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“ 111e study of the French culture has recently become a rccognized disciplìnc 

and a cau世 for Illuch puzzlemcnt among teacher曳，也 Thìs sentencc was writtcn som已
twenty-two ycars ago. It ìs fair to say that thc "puzzlemcnt among teachers" has not 

quitc disappeared. Why? This is the question I would like to try to answer by re f1ect 
ing on thc changes that took place in the thcory and practice 0 1" civìlization teaching 
in foreign Janguagc ùcpartmenb. My remarks will be bascd on my experience as a 

teaçher 0 1" Frençh in Amcriçan universiti凹， but 1 be1ieve tha1. to SOIllC extent at lea~t 
1 am addrcssing a problelll that is common to all forcign languagβteaçhers. After 

P'巳 scnting a brief summa叮 0 1' what happened over the last thirty years in under
graduate and graduate curriçula, I wi l1 look at ~ome 0 1' the rea<;ons why changes 

oçcurred. Th必 wi1l lead us to the key que叫ion: is 1here a field ca l1ed civilization , 

and、 if so, how do we dcfinc it? Finally , 1 wî1l exallline the options we havc for teach 
ing civilization in a foreign languagc classroom 

Not too long ago , forcign Janguage departments used to concen Trate their effoγts 
on the 叫\l dy of languagc and litcrature. To learn about F咒nch society 0 1" FrCllch 
poJitical instìtutiollS, ol1e had to take cour 凹 in otber departments. The tìrst Frcnch 

“ Cours dc Civilisation française" , as Lawrencc Wylie te l1s lIS, was offered in Paris and 
other citî的 În 1919 as a way to keep 叩mc of the World War 1 Am叮ican soJdiers busy 
be l"ore a peace treaty could be signed sendi月 thcm home. 3 At the time. it was obvi叫S

that the best întroduction to France was a survey 0 1' its past, and thcir teacher's 
mission was to present the whoJe 0 1' French history in thiny 1e叫ures. (The challenge 

sound可 famîliar). Then , in the twenties and thirtìes, a growìng number of college 
students went to France for a year 0 1' study. They would naturaJJy take this civiliza 

tionωur、e that was being offered at the Sorbonne and at other univcrsìtîes. At thc 
samc t1me 、 in the Unîtcd States, courses titled "Introduction to France: A Surv叮.' 0 1' 
French History and Civilizatîon" began to appcar. But until the sixties and CVCll irlto 
the seventies, such COllrsCS werc fcw and considered 0 1' pcripheral interest, and they 
wcre totally Jbsent from the graduatc cllrriculum. A clear indîcation of the view 
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Frcnch dcpartmcnts had on 出e matter can be detccted in the title of one of them 
offered at Harvard În the thirtics “ Social ßackground of Frcnch Literaturc".4 Thc 

goal of lan皂uagc lcarning was thc study of litera1urc. Civili三ation courscs wcre 
supposcd to prov站e informatìon considercd as useful , but not es泊cntial ， for a good 

undcrstanding of literary masterpieces. Thc situation w出 pretty much the same in 
the United Kingdom , although some universities there took noticc carly of a coming 

new trcnd.' 
After thc Russians launched theìr first Sputnik in 1957 , and sllcceeded in pla口ng

it in orbit, 1here was a flurry of activity in the U.S.. The Amcrican govcrnmcnt 叫d一

<lcnly decided not only to catch up with thcm tcchnologically and scnd a tnan to the 
moon. but also to develop the s1udy of thc languagc and thc clvilization 01' countries 
importanl to American intcrcsts. The National Education Defense Act was passed in 
1958 and surruner institute弓 to teach for訕訕1 languagcs and civilizations wcrc sct up 

Altltough that 帥、 e a boost to 叫i1ization cO L1rscs, th3t wa~ not cn叫gh for them to 
gain legitimacy.6 

Wlwre arc we 10day'! Thc traditional co盯SC Hl Frcnch histo叩 is st il1 În exislencc 
in mos1 Am叫ican universities, but a change has clearly takcn pJacc: many foreign 

language dcpartments 110W offer scvcral major tracks: a literaturc track , a ling凶 lstics

or tcaching track and a civîlitation track. ln addition. a1 least 011C coursc i 們 civiliza

tion is offered at the gntduate 1叫 c1. lt does not mcan more history course~. Over tlw 
p :1st 20 ycars. wheth盯 one likcs i1 or not. the main shift has been a move away from 
the past to the prcscnt. New COUfSCS had to bc creatcd - courscs dealing with thc 

media and new ar1 fonns (the press, tclevision , 1hc cinema, comic strips), with con 
temporary critics and phiJosophers whose works had cJcar implìcations for the study 

of cul山閱 (Barthes ， Lacan , Foucau1t), with social changc (fcminism , imm增ration) ，

and with contcmporary pohtical , social, cçonomic and cultural lifc and institu tÍons 
(~ocialism ， youth , bu凶iness Fr巳I1ch，“francophonie"). ln thc U 且， whcre adminislrιi 
tors alld tcachers cannot ignore for very !ong students' dcmands nOT the prcssure of 

cconomic nced" in the socicty , it i5 not cxaggerated to say 1hat alrnost evcrywhcre wc 
have witnl'ssed an irre 可 istiblc trend toward morc non~literary cc凡lrscs. Thc same holds 
truc , to a varying degrcc , in Grcat-Britain and Europc. 7 

l 且 ro 110t saying that this trcnd i<; good: it happencd. 1 am not saying cither that 
these changl's have taken pJacc withuut 10呵， heated and ~oll1 ctime ‘ acnmolllous 

dL'bates. On thc contrary. the majority of the profes冶ors ， who had recelved a strictly 
li1crary training and who considered thems 巳 !ves as specialists of a century or a move 

ment or evcn of an authur considered this tn己 nd as dangerous: thcy fought against it 
as much as thcy could, and they still do in manyιases. lt was a thrcat to the prc 
Cllllnenceυ l' litcraturc and to the departments' traditional power structure. Besidcs 了

tcachers had to be found for thcsc ncw courscs. Sincc, tnost of the tim。、 ncw staff 
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could not be hired , it was putting pressure on them to retool themselves in fie!ds 
they knew very little abou t. Many of them refused to do so , which largely explains 

why civilization tracks often went down the drain: I'or lack 01' teachers. They wcre 
a1so genuinely concerned with the Jevel 01"叩urses taught by non-specialists: where 

could they tum to find the tools. the information , concepts, and methodology neces 
sary for such courses?B 

It did not take long I'or an active minority of forcign language teachers to start 

叫自esting solutions to thcir new professiona1 needs. The pioneer in the study 01' 

contemporary French civilization is Lawrence Wylic who taught at Harvard I'or many 

years. Early in his career, he combined an intense intercst for thc language and culturc 
of France with an education as a social scientist. Dissatisfied with thc Amcrican 
school of the cultura1 anthropologists of the fortì肘， he and his I'amily decided in 1953 
to live a year in a southcrn French vil1age. His essay on this experi巳 nce has become 
a cIassic. Several cditions of Village in the Vaucluse attest to the succes、 and the 
timeliness 01' his enterpnsc. Another book , studying another village , this time in 
Wcstern France , was written in coltaboration with Harvard students under the same 
circumstanccs in the earJy sixties. Wylie a1so pioneered a tcxtbook designed for 

American studenb who wished to approach Frcnch culture from an anthropological 
and a sociological point ofview: Les Franα的 ltw出 pub1ishcd in 1970.9 Two young 

Yale profl巳ssors also published in 1967 an artic1e that is just as pertinent today as it 
was 23 ycars ag。“A Semiotic Approach to Culture" , They too published a textbook 
based on their approach. iO From then on , books and artides on French civilization 
became so numerous, espccially in the late scventics and in the eÎghtÎes that critical 
bibliographies arc periodically compìled. ll New periodicals startcd to appear: Con
temporary French Civilization in the U .5. (1 977), Modern m叫 Contemporary France 
in Great Britain (1 979). Old ones such as Le Prancais dans le monde published in 
France and The French Review publishcd in the U. S. accepted more and more articb 
in the new fie1d. National and international seminars and meetings on the teaching of 

Frcnch civilization were heJd: for example two six-week-Iong National Endowment 
for th 巳 Humanitics scminars were organized at SUNY Albany (summer 1979 and 

198 1) to he1p language and literature teachers to retool themselvesY Thc 1987 
lntcrnational Conference hcld at Portsmouth, England , was a I'orum wherc civilization 
teachers were învited to share their experience with each 0的ec

Another sîgn 01' the growth of the field 01' French civ i1izaton 1nto a field 01' 

study of its own was the creation 1n 1978 01' New York Univcrsity's Tnstitute of 
French Studics that confers M. A. 's and even Ph.D.'s in Prench Civili7ation. Although 
it puts the emphasis 0ηthe social sciences, it is interdiscip1inary in nature and does not 
do away with 1iteraturc. 13 Tn Great Britain, under the in f1ucnce of tcchnological 
univcrsities created in the 1960's, many French dcpartmcnts have adopted a more 
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radical approach and do n01 offcr 1itera1urc courses anymore_ WhiJe older instìtutjons 
stiJ] main個io it on thc periphcry , French civilization in that country is becoming 
mainstreum. History from 1789 to the prcscnt and thc soci訓 s口cnces have replaccd 
litemturc and thc traditional history course going back to prehistoric times. 14 

11 

Thc innovations 1 havc just described in Frcnch curricula were not the result of 
arbitrary dccisions taken by crazy tcachers and administrators. How could wc forgct 

how much p 巳 oplc's Jivcs have been changcd by tclevision and plancs , by the possibiJity 
for anyonc to know what is going 00 in thc forcign country , t。從c and hcar peopJe 

ta!k , to go abroad and sec for onesel f? Thesc ncw means of commumcation had an 
enormous itnp3ct on studcnts' livcs and interests. Forcign books came to lifc. But li扣，
evcryday li!;己， also challenged hooks and the traditional definition of Culturc. One 
hundred years ago , Matthew Arnold saw the study of Culturc as “ thc acquainting 
ourselve~ wi1h the best that has becn known and said in the world" 15 For our pur

pase 弓 !ct us say “ in Fnmcc" , or any othcr country This delïnitìon cmphasiz臼 know

ledgc of the pa吼叫ld it passes judgment on what îs worth knowîng of t l1 at pasL 11 is 
through thc grcat achicvcmcnts of its past tllat onc can know and undcrstand a culture 

But studen1s started rejecting this hcavy emphasis on Culturc and dcrnanded that 

the study of the here and now of thc foreign coun1ry beα)me an important part of 
theiγωrriculu ll1 

111C dcveJoprnent of the social scicnccs, cspecially sìncc World War I!, also hcips 
to put this evolution in perspective. For a good 、IVhile ， anthrop 勻 logy has bccn teaching 

us to forgct abou1 thc distinctioll bctwccn primitive and civili ì'.ed people , to look a1 
all socicties as 叫lua1 ， with t11cir own charactcristics、 their own coherence. As a con 
scqucnce , litera門，川telJectu訓， artis1ic or scicntific achicvemcnts caJl llot serve any 
l1l orc as absolute cri1cria to establish a hierarchy bctwccn culturcs. By 1hc 油IllC tokcn了

thcy tllTOW into doubt thc longstanding idea that lÌ is through a corpus of works 

traditional1y considered as superior th :1t one can appro3ch and understand best a given 
~ultllrc. Ins1ead , what should hc studied , in Wyl時's view ，的心 the total way of lifc" 
of French pcople today.lb Ncw history , in a way , joined forccs wi1h anthropology 
In thc thirtics , a few French his10rians (known today as “l'Fcole dcs Annalcs") dc 

cidcd that too much cmphasis was plaωd on political history 、 lts grcat events, 1tS great 
figures , its famous places可 that history was also thc 11istory of evcryday 1i缸， of ordinary 
people în ordina叮 pJaces. A凶 Revel puts 叫“peasa叭的 havc been elevatcd to the status 
of kîngs". 17 

A COlYl ρarablc trend aw叮 from an clitisi position and a broadcning of perspcctivc 
could bc observed in tlle domain of litcraturc. Ncw fonm challcnged thc litcrary 
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canon. Are detective novels and comic slrips litcrary genrcs? Li甘rary sty!c 此時!rwas

subverted. Many writers uscd 叩oken or cvcn vulgar, ll1corrcc:t or obsωne Janguage 

Dialccts and patois today excitc new intcrest and enjoy a kind of Icgitimacy 

Boundaries bctween what was considered good Qr bad French became bJurred. In 

othcr words, thc primacy of Cu1turc was thrcalcncd frorn without and from within , 
by human and socia! scicntists, and by writcrs themseJves 

Culture also had a tendency to look at nations as Jiving individuals, whosc 

character, temperamcnt and identity could be defmed pretty much permaneηtly 

From Strabo and Caesar to Voltairc, Chateaubriand, Michelct, Maurois, the 間me

stereotypes about the origin and the idenlity (l f the French peopte seem to be rc 

pcated. Onc could alrnost 間e in thc drawing of the portraits of nations a kind 01' 

literary genre. The talcnt of thc writer would cons>s1 in ddining as preci:>cly as possi 

blc a “ génic" , a kind 0 1" essence. 18 ßefore WWl L çracks ι划 ld be 比en în these portraits 

ßut hccause the war had gìvcn a new urgεncy to lhc need to know the cultures of all 

thc nations involved in thc r.:on f1 ict, the U_S_ govcrnment spcnt large sllms of money to 

have cu1tllral anthropologisls try to find scicntifica l1y what writers had failed to do: to 

cs1ablish a Jist 0 1' characteristics supposed to give to cach nation its idcntity card. The 

resuJts 0 1' thc 問sean二h can at best be described as unconvincin色的 Thc modcls that 

were supposcd to replace 1he intuitive and c cJectic por1rait of the past wcre immcdìate• 

ly challenged by sociology and social anthropo!ogy. Jt scemcd perfcctJy clear that 

no short , systcmatic , exhaustivc and coberent scientific dcfinition of a culturc could 

be offcred. There wcrc far too many variables. A society is too diversc and too 

complcx to be sllmmcd up by any listing, whcther it inc\udes fifty or one hundred 

items. 

A similar chang巳 of focus making i1 more difficult to arrive at any va1id gencraliza. 

tion about a cullure h凡s heen emph8<;iz。司 m 均卅ffET~'nt W:ly "inct'仆H' 1l 1 !1t'仰伊1 fifties 

by scrniotics, the sciencc of signs derjved from linguistics. Scrnioticians agrcc with 

soial scien1ists that a ncw dcfinit凹的 0 1' humanism is in orde r. As Bcaujouf and 

EJurnann put it 

“Five cenlurics 01" classiçal humanism havc led 山 10 believc (ha( values ought to be 

sought only in the di ，ωursc 刷th thc highest degrcc ()f organi7ation , i.e. hteraturc. Ncw 

sciences 01" m叫 in socicty 吼"h 山!inguisli閃， and the broadcr scicncc of scmiülic$ , forcc 
us to reali z.e that TlIän and his valucs can be stud閱 d in thc humble~t of contexts ,,20 

This strikes a now fäm \liar thcmc. lt docs not mcan the demisc 0 1' literary studie~ 

lt does mean , howevcr, that n叭叭 valid and complementary ways [0 study a culturc 

can bc found 

l 
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of Saussurc's ideas to thc study of sc 斗 cty. Just as a linguistic sign , Barthe ), says in 

J 叫rythologies ， Is compo"ed of a signifier and a signified , a cultural sign is l'omposed 0 1' 

a slgm日er (the 1inguistic ~ign) and a signi拉巴d that is the specific object of cultural 
study.21 lf we takc the examplc of thc word “ constitution" (1 takc thc responsabìlity 

of this example) , thc signi自ed refc呵， in France as well as in the U.5. , to tlle body of 
fundamental principles according to which a nation is governcd , the organìzatìon and 
distribution of powcr. the rights of ìts citizens. Howevcr, thi" word has in the U.S 
a cultural meaning (we could say connotation , or implicit mcaning) that one could 
ncver find in Francc. Although it has cvery reason to be proud of ìts present constitu 

tion, in two hundred years France tried 臼xteen of th巳m、 whilc thc U.5. stuck with onc 
The fact that somc additions have been made and that it is constantly reinterpreted 
by thc Suprcme Court as time gocs by does not rea l1y matteL This is certainly one of 

t11c reasons why Americans look at thcir Constitution as an almost sacred tex t. Wc 
reach hcre the mythical lcveL Of course, everyone in the U. 5. doc" not sec this as 
clearly as we do. "Norma lJy , the native is not awa1'c of thcse connotation since thcy 
are part 0 1' t11e nonconscious makeup of his culturc".22 Y前， it certainly would be 

difficult to understand American politicalli長， atld actually , American culture、 without

kecping this idea ll1 mind. The object of the semiotic approach to culture , then , is “ to 
grasp the cultural sîgns embeded in ordina1'Y languageηFor thi弓 rιason ， it çan be 
scen as a “ stylistic" 0 1' language" , although it docs not limit Îtself to the study of 
linguistic signs: one should pay attention to othcr kinds of signs a:; welJ. ge"tures, 
for example. "The system of communication of a given culture js compriscd of all 
these types 0 1' signs whích give this cultu1'e its uniquencss and provide aJl its members 

with a common system of refcrence". This stylisti凹的 desìgned “ to brÎng out a 
p益rticular cultural style and to make explicit thc hidde l1 rhetoric which hil1ds togcther 
the images ο，[ that culture".23 

At thÎs poinl , il should be noted that, although , the human and the social sCÍenccs 
brougbt about a widcly , hut not universal1y , acceptcd change of focus and a ncw 
concept of culture , we cannot expcct the anthropologi哎， the historial1, the sociologist, 

the writCL and thc semiologist to havc the same ojectives. This may pa1'tly cxplain 
why、的 civilization courses have become more and mo1'e accepted 1n foreignlanguage 
dcpa1'tmcnts, the goals of civilization studies seern harder to define. The new field may 
be goîng through growing pains. But are we sure, arter all , that thc1'e is a new field? 

III 

Let us look at the prob1em from another angle. When we teach language , we deal 
with a clearly defined human <.,cience. Regardless 0 1' all thc disag1'eements that exist 
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bctwccn linguists, we k!1 oW 1hat language is a specific system of articuJated signs 

used [0 transmit human mcssages_ We know what we teach: a linguistic 以lde. Änd the 

goaJ of lang江lagc tcachi月， in spitc 01 methodological differences among instructo呵，

remams Just 品 s1r的ght-forward: Ît i~ a mcasurab!e competcncc m the four skilh. The 

definition of literaturc today raiscs rnore questions. It surely docs not include all 

writtcn texts. But wl1<l t is literary and what is not? Wc stand here on shifting sand 

Not too long ago , a scicncc fiction novcl w剖 not considercd as a litcrary work. No 

criteria , linguistic，叫 thelic Qr any othcr , is fool proo f. The 他J'est is to ob~erve that 

therc IS a body of t凹的， a co叩us， coosîdercd by most peoplc as 1i tcrary in a given 

society ;J t a given timc. "Ihis lack of a clcar dc t1nition of literaturc creates problcms fOI 

teachcrs. Wbat do we teach when we 1each litera1ure? How do we me叫ure progres地 m

competence? To what extent shouJd litcra叮 analysis rcly on thc human and thc social 

sciences (linguistics , sociology , anthropology , but also psychoanalysi~)? lt is up to 
the teacher to an叭Ncr thmc qucstions as well a<; he can 

If we turn to civili泊位。叭， althc汎19h we can consoJe ourseJves by keeping in mind 

that literaturc tcachcrs are aJ叩 going through a tough time , we may l'eel that our 

problem 15λbit more complicatcd. When culturc gives \l p its identification with 

literary works and fonnaJ writtcn style , it givcs 山 p the spccificity of its corpu~ and of 

its codc. It now ~巳en的 that civilization can b己 found everywbere. ，人le do have an 

anthropological definitîon to start from: a culture consists of “ the body 0 1" charac

teristic traits of a given socicty".24 At least we have a goaL We do know what to look 

fo r. 11 is obvious, however, that this defimtion raises a lot of qucstions 

I'hc numbcr 0 1' factor~ that play a rolc m thc claboration of culturaJ identîty 

at 叩y time is quite largc. Cultural idcntity h品 to do w1th language , 
;;eography , histOIY. cthnolo品，叮叮01。自 po\itic;J.!肘 lC:1CC 、 ecn )l omy ， !iter::::. 

turc and the art可 al1 thc branches of history (the list IS not exhau~tive). Wherc 

a間 we to look for these characteristic tr31ts 'l 

2. What is n比ant by French civilization trails? The role of brcad and wme in evcry

day !ifc'? AfC wc talking about somc general ideas'! Braudel's proposition5 about 

1he idcntity 01' France may serve a~ an examplc. In his view , tlterc is in France 

a lleed for centralìzation against which it is dangerous to ac t. Sccond chara(;~ 

tcristic: the French cconomy has always been Jagging behind the one of world 

leaders. ThirdJy , thc in t1 uencc of French civili7.ation in thc world h品 always

bcc lJ bri l1iant_ more or less .i ustified , and Paris always played a major role (a 

rea5011_ alllong other臼， why ccntralization is a nec的~ity). Finally_ French 

socicty h剖 a h lCrarchical strudun:. zS Thi~ last relllark of coursc raîses another 

Cj uestion. what i5 characteristic 0 1' onc sociely'? Social hicrarchy is a very 
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common phcnomcnon indeed! Arcn't there many trai臼 comrnon to several 
cultures? Can a cuJturc be taken in isolation? 

3. Thc dcfinition we Cl. re given aJso 間ems to împly that a socicty is homog巳ncous

This is 1J owhc陀 the casc. Wh盯c should wc ]ook for our charactcristics? 10 which 
sociaJ class or miliell'! Somc socio]ogists notice that socia1 grυups today tend to 

meet în the midd!e and 的ey talk about a “ rnoyennisation de \a socî已仕 francaise"

WhlCh b1urs diJlcrenc巳.s duc to socia\ cnvironmcllt. 26 It might makc our task 

ω的ler. But others inslst 00 thc permancnce of thc habitus “ gcnerative grammar 

0 1" our bchavior" transmited from generation to generatîon in social milieus or 

classe拭 27 If we admit that this habitus evoJvcs very slowly , our task bccomcs 

more diffîcult 

4. Then comcs the question of permar沁ncc and change. Surcly these cultural 

charactclistics arc not as pcrmanent as Astcrix , thc popular French comic s1日ps ，

would have us belicvc. What i5 change'? ln what dornain docs it take place? How 
do wc noticc it? In refcrencc to what period of timc') ls change always visible? 

Whatιhange is import凹t'! We have 10 an凶wer thesc questions to be ablc to 

distinguish belwecn trlle change , i.c. change în 1hc characteristic traits 0 1" the 

culturc, from fads and infatuations of all kinds ‘A civiliL.ation" , Braudcl cJairr刊，

“ is not a givcn econorny nor :l g1ven society , but what, through series of 

eCOn01nI凹， scrics of socictics, continucs to live in a way tha1 only allows slight 
and graduaJ change".28 日ut Isn't this approaιh too broad'! 

5. A出uming that we can identify 1hesc char2.ctcristic traits, whal kind of rclation 

ship exists bctwcen thcm? Shou\d we see th巳m 出的:Jlated elemcnts? As con

nectcd parls of a who]c? As a scientifica lJy elaborated systern? For T. Zeldin, 
11 的 llnpossiblc to gcncra1iz.c today about French people: there is too much 

divcrsity in thcir att i1udes , fcclin缸， behaviors , or ideas. 29 At the othcr cxtreme , 

E. Marc and G. Michaud wrote a book titlcd: Vers une science d凹 civilisations

They aim at a high Icvcl of gcncralization 知 tn between , L. porcher 叫ggests

t1lat “斗 culture 1S made of diversities inscribed in (and constitutivc 0ηthe 

cohcrencc of a wholc".31 Whom should we belicve? Thc temptation to look 

for a 11l0dcl cor 凡 parabJe to the Jing叫“ic codc is a180 gTcat and appears in many 

publicatio tlS. Braudel'弓 title Gra民 lmaire des ch'i{isatiοns sholJld not be tak.en 

1itera l1y. BlI twhat 3bout “ Lecture des ch.ilisations" (Dcbyser insisb that his words 

should be taken 1itcra Jl y) , or "rcading, intcrpretatìon of thc cultural text"'13~ 

Are thesc just metaphors'! Is lbere a code of cultural signs? “Wc should not Jìmit 

our 111、川c"tigation to thC' study of discrete signs and isolatcd myths" , Beaujollr and 
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Ehrmann say “ but we ought to organizc them into systcms , the totality of which 

wOllld ideally describe thè given cu ]tllrc 勻， JJ But such a totaJitvμan only he 

pr恥uppused. There is no way w t' can prove that It exists. It represcnts an lln

attainable gual a叫“ the puzzle remains for ever incomp1etc刊"

A Il thesç questions arc tOllgh ones and C3nηot be ignorcd. To try to answ叫

thcm , we C3n l1ot do withoul the human and lhe so山 al sciC Ilces. For this rcasun , we 

inherit somc uf the problem5 eXÌ'~~i Ilg in thosc di~ciplinc~. Ye t. howcver tcmpting it 

may be , it probably would be a mistake 10 叫tempt to define the field of civilization 

too narrow紗， to try to 1imît its s':op l' for persona1 p時 fcrence to an antlnopologi叫l

3 sociological , a semioticιä historica1 perspective. Thi~ is why the truly inlerùis 

ciplinary program of Ncw York Universîty's Tnstitutc of Fr巴 ncl1 Stlldies seems to me 

thc right an計Ner to the problem. Instcad of st:Hting fro111 basicιsynthetic" COllrses 

t11e lnstitute tahs a different approach 

“(Tf叫 appfoachω"圳的 of conslruc(ir啥 lhc ovcra]l ]J rogram ()f <;Iudy wi(h succ己的 ively

mυIC speciali,cd "b_ locks" ()• infürmat lOH o J"fcrcd in cüurses lhal are ll Ilam b_iguou~ly 

dlSClplinary 肌1 "analytlc" - (', g. French 們litlc~ in (hc Fifth Re ]Jublic ]0Ih.cen(ury 

fc巴Il ch history. FI凹ch püliti叫 1 and 叩ci~l Ih叫在111; C()Illl:mporary Frcnch litera(llre , 

problem~ of the Frellch ec叫IOmy ， elc.. R~ther Ih位n synthcsis History , Pülitics 
Süciology , Cllllurc 叩 d rdcas in a singlc or a 認ries (J f Cüll l'se.i ün , ~ay ， Fran吋 since World 

War Two、 the building hlocks appr山ch to that tüpic would bcgin with basic offcrings ofa 
disciplinary natllre ln the ahove s lI bject丸 Then ， ill a sccond 討 tage. 1Tl00e spccialised 
courses \Vould bc offelcd. still with clear disciplinary Idcntities, bllilJing llpO Il thc baSlc 
courses. For example , a course on lcligion or 011 educat泊， a cOllrse ()扒 Polilics and 
Litcrature since thc war , a COllrse on Pubhc Ad l1liJ listratiün 叫 Public L1W 01' a cOllrsc 011 
FrHn呵呵 rebtions with ilS fnnnci Afli"dll Jeρellüell~les ail 01 WhlCh wou[d ass山 "e

<;ome earl間f discip1inary knowledge of Hi~tory ， Politics, Socicly and Culture 
Thc advantage {)f this approach is in (he tlexibilily it offers students in 戶一cpa凡ng for 

the ofte叭 very different kinds of carec 凶 in the civiliz<l tioll area. At tllC ，~Ill e timεc' 

builds confidencc hy giving at least a minimumsmastery of Ihe b 的Ì<: blocks of infol 11la 

(1(趴 that can later be combined in diffcrent ways (0 mect changing vo叫tiona[ needs 
ObvI叫sly ， in lhe ahovc scl1cma , students will nol havc a groundi月 in all aspccls o( 
Frcnch society 叩d culture since World War Two. ln pr2ctice, students work l11g undcr 
(he block 叩proach will have 10 dccide rather early in theh graduate Iraining whether 
their primary intercsl is society or cuJture thc two versan!只 of (hc civlization ficld in 
the USA. After ~ampling thc hasic block~ in bot l! vcr~ants. thcy will proceed to 1ll0 l'C 
specialised 圳的 O!l cilhcr societal su悸的 (mainly 忌。 cial sc蛇口ωωurses) 01 cultl叫l

suhjccts (mainly humanistic courscs) hut in bolh cases (hcy will gain intcmivc knO\vledgc 

of discrele , disciplinaly，li 們 kcd subjc已 ts. II1clllding clements of hihliographical iHfürma 
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tion. a basic aμqU~llnt叫cc w1th rcfeTcnce malcnals and ev叩叫rnc kflowlcù~e 01' t他

rcscarch bemg condLl cted in th巳 fidd 01" thcir 叩ccialisa Iio們 Moreovcr, having 以的

cenlralcd on clther 111C ;lllcwly ()]" the cultural venanb thcy 叫11. Ihanks 10 the dis 
Clplinary 01 問 nLltion of the courses. havc acquircd at least thc fllndame J\lals ()f eilher 
soial or cultuíal analysi~ that i函， 10 be able to gr益pple wlth societal problems as dü 
、ocial 叩CJ\tists or to deal with 叫Itural dala as dü hU lJlanists ür_ rωr]l a帥， even a bil 01" 

both Expcriencc has slwwn at New Yo <k Univcrsity that inω1C sen恥cster of intensivc 
post.grad山 ale study , ,tudents with 1iterary backgr叫nds can mastcr ,oçìal analysis a, 叫n

thü,c wi廿 1 s()cial science backgrouηds learn 10 dcal withαllttnal (:OIl cepts 站

Jf this aprroach is thc right onc, can civilization still bc called a n的N fic!d? 1 

belicvc so. It is llot a new fie1d as, )ct us say了 computcr sciencc is. Howcvcr, 

it rcflects a changc m perspcctive , a rιarranging of prioritics, a new way of looking 

at socictics and cultures arollnd the world. In this sense , the cmergence of civili 

zatio>1 as a ficld of study can be compared to the crcation 、 a lJ over the U, S. of 

u、Nom巳 n Studic~ Departmcnts" in thc scvcntics. cI11e fcminists also brought about a 

radîcal change in the way of looking a1 開 ciety and setting IIp prioritics. 1'hat was 

enough , in the U.$. at least , to crcatc a ncw field of study and new acadcmîc units 

IV 

l'hc interd的ciplinary approach proposcd by the New York University program 

pro的des a g叫)d framcwork 1'01' graduatc studies. What about undergraduatc studcnts? 

!s it de引用ble and realîstic to introduce thcm to $0 many probkms, so many points 

of vicw , so much matcrial that arc in somc ways complcmentary , in some other 可 con

tradictory? The obvious answcr 的 no. 1'he full scope of thc intcrdisciplinary naturc 

of civîlizaiion study cannot bc prcsented to ~tudcnts in a few courscs. Even if it 、，vere

thc situation would be complicatcd by thc cXlstcnω01' anothcr element o[ the cqua

tion we mLlst not forget: we are teaching civìlization in foreign 1anguagc dcpartrnenis 

The 抽me problcm has plagued literary studics一 ln the fifties. it was not uncomrnon in 

thc U.S. to t血e a cnursc in French literatu1'e with a famous profcs可 or whose 、:poken

French was less than adequatc and who would teach in English. Then , for more than 

1wenty years , everybody had io usc thc foreign languagc in his tcaching_ Today , to 

a11ract ellough students fro l11 oth巳 r dcpa1'tments (English. Comparativc Literaturc) 

since there must be a minim凶111 nun巾。 r of students for the 叫叫rse~ to takc place) , quitc 

a f巳w advanced courses arc taught in th(' native language. Two choiccs have thcn to 
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bc made. Which language arc we going to use in the cla惱room: thc nativc or the 

foreign language? Let U5 a間umc that the instructor will choose to usc th巳 roreign

language: he will still have to dccide which approach ~cems 1l10st appropriate , sincc to 

know a culture does 110t mean the same thing to everyonc , even among people who 

agree on the meaning of thc word culture and on thc existencc of a ficld 崎lled civiliza

tion 

To m且ny ， what a studcnt necds is the ability to commU l1l cate effcctivcly , which 

implies that hc has to acquire a cultural as well as a !inguistic çompetençc of çom lTI uni 

cation. As much as possible , hc should not only spcak , but also bchave , like a nativ l', a 

goal that can 0ηly be achievcd if hc spcnds at lcast a year in the foreign country. The 

competence to comrnunicatc rcquircs thc cognitive knowledge and the behavioral 

skill that wilJ a lJ ow him to be more or less bicultural as weU as bilinguaL Culture 

here is not seen as a se鬥ant of language as it used to be a sc凹 ant of literature. Thcre 

is continuity between línguistics and anthropology , and everyone emphasizes thc 

principle that culture is an integral part of language Jcarning. Howevcr , it is obvious 

that , in practice , learning to communicate 間quires learning the foreign linguistic codc 

more than , let us ~ay ， body language or table manners. lt may be truc，的 some cx

pcrimcnts suggcst , that in everyday life , we overestimate thc importan吋 of languagc 

in communication , and we undcrcstimate the amo Ll nt 01' information we givc to othcrs 

through other means , but how much emphasis should be placed on thes l' oth<"r 

means?~6 How l11uch cultural hackground is nceded for a student to communicate 

adequately? How do we blend language tcaching and civiliLation teaching? How do 

wc measure progress? 

ln my opinion , the best Tcccnt answer to these problcms has been providcd by 

P. Caprctz , from Yale , with a tcam of experts. The method , French in Actioll. was ten 

yf"aγ、 i !l tlw making. lt 'Nas conceivecl <l S :l TV SO:lp opera <lnd consisb in th::: story , 

filmed in Paris and othcr parts of thc country , of a11 American boy who meets a 

French girl and who discovers France and French society through all kinds of advcn

tures. The program was designed as a compktc introduction to fit the needs of thc 

first three or four semcsters of elementary and intermcdiate French at the university 

levcl. Each sequence indudes taped pedagogical materia l. Additional woγkbooks are 

also available. French in Acfiοn mct wirh a great success a11 over thc US. There 的

truly a mcthod whe閃 language and civilization are inseparab1c. Students lcarn a lot 

from (and can discuss) the audiovisual information about France that provide、 a

natural bakground to thc dialoguc. Yet it is c的Y to s巳e why evcn slIch a meth叫 does

not satisry evcryone. Although this communicative approach has a special appeal for 

teachers at the elemcntarv and iηtermediate Jevcls in high school只 and univcrsitie <;, it 

can easily be 叮iticized for providing a supcrficial , fragmentary. and , above a11 , stereo 

typical image of the foreign country. For this rcason了 the emph出的 on communh.:atlon 
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的 oftcn pittcd agaînst the emphasis on knowledgc and critical cnquiry during thc four 
ycars o[ undergraduate studics. "Our mcthod must be strictly intellectual 叩d unscnti一

mcntal , and aim for a lcve1 analogous to that of advanccd or graduatc hterary 
courses".37 If we agree with this statemcnt, truth should bc our g:o祉， not stcrcotypes了

but what kind of truth'? 
We can look for that knowlcdge in thc human and thc social sciences dealing with 

thc rcfercntial world. What comcs first to mind 的 factual information about Frcnch 
history and ge措問phy ， and contemponny poJitìcal , social , econollllc and ωJtuγal1ik 
and institutions. Courses otTcring this typc 0 1" information are "synthetic" courses了 as

Wahl pointcd out. Thcrc is no shortage of textbooks trying to rcspond to teachcrs' 

nceds. J8 Although most of them a間 attractive ， casy to read , useful and we [l illustratcd 了

it lS cle<lr that, when writing in French , their authors faced a problem thcy couJd not 
quite solve. How can or.e combine linguistic simplici呵，】 ntclledual challengc and 

richness of information? lt is also likcly that publishers, who, I"or c正 OnOlnlC reasons, 

aim at a public as large as possiblc , do not makc their authors' task casy. 1'0 tcach 
at the advanccd level, Amcrican instmctors in }ieu of (or in addition to) thc tcxtbook 、

have to prcpare thcir own anthology. It is a challenging, not impossible , ta的k
But wc may be looking for anothcr kind of tmth. As we know , anthropology and 

叩iology offer to help us study the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of Frcnch pcoplc 
and to skctch a system of values. How shall wc proceed句“My culturc is the logic 

accordjng 10 which 1 organi/e thc world. And th治 logic ， 1 havc le缸ncd it since 1 was 
bom. ln this logic , thc most importanl part rcmains lmp1ic此， that is in叫到hJc. It 
concerns thc presuppositio們可 from which wc constantly draw Qur conclusio l1s 、Ne

are n01 aware of them because , for us. they arc obvious. It is cvcrything that. fOT 1的，
gocs without sayin皂， and , as a result, is transparent" 到If wc agrcc with this approach, 

our goaJ will be to establish a comparison bctwecn the nativc and the target culturc 
to observe patterns of bchavior, to m叫<C sense ou t of them and to understand how 
they arc connected. Today'<; civili.lation textbooks often try to inco月loratc this 
.:mthropologicaJ perspc 已 tivc along with some sociological data , J"acts and figures in a 

prcsen1ation of Frcnch society as a cohcrcnt w1101c , all of this in fairly simple French 
The best “ manllcl" in this category is Wylie's L臼 Francais. 40 Amcrican students lìkc 
this approach. Language is lcss of a problcm here than the truth to be J"ound. To deal 
with valucs is to work with rcalities pretty hard to define io any precise way. As a 
reslllt , thc knowledge acquired by studcnts is difficult to cvaluate. Other teachers 
and didacticians pr巳t"cr to combine a11 01' the above mentioned approaches with 

scmiotics in a scarch for yet another kind of truth 
As we saw befo間， we may feel that thc study of concrele realities should not 

conc盯n us 1ωmuch because , cve可whcre ， lang:uagc functions as a scrccn through 
which we apprchend thcse realities in discourse. What is importar前， in this pcrspectivc 
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is not historica! or contemporary events, for cxample , hut what has bc巳 n said about 
them. lf everything is 叩prchendcd through d的coursc ， cu!ture can be best studicd 

through ihc use it makes of language, including non+linguistic ~igns. Tcaching civiliza 
tion , then , )$ literally tcaching how to rcad culturaJly , from stre巳 t namcs and ohituari的
to COtnlC stn]沁叩d political spccchcs. Evcryday 1ife provides a wealth of 50 ca l1ed 

authentic documents rcady to be deciphered 

l"heoretically , it secms id巳ally suited to us, language and litcrature students and 
teachers. We a[c uscd to thc decoding of signs: it is a mattcr of learning how 10 

decode nOll-li1cray and non+lingllistic signs. 1t invites us to devclop our critical skilh 
withollt having to hothcr wìth hist。可， 50ciology , alld the rcs t. The i1lusion does not 
last v盯y long. The decoding of thcse 5igns presupposes that we have some knowledge 
0 1" what thcy are rcfcring to. The semiotiιapproach to authentic documents do的

providc a 1001 , but it is lIscless without a solid hackground or additîonal information 
since thcre is no grammar or dictionary we can gîvc to our students to facilitate thcir 
rcading of thc so ca\lcd “ cuJtural text" To remedy this problem , Deby~er 他cs çìviliza 
tion courses as combining semiology with an1hropological and sociologkal data. A 
tex tbook i1lustrating hjs method ha的 been publishcd. 41 HOWCVCT , the fragmentary 
natun; of these authentic documcnts also crcatcs a problem. The wea1th of materiaJ 

may tllrn into a nightmarc for thc teach巳r who has to preparc his class. What îs im 
portant? According to what c了 iteria caD the selection be made? Students too get 
casily lost among texts and documents of a very different nature , ranging in stylc and 
rcgisters from an extreme to the other , written or preparcd for very different readers, 

inspired by vcry different prcü 巳 cupations or idcologics 
Some tcachers fecl that the new definition of the word culture will not stand thc 

1est of timc 叩d that the safest is to stick wi咄咄e traditionaJ onc. For cxample , 
lhey s叮“Shou!d wc and can we avoid passingjudgmcnt on cultures 戶， Others , who 

follow thc pres 己 nt trend hccallse thcy see it as the rcsult of long tenn changes in our 
socictics, have the right to be puzzled. 1"凹) often , undergraduatc textbooks want to 
plcase everyone at every Icvel and c\aim to combinc thc comrnunicative approach with 

the cognitive onc in a perfcct and harmonious way 的 Didacticians want to touch all 
bases and makc use of all theoretical approaches 的 Thesc are surc recipes for medio 
crity.44 1 think that We should bc as clear as possible with our objective , and , depend

ing on the level of the course , decide whethcr our primalγgoal is communicativc skill , 

or a particular k ind of knowlcdge 
Does the quarrel ahout 心vilization tcaching rnethods boil down to a question of 

emphasis? Of articulation of the various stages of learning? Not quite. Y帥，泊的

equally tmc that a culture is madc of a l1 forms of communication , of cancrete realities 
and of symt 汁 ic ones. We learn a t"oreign language to be able to function well in the 
focign socicty , which implies t l1 at we ought to know enough about the past and thc 
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present of that country, otherwîse we woutd not be able to understand both the ex 
plîcit and the implicit meaning of thc messagcs bombarding us in evcryday life. One 
could say that there a間 roughly thrcc st皓叫 10 consider: first , learn the language to 

communicate, then learn about the concrete realitics of that culturc , and , finally , you 
can tum 10 the semiotic approach to lcarn 10 scc beyond the appearance , the hidden 
logiι0 1' cul1urc 

But the prohlem is that wc are not dcaling with mathematics and that these 
stages cannot be clearly defined. When docs onc know thc languagc well enough to 

move to the second stag.♂It a l1 depends on what is expcctcd at 吐lC secood stage 
Advanccd courses in any discipli肘， 13Ught in French , practically require graduate 
lcvel competencc în the language. And what about the third s阻gc? How long shall 
wc wait to introduce students to implicit meanings of words and th凹 r hîdden rhetoric? 

Until thc second ycar? The third year? Thc fourth ycar? Since thcrc does not seem 

to be any c1巳ar articulation possible betwcen these difTercnt objectivcs of civilîzation 
teachin皂， nobody wait5 that long 丸Nc cnd up giving the prcfcrcnce to this approach 

or to that one. But by doing 50 , we are deciding whicb goal should rcceive thc highest 
pri01ity in civi1ization teaching: stereotyp肘， ob.i ective truth or mythical rcality 
This is not 5imply a mcthodo1ogical choicc: it is also an cpî5temogical otle and , im

p 1icitly, wc are making an idcological statemcnt aboutωlturc 
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