdly, the influence of French civilization in the world has always
been brilliant, more or less justified, and Paris always played a major role {a
reason, among others, why centlralization is a necessity). Finally, French
society has a hierarchical structure.®®  This last remark of course raises another
question: what 1s characteristic of one society? Soclal hierarchy is a very
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comman phenomenon indeed!  Aren’t there many traits common to several
cultures? Can a culfure be tuken in isolation?

The definition we are given also seems to imply that a society is homogeneous.
This is nowhere the case. Where should we ook for our characteristics? In which
social class or milieu? Some sociologists notice that social groups today tend to
meet in the middle and they talk about a “‘moyennisation de la société frangaise”

t.2% It might make our task

which blurs differences due to social environmen
casier. But others insist on the permanence of the habitus, “‘generative grammar
of our behavior” transmited from generation to generation in social milieus or
classes.?” If we admit that this habitus evolves very slowly, our task becomes

more difficuls.

Then comes the guestion of permanence and change. Surely these cultural
characteristics are nol as permanent as Asterix, the popular Frencl: comic strips,
would have us believe. What is change? In what domain does il take place? How
do we notice it? In reference to whai period of time? §s change always visible?
What change 1s important? We have to answer these questions {o be able to
distinguish between true change, i.e. change in the characteristic traits of the
culture, from fads and infatuations of all kinds. “*A civilization”, Braudel claims,
“is not a given econpomy nor a given society, but what, ithrough series of
economies, series of socicties, continues to live in 2 way that only atlows slight
and gradual change”.*® Butisn’t this approach too broad?

Assuming that we can identify these characteristic traits, what kind of relation-
ship exists between them? Should we see them as isolated elements? As con-
nected parts of a whole? As a scientifically elaborated system? for T. Zeldin,
it is impeossible to generalize today about French people: there is too much
diversity in their aitiludes, feelings, behaviors, or ideas.?® At the other extreme,
E. Marc and G. Michaud wrote a book titled: Vers une science des civilisutions.
They aim at a high level of generalization.® In between, L. Porcher suggests
that “a culture is made of diversities inscribed in {(and constjtutive of) the
coherence of a whole™.®  Whom should we believe? The temptation to look
for a model comparable to the linguistic code is also great and appears in many
publications. Braudel’s title Grammuire des civilisations should not be taken
literally. But what about “Lecture des civilisations” (Debyser insists that his words
should be taken literally), or “reading, interpretation of the cultural tex¢”?3?
Are these just metaphors? Is there a code of cultural signs? “We should not limit
our investigation to the study of discrete signs and isolated myths’, Beaujour and

214 —



Journtal of Humaniiies East/West

Ehrmann say, “‘but we ought to organize them into systems, the totality of which

would ideally describe the given culture.”??

But such a totality can only be
presupposed. There is no way we can prove thatl it exists: it represents an un-

attainable goal and *“the puzzle remains for ever incomplete™.**

All these gquestions are tough ones and cannot be ignored. Fo try to answer
them, we cannot do without the human and the social sciences, For this reason, we
inherit some of the problems exi.ting in thosc disciplines. Yet, howcever tempting it
may be, it probably would be a mistake fo attempt to define the field of civilization
too narrowly, to try to limit its scope for personal prefcrence to an anthropological,
a sociological, 4 semiotic ¢ a historical perspective. This is why the truly interdis-
ciplinary program of New York University’s Tnstitute ol French Studies seems to me

®

the right answer to the problem. Instead of sturting from basic “‘synthetic’” courses,
the Institute takes a different approach:

“{This} approach consists of constructing the overall program of study with successively
more specialised “blocks™ of information olfered in courses that are unambiguously
disciplinary and “analytic™ — c.g. French politics in the Fifth Republic, 19th-century
French history. French political and social thought, contemporary French literature,
problems of the French economy, eic... Rather then synthesis History, Politics,
Socivlogy, Culture and Edeas in a single or a series of courses on, say, France since World
War Two, the building blocks approach to that topic would begin with basic offerings of a
disciplinary nature in the above subjects. Then, in a second stage, more specialised
courses would be offered, still with clear disciplinary identities, building upon the basic
courses. For example, a course on religion or on education, a course on Palitics and
Literature since the war, a course on Public Administration or Public Law or a course on
France’s relations with its former Alvican dependencies - all of which would assume
some earlier disciplinary knowledge of History, Politics, Socicty and Cuiture.

The advantage of this approach is in the flexibility it offers students in preparing for
the often very different kinds of careers in the civilization area. At the same time it
builds confidence by giving at least a minimumsmastery of the basic blocks of informa-
tion that can later be combined in diffcrent ways io meet changing vocational needs.
Obviously, in the ahove schema, students will not have g grounding in all aspects of
French soctety and culture since World War Two. 1In practice, students working under
the block approach will have to decide rather early in their graduate training whether
their primary interest is society or culture -- the two versants of the civlization field in
the USA. After sampling the basic blocky in both versants, they will proceed to more
specialised work on either societal subjects {mainly social science courses) or cultural
subjects (mainly hunianistic courses} but in both cases they wiil gain intensive knowledge
of discrele, disciplinary-linked subjects, including efements of hibliographical informa-
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tion, a basic acquaintance with veference materials and even some knowledge of the
research being conducted in the field of their specialisation. Moreover, having con-
centrated on cither the society or the cubtural versanis they will, thanks 1o the dis-
ciplinary orientation of the courses, have acquired at least the fundamenials of etther
soial or cultural analysis - that is, 10 be able to grapple with societal problems as do
social scientists or (o deal with cultural dara as do humanists or. perhaps, even a bit of
hoth.  Experience has shown at New York University that in one semester of intensive

pust-graduate study, students with literary backgrounds can master social analysis as can

those with social science backgrounds learn to deal with cultural concepts,™®

If this approach is the right one, can civilization stili be called a new ficld? I
believe so, It is nol a new field as, jet us say, computer science is. However,
it reflects a change in perspective, a rearranging of priorities, a new way of looking
at societies and cultures around the world. In this sense, the emergence of civili-
zation as a field of study can be compared to the creation, all over the US. of
“Women Studies Departments”™ in the seventies. The feminists also brought about a
radical change in the way of looking at society and setting up priorities. That was
enough, in the U.S. at least, to create a new field of study and new academic units.

1A%

The interdisciplinary approach proposed by the New York University program
provides a goad framework for graduate studies. What about undergraduate students?
Is i1 desirable and realistic to introduce them to so many problems, s0 many points
of view, so much material that are in some ways complementary, in some olhers con-
tradictory? ‘The obvious answer 1s no. The full scope ol the interdisciplinary nature
of civilization study cannot be presented to students in a few courses. Even if it were,
the situation would be complicated by the existence of another element of the cqua-
tion we must not forget: we are teaching civilization in foreign language departments,
The same problem has plagued literary studies. In the fifties, it was nol uncommon in
the U.5. to take a course in French literalure with a famous professor whose spoken
French was less than adequate and who would teach in English. Then, for more than
iwenty years, everybody had fo use the foreign language in his teaching. Today, to
attract enough students from other departments (English, Comparative Literature),
since there must be a minimum number of students for the courses to take place), quite
a few advanced courses are taught in the native language. Two cheices have then to
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be made. Which langnage arc we going to use in the classroom: the native or the
foreign language? Let us assume that the instructor will ¢choose to use the loreign
language: he will still have to decide which appreach secems most appropriate, since fo
know a culture does not mean the same thing to everyone, even among peo.ple who
agree on the meaning of the word culture and on the existence of a ficld called civiliza-
tion.

To mauny, what a student needs is the ability to communicate effectively, which
implies that he has to acquire a cultural as well as a linguistic competence of communi-
cation. As much as possible, he should not only speak, but also behave, like 4 native, a
goul that can only be achieved if he spends at least a year in the foreign country. The
competence to communicate requires the cognitive knowledge and the behavioral
skill that will allow him to be more or less bicultural as well as bilingual. Culture
here is not seen as g servant of language as it used to be a servant of literature. There
is continuity between Hnguistics and anthropology, and everyone emphasizes the
principle that culture is an integral part of language lcarning. However, it is obvious
that, in practice, learning to communicate requires learning the foreign linguistic code
mote than, let us say, body language or table manners. 1t may be true, as some ¢x-
periments suggest, that in everyday life, we overestimate the importance of language
in communication, and we undercstimate the amount ol information we give to others
through other means, but how much emphasis should be placed on these other

means??®

How much cultural background is nceded for a student to communicate
adequately? How do we blend language tcaching and civilization teaching? How do
w¢ measure progress?

In my opinion, the best rccent answer to these problems has been provided by
P. Caprefz, from Yale, with a team of experts. The method, French in Action, was ten
yvears in the making. It was concetved as 2 TV soap opera and consists in the story,
filmed in Paris and other parts of the country, of an American boy who meets a
French girl and who discovers France and French society through all kinds of adven-
tures. The program was designed as a complete introduction to fit the needs of the
first three or four semesters of elementary and intermediate French at the university
level. Lach sequence includes taped pedagogical material. Additional workbooks are
also available. [French in Action mct with a great success all over the US. There is
truly a method where language and civilization are inseparable. Students learn a lot
from {and can discuss) the audiovisual information about France that provides a
natural bakground to the dialogue. Yet it is easy to see why even such a method does
not satisly everyvone. Although this communicative approach has a special appeal for
teachers at the elementary and intermediate levels in high schools and universities, it
can easily be criticized for providing a superficial, fragmentary. and, above all, stereo-
typical image of the foreign country. For this reason, the emphasis on communication
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is often pitted against the emphasis on knowledge and critical enquiry during the four
years of undergraduate studies. “Our method must be strictly intellectual and unsenti-
mental, and aim for a level analogous to that of advanced or graduate literary
courses”. ¥ 1f we agree with this stalement, truth should be our goal, not sterectypes,
but what kind of truth?

We can look for that knowledge in the human and the social sciences dealing with
the referential world. What comes first to mind is factual information about French
history and geography, and contemporary political, social, economic and cultarat life
angd institutions. Courses offering this type of information are ‘“‘synthetic™ courses, as
Wahl pointed out. ‘There is no shortage of textbooks trying to respond to teachers’
needs.?® Although most of them are attractive, easy to read, useful and well illustrated,
it 18 clear that, when wrifing in French, their authors faced 2 problem they could not
gquite solve. How can ore combine linguistic simplicity, intellectual challenge and
richness of information? It is also likely that publishers, who, for economic reasons,
aim at a public as large as possible, do not make their anthors™ task easy. To teach
at the advanced level, American instructors in lieu of {or in addition to) the textbook,
have {o prepare their own anthology. It is a challenging, not impaossible, task.

But we may be looking for another kind of truth. As we know, anthropology and
soiology offer to help us study the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of French people
and to sketch a system of values. How shall we proceed? “My culture is the logic
according to which I organize the world. And this logic, I have learned it since i was
born. In this logic, the most important part remains implicit, that is invisible. [t
concerns the presuppositions from which we constantly draw our conclusions. We
are not aware of them because, [or us, they are obvious, [t is everyihing that, for us,
goes without saying, and, as a result, Is iransparent”.*® If we agree with this approach,
our goal will be to establish a comparison beiween the native and ihe target culture,
to observe patterns of behavior, to make sense out of them and o understand how
they are connected. Today’s civilization textbooks often try to incorporate this
anthropological perspective along with some sociological data, facts and figures in a
preseniation of French society as a coherent whole, ail of this in fairly simple French.
The best “manuel” in this category is Wylie’s Les Francais,*® American students Like
this approach. Language is less of a problem here than the truth to be found. To deal
with values is to work with rcalities pretty hard to define in any precise way. As a
resull, the knowledge acquired by students is difficull to evaluate, QOther teachers
and didacticians prefer io combine all of the above mentioned approaches with
semiotics in a search for yet another kind of truth.

As we saw belore, we may feel that the study of concrete realities should not
concern us (oo much because, everywhere, language functions as a screen through
which we apprehend these realities in discourse. What is important, in this perspective,
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is not historical or contemporary events, for example, but what has been said about
them. If everything is apprehended through discourse, culture can be best studied
through the use it makes of language, including non-linguistic signs. Teaching civiliza-
tion, then, is literally teaching how to read culturally, from street names and obituaries
to comic strips and political specches. Everyday life provides a wealth of so called
authentic documents ready to be deciphered.

Theoretically, it seems ideally suited to us, language and literature students and
leachers, We are uscd to the decoding of signs: it is a matter of learning how {0
decode non-literay and non-linguistic signs.  [i invites us to develop our critical skills
without having to bother with history, sociology, and the rest. The illusion does not
last very long. The decoding of these signs presupposes that we have some knowledge
ol what they are relering to. The semiotic approach to authentic documents does
provide a tool, but it is useless withoutl a solid background or additional information
since there is no grammar or dictionary we can give to our students to facilitate their
reading of the so called “cultural text”. To remedy this problem, Debyser sees civiliza-
tion courses as combining semiology with anthropological and sociological data. A
textbook illustrating his method has been published.*® However, the fragmentary
nature of these authentic documents also creates a problem. The wealth of material
may furn into a nightmare for the teacher who has to prepare his class. What is im-
portant?  According to what criteria can the selection be made? Students too get
easily lost among texts and documenis of a very different nature, ranging in style and
registers from an extreme to the other, writien or prepared for very different readers,
inspired by very different preoccupations or ideologics.

Some teachers feel that the new definition of the word culture will not stand the
test of time and that the safest is to stick with the traditional one, For example,
they say: “Should we and can we avoid passing judgment on cultures?” QOthers, who
follow the present trend because they see it as the result of long termn changes in cur
societies, have the right to be puzzled. Too often, undergraduate textbooks want to
please everyone at every level and claim to combine the communicative approach with

*2  Didacticians want to touch all

the cognitive one in a perfect and harmonious way.
bases and make use of all theoretical approaches.*® These are sure recipes for medio-
crity.** 1 think that we should be as clear as possible with our objective, and, depend-
ing on the Jevel of the course, decide whether our primary goal is communicative skill,
or a particular kind of knowledge.

Does the quarrel about civilization teaching methods boil down to a question of
emphasis?  Of articulation of the various stages of learning? Not quite. Yes, it is
equally true that a culture is made of all forms of communication, of concrete realities
and of symbolic ones. We learn a foreign language to be able to function well in the
foeign society, which implies that we ought to know enough about the past and the
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present of that country, otherwise we would not be able to understand both the ex-
plicit and the implicit meaning of the messages bombarding us in everyday life. One
could say that there are roughly three stages to consider: first, learn the language to
communicate, then learn aboutl the concrete realitics of that culture, and, finally, you
can turn to the semiolic approach to learn {o sec beyond the appearance, the hidden
logic of culture.

But the problem is that we are not dealing with mathematics and that these
stages cannetl be clearly defined. When does one know the language well enocugh to
move to the second stage? Ii all depends on what is expecled at the second stage.
Advanced courses in any discipline, taught in French, practically require graduate
level competence in the language. And what about the third stage? How long shall
we wait to introduce students to implicit meanings of words and their hidden rhetoric?
Until the second year? The third year? The fourth year? Since there does not seem
to be any clear articulation possible between these different objectives of civilization
teaching, nobody waits that long. We end up giving the preference to this approach
or to that one. But by doing so, we are deciding which goal should receive the highest
priority in civilization teaching: stereotypes, objective truth or mythical reality.
This is not simply a methodological choice: it is also an epistemogical one and, im-
plicitly, we are making an ideological statement about culture.
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