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Abstract

While it is generally accepted that literature fosters (inter)cultural learning, few qualitative studies have sought to understand in what ways interculturality is developed. This article investigates the development of Spanish L2 students’ intercultural awareness through the reading of literary texts and partially reports on a two-semester action research project funded by the Higher Education Academy LLAS Subject Centre. The study draws its data from 36 final year Spanish Honours Language undergraduates in multicultural classes at a British university, who were exposed to a variety of Argentinian literary texts produced in the target language.  This article describes students’ responses to a short story entitled ‘Norma y Ester’ by Carlos Gamerro and seeks to identify, describe and explain evidence of intercultural learning in their reactions and contributions. The results of the study indicate that literature can bridge geographical distances virtually in an in-between space where students cross borders to develop sensitivity towards otherness.  Pedagogies for intercultural exploration through literature in L2 educational contexts are now being reconceptualised, therefore this study not only contributes to a growing body of research, but it also represents a slice of students’ development of intercultural learning in flight.
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Introduction
The present action research study, funded by the Higher Education Academy LLAS Subject Centre, attempts to understand undergraduates’ intercultural development by exploring links between the reading of Argentinian literary texts in L2 (Spanish) and their social and personal lives. The research studies the student-constructed meanings, which intersect with the literary text in the in-between space that emerges from the encounter between the readers and Gamerro’s short story entitled ‘Norma y Ester’. In Bakhtinian terms, the study positions itself on the borderline between the learners and the cultural other as the students cross the borders to meet otherness. The project aims to find evidence of intercultural learning, with particular reference to the ways the students understand Argentinian gendered identity as they deal with the situations experienced by the fictional characters in the literary text. The study informed, and was itself informed by, action research, the issue under investigation stemming from a personal need to discover how my own students construct culture interactively through second language use in my classes. Literature is believed to promote intercultural development, but how exactly it might do this is an under-researched area. Through pedagogic action research, I developed my own understanding of the situation with a view to improving it whilst modifying practice in the light of the findings and evaluation, continually reviewing the modified action. The research sought to find answers to these questions: 

· What, beyond the text, is being learnt in the widest educational sense by these final year Spanish Honours Language undergraduates in reading these literary texts? 

· Is there any evidence of students’ intercultural learning? If so, how can it be explained?

· How can I better support my students to develop interculturality?

In order to find answers to the above questions, I draw my understanding of culture from linguistic anthropology which views culture as a process or a conversation transmitted or mediated by language. Culture is not static, but a dynamic process. As such, it cannot be taught as something ‘out there’ to be learnt as a set of facts in parrot fashion. This type of teaching would only provide learners with an incomplete, decontextualised, stereotyped and misleading picture of the culture under study (Crozet & Liddicoat 2000). Brian Street (1993) affirms that ‘culture is a verb’, and as such, it is enacted every time we speak or write, in interaction between people who are separated culturally, historically, geographically and socially. I contend that there is a need to understand how language learners develop intercultural competence, to identify best pedagogical practices and to design intercultural tasks grounded in empirical data: three issues which this study seeks to address. There is currently a dearth of teaching materials, methods and approaches available for classroom implementation; thus this is an educational challenge that may be difficult to translate into practicalities in the language classroom.

Methodology

Much can be learnt about intercultural development by examining the dialogic speech between learners. Accordingly, the emphasis in this project was placed on the use of ethnographic methods to allow for emic issues to uncover and evolve in their natural setting and to bring together multiple views, perspectives and opinions through qualitative and interpretative inquiry. The project sought to capture the fluid nature of the development of interculturality through systematic data collection from 36 students’ written productions (course tests, exams, essays and personal diaries), oral presentations, individual and focus group interviews, a personal log of reflections, participatory observation and digital audio recordings of class discussions of the literary texts. The learners (30 female and 6 male) were in their fourth and final year of study, after having experienced a year abroad in a Spanish-speaking country. It should be noted that this project was with my own students; accordingly the power relation was likely to be perceived more strongly. Another limitation in this project was the translation of students’ data, which was mostly in Spanish, except for the interviews. Most of these were carried out in English, however, there were a few occasions in which non-British students preferred to use Spanish. The action research project consisted of two phases of data collection with different groups of learners during the 2008 Spring (Jan-May) and Autumn (Sep-Dec) semesters. Data analysis followed each term where actions were planned and revised in the light of the findings. 

The story

Gamerro’s ‘Norma y Ester’ concerns the relationships and experiences of two women from the impoverished suburbs of Buenos Aires, who wash men’s hair in the back room of a salon in Buenos Aires. The text is set in a patriarchal social structure in the early 1990s, where Norma and Ester are taken advantage of by the customers at the hairdresser’s, and how from a subordinate position they fight to gain more space and recognition in a male-dominated context.  The reader first encounters Ester wearing revealing clothes and discovers that she has been instructed by her boss to dress this provocatively to please the customers. Indeed, the reader discovers that Ester is expected to give sexual favours to these men. Ester’s best friend, Norma, has been dismissed from the same job for no longer giving in to the sexual demands of Víctor, the most valued customer in the salon. In an attempt to avenge her friend’s misfortune, Ester manages to get the same job and plots to take revenge by strangling Víctor as she washes his hair in the back room. Víctor is depicted as an arrogant, powerful and sexist man who abuses women both verbally and sexually. Given the fact that these women come from a low socio-economic background, the reader is led to believe that Norma and Ester accept these working conditions for financial reasons.

Findings

Phase One 

The data gathered in this study indicate that the students’ identities construct and are constructed by their autobiographical histories and observations during the reading process. Learners weave their own stories between their understandings of the attitudes of the salon proprietor, Víctor and the two female characters. These autobiographical narratives and observations fill the silences - or indeterminacy gaps (Iser, 1978)  - that the texts leave and emerge as parallel stories, which are experienced anew from the vantage point of the present. There is sufficient evidence to suggest that the themes that the literary texts uncover, act as a springboard for narrating related past experiences abroad, in addition to providing a forum for drawing comparisons with the students’ own culture(s). Reflections on those experiences are triggered in the safe environment of the classroom, where similar and dissimilar cultural practices and views are identified and juxtaposed. 

A selection of a few autobiographical narratives and observations is presented in this article so that they might act as a window on how language learners’ historical memories intersect with the interactions with the literary text and the characters of the story. Students draw parallels between their own culture(s), year abroad experiences and the literary text. In so doing, they voice their essentialist beliefs about Argentinian gendered identity and do not seem to see beyond the dualistic thought and binary gender construction of Hispanic cultures. In the context of Gamerro’s story, these generalisations can be roughly summarised as:

	Argentinian men
	Argentinian women

	· need to spread their seed, so they have many women 

· feel this is a natural need so they do not apologise for their behaviour 

· cannot control their actions or emotions due to this internal urge 

· do not take into account women’s feelings


	· wear revealing clothes to please men and to get their attention because they want sex

· are submissive, obedient, subservient and fragile 

· are used to being sexually harassed 

· are not respected or listened to 

· lack self-confidence and so do not fight for their rights

· are treated as sex objects 


Debbie, a British student, fills the gaps in the story with her own experiences in the Spanish city of Ciudad Real during her year abroad. There she taught English as a foreign language to Spanish children, and could not help but notice that their mothers were full time housewives. From this observation, Debbie generalises her appreciation of gender roles in Spain and affirms that Spanish men are chauvinistic and assert their masculinity through success at work and their role as breadwinners. Debbie’s view is shared by Lizzie (British) who claims to have met the most sexist and arrogant men during her travels in South America. She feels she was too naïve at the time, and it is only now, through the reading of the story, that she is more able to understand many of the situations she experienced abroad. Similar observations were made by Sandy (Anglo-French) who travelled to Peru and felt that women were treated as sex objects. Since she was conducting a research project to submit in the UK, she had the opportunity to interview several women who revealed to her that their husbands expected them to have the house clean, cook, raise the children and look sexy for them. The ethnographic nature of her research allowed her to identify that this type of behaviour is more prevalent amongst the lower classes. Another student, Fiona (British) noticed that in Mexico and Cuba, women wear revealing clothes with tight jeans and blouses that, in her opinion, show too much flesh. According to Fiona, Cuban girls wear minute lycra skirts and tops, suitable for beach wear, in the streets. She concludes that the way they dress is not down to the hot weather – since in the Sahara Desert women do not dress like this – and suggests that they have ‘other’ motives for doing so.

Further, the data demonstrate that students relate their reading of literature to their own cultures too.  For example, Martine (French) felt that the female characters in the story reveal too much of their bodies in an attempt to look sexy and explains that French women have a different concept of femininity. The French concept of sexiness involves dressing elegantly, not necessarily with a short skirt or a revealing V-neck top, but with the added details of the make-up, hairstyle and jewelry. Martine believes that this aspect of what she perceives as vulgarity is the major difference between both cultures and that the women’s dress code in the story is indicative of their vulgarity and of a hunger for sex. Shirin, an Indian student, who has lived in Europe since her early teenage years, believes that Argentinian gender roles resemble those in India, the difference being that Argentinian women seem to deserve the ill-treatment they receive from men due to the way they dress. Shirin finds that the male mentality and women’s lack of confidence, submissive and obedient nature are surprisingly similar in both countries, despite the geographical distance. Michael (Anglo-Spanish) finds similarities with regard to gender relationships between the Arab World and Argentina. Growing up in Dubai, he has come to appreciate that it is a male dominated society which he ascribes to the influence of Islam. Of a Spanish mother, Michael has also been in a position to experience the Spanish culture from a young age. He observes that Catholicism has left its mark on Spanish society, where there is less equality of gender than in other European countries.

As can be gleaned from the autobiographical narratives and observations, students voice their understandings of the cultures they have experienced and expose the stereotypes embedded in their perceptions. Some of their observations are simplified generalisations that arise from their limited encounters with the Hispanic other, and at times display strong negative attitudes against alterity.  At the time these data were analysed during the first stage of the action research project, it was decided that students’ life stories would be utilised as educational tools for the next stage of the study. The aim was to use the narratives as a mirror for learners to see the Self through the eyes of the Other with a view to raising awareness of generalised, stereotypical, prejudiced and ethnocentric attitudes and reflect upon them. The underlying objective in using the students’ narratives and observations was to provide learners in the second phase of the study with the opportunity to turn the story ‘Norma y Ester’ into a critique of the dynamic nature of gendered identity. What follows is an account of the main findings in the second phase of the research after the revised pedagogic actions were taken. 

Phase Two

 In this stage of the research, the pedagogies aimed to encourage critical thinking and enhanced questioning of beliefs. To this end, the student-generated life stories, which stemmed from the short story during the first stage of the research, were transformed into pedagogic tasks. These served as the basis for the identification of stereotypical attitudes, taken-for-granted assumptions and implicit condemnation of otherness, with particular reference to gendered identity in Argentina. Students were also asked to move back and forth from the short story to the student narratives and observations with the aim of drawing comparisons between the lived and fictional experiences. The goal of the task was to find support in the literary text that challenged the stereotypes displayed in the narratives and to develop different viewpoints in the light of this newly found evidence through compelling questioning and critical thinking. The underlying principle of the task lay in the idea that gendered identity is a performative act (Butler, 1990), i.e. a theatrical space where a multiplicity of identities can be freely adopted in different contexts and at different times. In the light of this postmodernist conception of the social construction of gendered identity, the students were encouraged to deconstruct their own gender stereotyping of Argentinian culture in order to gain new insights into the roles performed by men and women in the literary text.

The data collected during this stage of the study was with a different cohort of students from phase one, and appear to indicate that learners add another dimension to their understandings of gender roles in Argentina. The intellectual effort students make to activate more finely tuned discovery skills in order to analyse the multidimensional construction of gendered identity in the text cannot be underestimated. Even if sometimes students fall into another binary by looking at the other side of the coin - for example, women are powerful and men are powerless - this exercise can be taken as a step forward in their intercultural learning journey. It is interesting to note that initially some students struggled to identify the beliefs displayed in the narratives, but once discovered and after a period of uncomfortable silence, most of them admitted sharing the same beliefs as the autobiographical writers. Crucially though, in their analysis of the life stories and observations, students gained further insights and developed new perspectives which saw beyond and ignored their stereotypical lens. At the onset, the initial consensus was that women from Argentina were submissive, subservient, obedient, fragile and lacking in confidence. The class concluded that Norma and Ester are far from the powerless females they were initially believed to be. Jenny (a British student) writes at the start of her final exam essay:

At the beginning, the story ‘Norma y Ester’ makes us believe that it is about weak and submissive women. Yet, as the story unfolds, Gamerro makes us question our stereotypes.

Like  many other students in the class, Jenny believes that Ester’s strength lies in her resourcefulness to achieve her objective: to strangle Víctor and enact revenge on the unfair treatment her best friend, Norma, received while she worked in the same salon. Jenny discovers that the power actually lies in the hands of the women in the story, who adapt and manipulate man-made rules to their advantage. Lilly (British) explains that the women in the story use the patriarchal system to their own advantage as an instrument to exploit and control men. Thus, they develop strategies to manipulate and dominate, and in so doing, survive in such a society. She also finds evidence in the story that Norma sees the ‘real’ Víctor – a loving and sweet man who puts on a powerful and macho facade at the salon.

Students notice that the back room where the women withdraw to wash the customers’ hair is linguistically represented by different words. The women use the diminutive word cuartucho (little room), the meaning of which was negotiated by class members as being a negative and derogatory lexical item which delimits a degrading and humiliating physical space for Norma and Ester. Since this is a place where the women are in control, it is undervalued, despised, belittled and viewed with contempt by the male characters. However, Tilly (British-Indian) notes that this male supremacy is all a vocal facade, which can be gleaned from the linguistic choices Víctor makes when he addresses Ester or talks about his sexual adventures with other men. The gradual transformation of the learners’ views of power relations becomes noticeable as they progress with the task and conclude that in fact the power lies in the women’s hands, something they had not seen before.  Importantly, students notice that it is only the female characters who use the diminutive piecita (another word for little room) to refer to the same place. In their analysis of this piece of language, learners note that piecita marks the boundaries of Norma and Ester’s physical space. It is their domain, where they exercise their power and authority. As such, the women feel the room belongs to them only. Every time a customer crosses the threshold it is seen as an invasion of their territory. A feeling of ownership, emotional closeness and warmth towards this room is perceived through the women’s use of piecita, which is interpreted by the learners as Norma and Ester’s attempt to ascribe some value and importance to their workplace.
The research illustrates how the students read attitudes and values underlying the language used by the fictional characters. Ester’s boss, for example, uses the diminutive cuartito (yet another word for little room), cuarto (room) or cuarto del fondo (back room) to refer to the same place. This choice of language conveys meanings related to a back room seldom used for little more than storage. This is the place in which the salon propietor keeps Ester. Thus, the students conclude that Ester’s boss ascribes little importance or value to the women and the work they do at the hairdresser’s. They also draw a parallel between the storage room and the women by indicating that they are both of little value, but necessary. However, in a closer analysis, Nigel (a British student) finds evidence in the text that illustrates that Víctor undervalues women and boasts loudly about his sexual adventures when he is surrounded by other men. Nigel contends that this behaviour is due to social pressure to fit into a macho role and points out that Ester’s boss acts differently when Víctor is not in the salon, he thus appears to be a decent man, enacting the performative role of gendered identity.  

Students reported the gradual discovery of the characters’ multiple identities in the short story, particularly the change that Víctor undergoes. Their first reactions were of resistance to the images of men and women portrayed in the literary text, which were often viewed in absolutist terms that privileged us and implicitly condemned them. Their dichotomous thinking led them to believe that Argentinian men disrespect women while European men respect them; that Argentinian women are vulgar whereas European women are elegant; that Argentinian men treat women like sex objects, but European men take women’s emotions into account; and that Argentinian women are fragile and weak, while European women are strong and confident. However, as the students progress in proving the stereotypes wrong, their perceptions of the men and women’s identities change. In Jenny’s own words, the reader witnesses Víctor’s transition from a ‘fierce wolf’ to a ‘lap dog’, and observes that Víctor cries like a child, falls at Ester’s feet and offers her all of his financial possessions as an attempt to beg for forgiveness. Billy (British) and Pierre (Guyanese) remind the class that the story is written from Ester’s point of view by a contemporary Argentinian male writer, which they find relevant to support their appreciation that not all men are like Víctor. In fact, they believe that the author punishes men of Víctor’s kind through Ester’s character. They even go further to claim that the story ‘Norma y Ester’ could be a critical social denunciation of gender inequality in Argentina. A common theme running through these students’ critical observations is the gradual understanding that both men and women’s identities are permanently being constructed in their interactions. Students witness the contradictory and fluid identities of the characters in the story, constructed in relation to other identities and constantly changing. As learners decentre and read the story from a different angle, they move away from the dichotomous practice of othering towards a more complex multi-dimensional understanding that encompasses the shades of grey. In this way, students learn an important lesson in intercultural education – that these selves are real at this point of time for the men and women in the story, and that as intercultural mediators (Byram 2008), sliding out of monolithic, rigid, frozen and essentialising views of cultural identity is a desirable learning goal. 

Analysis

The research questions that this study sought to answer concern the development of interculturality, with specific reference to Argentinian culture, in L2 learners. The project aimed to assist in the creation of theories of practice (Van Lier 1994) that would help students discover the tools of cultural inquiry to understand otherness beyond the text, encourage them to interrogate their own beliefs, and to promote pedagogically sound “discovery” strategies in the classroom. Importantly, it focused on the systematic search for evidence of intercultural learning, which in the context of the story ‘Norma y Ester’, can be broadly categorised as critical cultural awareness, decentring and sensitivity to otherness and tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty.

Critical cultural awareness

Adapted from Byram’s definition, in the context of language, literature and intercultural education, critical cultural awareness can be defined as the ability to identify, critically evaluate and interpret explicit and implicit values in events, behaviours and language used by the characters or lyrical voices in a literary text. The findings in this study suggest that the students make an intellectual effort in their journey to near otherness. Comprehending the messages transmitted in the language used by the fictional characters is a highly challenging exercise that requires reasoning skills and creativity to discover the characters’ attitudes and values through the language they use. The data in this study demonstrate that the process of making visible cultural aspects embedded in the language is a mind-stretching task. Crozet & Liddicoat (1999) note that:

… culture is not learnt by osmosis, it requires an intellectual effort because culture is not readily accessible to be noticed, analysed and taught. Culture is embedded in language as an intangible, all-pervasive and highly variable force. How then are we to capture it in order to teach it? (pp. 116)

Students are challenged to read and think critically, to consciously peel back the layers of language in use to make the invisible visible and the unnoticed noticed. This is an all-encompassing exercise requiring higher order thinking skills and the collaboration of the whole class in order to synthesise ideas and concepts, with the added difficulty of having to articulate them in a foreign language. Learners raise their awareness of the fact that culture manifests itself through language. This is clearly seen in the choice of the language used by the fictional characters in Gamerro’s story, which the students find is not arbitrary, but meaning-producing. The discussion of words like cuartito, cuartucho and piecita is fertile territory for intercultural learning, the educational challenge being the provision of opportunities which allow for culture to be visible in language. Lo Bianco (2003) refers to this kind of culture embedded in language as invisible culture. This concept has pedagogical implications for it requires the creation of tasks which develop critical language and cultural awareness that can be applied to other learning experiences, not exclusively to the reading of the literary text.

Decentring and sensitivity to otherness

To arrive at the interpretations of the kind described in this article, students engage in an active mentally, emotionally and intellectually painstaking exercise – a much needed and desired skill in intercultural communication –  to decentre, imagine the world of the fictional characters and view it through their eyes (Byram 2008; Fleming 2006). A willingness to cross the border and a curiosity to experience the other are crucial steps in these endeavours. Byram points out that the process of sensitising learners to other cultures should constitute one of the educational objectives in intercultural learning. The students’ interpretations demonstrate their ability to decentre and their willingness to view situations and events in new ways from the perspectives of the characters. In the course of the research, the recordings of pair, group and class discussions demonstrate how collaborative learning enhances intercultural exploration, whereby learners construct meanings to explore otherness and interpret situations that they have never experienced, and may never experience, through the eyes of the characters in the story. Students seem to perceive the cultural other from less distance and appear, as a consequence, to empathise with the feelings the characters have. 

Contextualisation is of paramount importance before any intercultural analysis can be undertaken. Tasks which enable learners to focus their attention on the personal circumstances the characters are immersed in, can ‘situationalise’ learners in such a way that they can be transported with their imagination to the salon in Buenos Aires. On this ‘virtual’ journey, it can be easier for students to decentre and appreciate the characters’ emotional state and intentions at the moment of speaking, and how these variables affect the meanings conveyed by their linguistic choices. The development of tasks necessitates a rethinking of goals and purposes to include the appreciation of cultural variation in order to avoid generalisations that can lead to the formation or reinforcement of stereotypes.
Tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty

Culture has been described as ‘messy, broken, unfinished, unable to be placed in an orderly box’ (Lengel and Talkington 2003). It is not surprising then that learners embark on a risk-taking exercise in trying to make sense out of the language, behaviours and events in fiction.  The complexity of this task lies in the ambiguity and uncertainty in trying to identify the characters’ underlying values and attitudes. As the students converse with the text and imbue it with meaning, they discover and explain the implicit meanings and learn to justify their responses. In so doing, learners develop tolerance for ambiguity. Intercultural learning requires the development of high levels of tolerance to manage the ambiguous, the uncertain and the complex, in addition to a willingness to resolve these issues. Hence, educators need to adopt an approach which:

...  is more interested in fault lines than in smooth landscapes, in the recognition of complexity and in the tolerance of ambiguity, not in the search for clear yardsticks of competence or insurances against pedagogical malpractice … understanding and shared meaning, when it occurs, is a small miracle, brought about by the leap of faith that we call ‘communication across cultures’. Language teachers are well aware of the difficulties of their task. But they often view these difficulties in dichotomous terms that unduly simplify the issues and prevent them from understanding the larger context. (Kramsch 1993: pp. 2)
The development of intercultural competence involves dealing with attitudes, values, beliefs, perceptions – notions which can be unsettling for the language teacher for their vagueness and lack of clarity. This also means coping with issues such as the intangible intimate connection between language and culture, which requires the creative translation of theoretical concepts into teaching practicalities. This is an educational challenge which can be complex to undertake.

Crucially, the students need to be taught to recognise the limitations of the slice of culture under study. This intercultural reflective practice should be aimed at gaining insights into the social and situational variables that affect the characters’ behaviours and language. By engaging in this exercise, learners raise their awareness that culture is in a constant state of flux, so when they are confronted with a new situation outside the classroom, they hold the tools they have been equipped with in their process of becoming ‘cultural observers’ (Corbett, 2003) to engage in new critical cultural reflective practices.

Conclusion

The reading of Gamerro’s story ‘Norma y Ester’ can bring gender stereotyping out into the open and provide opportunities for intercultural education. The pedagogies implemented aimed at creating opportunities for critical thinking about the modification of stereotypes and the strengthening of the ability to examine the complex and multifaceted nature of identity construction. The students’ beliefs and schemata play a significant role in their interpretations and in what they read in the text. For example, if students believe that women in Argentina are submissive, obedient, fragile and powerless, they might find it difficult to find evidence in the text that challenges this stereotype because it does not fit into their schema. Tasks which help them look at events and situations from a different angle can provide a fertile forum for the conscious acknowledgement of the existence of such beliefs. Only after this step is taken, can these beliefs be challenged. Developing pedagogies that encourage learners to interrogate their own assumptions and ideas provides them with the opportunity to remove their mono-cultural glasses and view the world through an intercultural lens. Paving the way to the development of intercultural awareness is not an overnight business. It necessitates theoretical frameworks from related disciplines to assist L2 teachers and students to move beyond superficial understandings of issues such as race, ethnicity, gender, identity construction, stereotyping and ethnocentrism and engage us all – learners and practitioners alike - in the development of critical cultural awareness.
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