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Introduction: Teaching the New English

Cultures and Literatures

The present publication comprises the first publication in Germany of a full-

volume book on teaching the so-called New English Literatures and Cultures. It

provides an exemplary survey of the challenges teachers of English are currently

faced with – i.e. the opening towards the post-colonial and global world, and the

new diversity and pluralism in English-speaking cultures which are entailed in

the changing realities of the world we live in. In a globalizing world we are

exposed to the loss of former concepts of homogeneous cultures or nation-states

and we are experiencing a fundamental shift away from Eurocentric worldviews.

It seems, though, that the loss of former certainties in teaching – that one had to

teach Culture with a capital C and focus almost exclusively on the “core”

countries of English – are richly balanced by a “new” or rather hitherto ne-

glected body of cultures and (literary) texts. These present an exciting extension

of our curiosity as teachers and challenge us to become learners ourselves – or,

as students, to disregard the formerly well-established hierarchical binarisms of

centre and periphery, superior and inferior culture(s) right from the outset of

one’s studies of English cultures.

In the field of teaching English as a foreign language (henceforth EFL), this

“opening up” of the cultural and literary perspectives had its early roots in the

1970s and 1980s, when critical educators expressed their growing uneasiness

about traditional concepts of Landeskunde (area studies, background studies).

To many, Landeskunde seemed to present merely factual knowledge – facts and

figures – about the two main target cultures Britain (often referred to as

“England” only) and the United States (for a detailed critique cf. Delanoy,

Volkmann 2006). Conventional teaching goals included the teaching and

learning of British and American “life and institutions”, ranging from fine arts to

political and governmental systems as well as geography. Such a catalogue of

general knowledge about the target culture(s) has been criticised for projecting

conventional and elitist concepts of culture. What was missing, according to its

critics, was not only a theoretical and conceptual underpinning of Landeskunde-

topics, which were often taught in an arbitrary and haphazard manner according

to the idiosyncratic preferences of the instructors. It was also the absence of

many aspects of small-c culture, of popular culture and everyday life that was

being attacked. Moreover, it has increasingly been emphasised that minorities,

marginalised or excluded regional, ethnic and social groups should be regarded

in the EFL classroom to redress the lopsided scope of traditional representations

in textbooks (in which white, middle-class, intact families used to be presented

as the normative model). Finally, renowned researchers informed by post-

colonial studies have not only critiqued images of social harmony and ethnic

homogeneity as concerns the presentation of Britain and the USA, but have also
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demanded an enlarged focus on other English-speaking countries, their societies,

their traditions and their customs – mainly Australia, Canada, India and South

Africa. These “New English Cultures”, which were once part of the British

Empire and belong to the Commonwealth of Nations, are in the centre of this

volume’s contributions.

In the field of foreign language teaching and in cultural studies at university

there has been a trend to go beyond earlier concepts of teaching cultural

awareness. While earlier concepts of intercultural competence adhered to ideas

of national differences, thus instructing students in culturally adequate

behaviour, the evolving concept of transculturality calls such national constructs

into question. It challenges the “container theory” of national cultures as se-

parate entities, which still seems to be inherent in terms like “multiculturalism”

and “interculturalism”. Rather, transculturality stresses the hybrid, interlocking

interdependence of cultures in the age of globalization. What is envisioned in

some publications is a new ethics of cosmopolitanism in a new humanist spirit

which can further peaceful, productive and mutually enriching encounters

between human beings from diverse backgrounds (cf. the discussion of

Wolfgang Welsch’s concept of transculturality in the introductions of Antor

2006, Eckstein 2007, Schulze-Engler, Helff 2009, Freitag, Stroh, von

Reinersdorff 2009). A “transcultural scope” would thus go beyond the cultural

perspective expressed in the present volume. However, this volume follows a

transcultural agenda in that the articles compiled here pay ample regard to

transcultural elements such as the all-pervasive forces of globalization such as

electronic and digital media.

Thus, the vantage point of this volume’s contributions is in accordance with

what Frank Schulze-Engler and Sissy Helff state on transculturality in a recent

publication on “Transcultural English Studies”. As they point out, the New or

Postcolonial Literatures in English

[…] were originally often thought of in terms of a mosaic of more or less discrete

(usually national) cultures characterized by an inherent difference from Britain and the

USA. Today, the field of the “New Literatures” has come to be seen as a world-wide

network of Anglophone literatures and cultures with increasingly fuzzy edges: Indian

authors not only write in India, but also in the Caribbean, in South Africa, Canada,

Australia, Britain and the USA; Anglophone African literature extends to a variety of

new diasporic locations in Europe and North America that have come into existence in

the wake of migration, flight, and exile; and even where people stay put, ideas, texts,

images, and sounds circulate through a globally interlinked network constituted by old

and new media alike. The idea of “locating” culture and literature exclusively in the

context of ethnicities or nations is rapidly losing plausibility throughout an “English-

speaking world” that has long since been multi- rather than monolingual. (2009: x)

Without a doubt, the success of postcolonial studies in Departments of

English across Germany and the increasing inclusion of Anglophone cultures

and texts in the curricula and lists of set topics and texts for the Gymnasium in

most of Germany’s federal states is an encouraging sign. It shows that a wider
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global awareness is well established; an awareness that English is not only

spoken in Great Britain and the USA, and the importance of non-European

cultures in today’s increasingly interconnected global culture are recognised as

being of paramount importance for intercultural understanding. However,

behind all this display of openness and tolerance towards foreign cultures, there

sometimes still lurk petrified attitudes of Anglocentrism and the exclusionary

strategies that result from these. What Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1986) has so

fittingly called the need for “decolonising the mind” must still remain one of the

main objectives on the agenda of intercultural learning. It is not only the minds

of people from former colonies that have to be decolonised (cf. Mitchell 2005).

The importance of the continued demand for “decolonising the mind” is

illustrated, for example, by the surprising recurrence with which traditionalists

still ask the question of whether a country or an area qualifies for EFL teaching

or whether a postcolonial text passes the usual aesthetic norms. In these remarks

we can still detect Eurocentric perspectives and the prevalence of Eurocentric

aesthetic standards which continue to precariously legitimise an exclusive focus

on the “core cultures”, i.e. Britain and the USA, with the odd non-European

short story included as a token gesture of political correctness. As Heinz Antor

(2006) stresses, the study of postcolonialism and world literatures in English

will not be served by paying lip-service to the abstract values of difference,

plurality, decentering, openness and tolerance towards the Other. Rather, this

step towards global awareness is approached through the actual transgression of

mental boundaries, i.e. by incorporating texts from Anglophone cultures around

the world into foreign language teaching. They invite us to participate and

intervene in the cultural, social, political and economic discussions of which

Anglophone texts are an integral part. These “global issues” entail questions of

gender-formation, coming of age, becoming an individual, coping with

traditional forces in society, accepting diversity as well as political and

environmental issues. Theses issues range from social inequalities caused by the

widening gap between the haves and the have-nots to the socially and

environmentally detrimental impacts of world-wide trends in urbanisation and

industrialisation.

There are still other reasons which should lead us to extend teaching and

learning in the EFL classroom beyond the “core” countries and issues. When

extending our scope, we are faced with some of the key issues of language and

culture teaching. Vital and controversial issues arise, leading to questions such

as: Which variety of English do we teach? What do we teach English for (for a

trip to London? for future use in the business world? for participating in

discussions on global issues?)? What do German school curricula prescribe, and

where do they stand in need of further additions and adaptations?

Notwithstanding the need to address these crucial aspects, a decisive point must

be raised: Both with a view to the role of English as an important medium of

international communication and with regard to the many very different contexts

in which English is spoken as a first or second language in this world, a
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privileging of British and American English and its cultural contexts to the

almost complete exclusion of other Anglophone regions is no longer tenable

today. In the field of foreign language pedagogy, too, there can be no way

around including the New English Literatures and Cultures (cf. Antor 2006 and

the contributions on teaching in Schulze-Engler, Helff 2009).

*

The present volume is divided into two main chapters: “New English Cultures”

and “New English Literatures”. This division is based on the assumption that

some readers might be more interested in gaining an insight into some of the

exemplary “New English Cultures” presented here, while others may be

specifically interested in literary texts of certain cultures, areas or nations. The

editors have attempted to provide an exemplary and paradigmatic survey of the

two closely interrelated fields of interest; yet, we encourage readers to carry

their interests beyond the countries and regions presented here and to broaden

their – and their students’ – horizons by exploring other English-speaking

countries, ranging from Nigeria and Singapore to islands like Sri Lanka or

Malta. The second chapter, “New English Literatures”, pays homage to the

ongoing and enduring prominence and significance of literary texts when it

comes to teaching foreign cultures. Part of this privileged status rests in the very

nature of literature, its linguistic and semantic complexity, density and

ambivalences, which per se discourage simplistic, one-sided representations.

Another part or literature’s special status lies – as reader-response criticism has

convincingly demonstrated – in its capacity to trigger both cognitive and

emotional responses, which are a prerequisite for readers to take on a different

perspective and to foster identification processes and empathy. All of these

sentiments do not just result in furthering cognitive skills, but also have a

positive effect on the affective domain, which are deemed crucial for processes

of intercultural understanding.

The first chapter on “Teaching the New English Cultures” presents a

selection of articles dealing with individual Anglophone countries or areas. Each

chapter comprises a short outline of why the culture under discussion appears as

suitable and exemplary for EFL teaching. It continues with remarks on which

aspects of culture would be most fruitful when dealing with this specific culture

and continues to outline and discuss a number of relevant cultural topics and

adequate texts. In addition, teaching suggestions are provided and a

bibliography for further inquiries. The texts listed include non-fictional texts and

other media, such as photos, films, cartoons, music and Internet sources, all

adding to a variety of perspectives on the country or area in question.

Conversely, the second chapter on “Teaching the New English Literatures”

focuses on specific works of art or a short selection of literary texts by English-

speaking authors. They range from canonised novels such as Margaret Atwood’s

“classic” dystopian narrative The Handmaid’s Tale to a selection of Caribbean
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poetry, both from the Caribbean islands as well as from the diaspora in England,

and to Tony Hillerman’s ethnic detective stories set in the South-West of the

USA, which were included here to indicate the considerable similarities between

minority and postcolonial studies. Again, the literary texts presented in this

chapter should be seen as an exemplary choice and the focus in each case is not

solely on literary artefacts but on literature as the locus of dynamic negotiations

of cultural meaning. Therefore, in each case additional literary and non-literary

texts are included in the discussion to provide a multi-faceted image of the

foreign culture and for students to achieve insights into the complex dynamics

of meaning-creation through literature as part of a wider cultural/textual

universe.

The first chapter concentrates on teaching Anglophone regions. The

individual contributions demonstrate clearly how current EFL teaching must

rely on the different approaches informed by the new paradigms of “cultural

studies”, “intercultural learning”, “multiculturalism” or “transculturalism”. The

contributions emphasise the importance of the individual process of acquiring

interculturally valuable knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviour. It is shown

that – if students aim at developing skills such as cultural and language

awareness – such “intercultural competences” must be linked to current phe-

nomena such as the interaction of different cultures during the process of

globalization. The chapter starts with Sabine Doff’s article which focuses on

teaching modern Canada by reading an Aboriginal folktale and a short story

dealing with some of the key concepts of contemporary Canadian politics,

society and everyday life. Nancy Grimm shows how Australia and New

Zealand can be methodologically approached in the EFL classroom, going

beyond stereotypes and clichés by using a multidimensional and

intertextual/intermedial approach. In her article, she favours a focus on

minorities, everyday life and the non-exotic in particular. Gisela Feurle’s

contribution discusses the literary scene in South Africa today and outlines the

didactic concept and material of a course called “South Africa: Young People in

Literature and Society”. As an example, she provides a detailed outline of

Phaswane Mpe’s short story “Lerato’s Ordeal” and presents a range of further

literary texts as possible choices for the topic suggested by her, as well as some

assignments and methods. Oliver Lindner refers to the perception of colonial

India as the “Jewel in the Crown” in Victorian Britain. He connects this to

modern India, which can be regarded as a “jewel in the classroom”. The essay

introduces Bollywood cinema and India’s self-fashioning via the Internet as

rewarding choices for discussing aspects of Indian culture and society in the

EFL classroom. Michael Mitchell provides fundamental insights into the

postcolonial mosaic of the Caribbean describing its historical, political,

economic and social contexts. For pedagogic settings he recommends using

Caribbean short stories in order to cover the diversity of issues in this region and

make students aware of its unique qualities. His aim is to challenge

preconceptions and to reassess global issues from a different perspective.
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Rüdiger Ahrens examines specific linguistic features of the English language

in South-East Asia and the South Pacific. He also refers to the postcolonial

situation and discusses Paul Theroux’s novel Kowloon Tong focussing on

national stereotypes and their highly ambivalent functions in intercultural

encounters.

The second chapter presents a broad range of literature and films that can be

used in today’s EFL classroom. Methodological and didactic aspects as well as

learning theories are taken into consideration and it is shown how encounters

with authentic situations, authentic language and different cultures in texts and

films can be highly motivating for students. Albert Rau demonstrates how

Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale can be dealt with in classroom

settings. This Canadian feminist dystopian novel, set in a totalitarian theocracy

and depicting a veritable nightmare society, has retained its status as a canonised

novel and as a set text in many parts of the world. In his essay he concentrates

on the role of women in the novel and on its imagery, suggesting student-

oriented approaches to tackle this dark tale of women’s subjugation. Maria

Eisenmann’s contribution introduces Jane Harrison’s contemporary Australian

drama Stolen, which is about Aboriginal children who are forcibly removed

from their families and physically, psychologically and sexually abused. The

article focuses on cultural issues as well as on developing skills in analysing and

working with dramatic texts in the EFL classroom. In the next essay various

methodological concepts are introduced by Albert-Rainer Glaap. He discusses

several New Zealand plays and their topics by focusing on Māori culture,

namely in Robert Lord’s play Joyful and Triumphant and in important plays by

Hone Kouka. Nancy Grimm depicts a teaching unit on the New Zealand movie

Whale Rider, which also deals with Māori culture, to foster (inter)cultural

learning and to establish knowledge about cinematic techniques. As this is an

expertly narrated and directed movie, it allows for creative and student-centered

activities in the realms of media studies and analysis. Laurenz Volkmann

discusses the South African novel Disgrace, written by J. M. Coetzee, and

reflects on a range of topics, such as education, ethnicity and race or language,

which could be focused on when dealing with this controversial text in class.

The main concern is to show how students can be enabled to gain a closer

insight into the complexities of post-apartheid South Africa. In her essay about

Bali Rai’s (Un)arranged Marriage Mechthild Hesse points out how the novel

can be used in the broader context of teaching literature and cultural studies. In

providing many teaching ideas, she shows how to deal with this male coming-

of-age story, in which the protagonist attempts to find his own identity and a

way out of the double-bind of being caught between two cultures. In the

following article Göran Nieragden exemplifies how Caribbean poetry can help

to raise postcolonial awareness and to facilitate intercultural competence. In this

context, classroom activities are proposed which integrate linguistic creativity,

learner-centredness, exposure to authentic texts, real life issues and

interculturally relevant insights. In the concluding contribution, Peter Freese
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deals with Tony Hillerman’s Navajo mystery novels, discussing in particular the

novel Listening Woman. Since Hillerman paints an authentic picture of Indian

reservation life as it is today, his mysteries can provide students with appropriate

means of approaching unfamiliar cultures and teach them to understand the

“Other”.

*
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