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Abstract: Critical cultural awareness — the key component in the framework of intercultural

communicative competence of Byram (1997) — highlights the importance of training critical thinking skills

for foreign language learners. Much research has been conducted on how critical cultural awareness can be

developed in language classrooms, yet very few takes classroom of native culture as a fertile context for

raising such awareness. This paper is to highlight the necessity of fostering that awareness in native culture

classroom. We would clarify how the conventional way of teaching Vietnamese culture at the University

of Languages and International Studies is inconducive to build up critical cultural awareness for learners

by critiquing the essentialism that the two course books based on and the lack of dynamic reflections of

stereotypical ideas for learners via the observation of teachers and students. We then proposed some ideas

to make teaching and learning practices more critical. **
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1. Introduction

Michel Byram (1997) framed the five-
dimension model of intercultural competence,
of which four dimensions, namely knowledge,
skills of interpreting, skills of interaction,
attitude of openness/curiosity, follow a
clockwise circle starting from knowledge, and
the last dimension—critical cultural awareness
— at the center of this circle. The first four
dimensions served as the pre-requisite for the
latter construct — the competence that every
world language speaker should have.
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Figure 1. Byram’s model of Intercultural
Communicative Competence (1997, p. 34)

According to  Oxford  Learners’
Dictionary, “critical” means “expressing
disapproval of somebody/something and
saying what you think is bad about them”;
however, in the educational context of
Byram’s model, “critical” is more likely to
hold its 1640s’ etymological meaning of
“having the knowledge, ability or discernment
to pass judgement”. In his book, Byram
(1997) claimed, “Finally, in an educational
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framework which aims to develop critical
cultural awareness, relativisation of one’s
own and valuing others’ meanings, beliefs
and behaviours does not happen without a
reflective and analytical challenge to the
ways in which they have been formed and the
complex of social forces within which they
are experienced” (p. 35, emphasis added).
Building critical cultural awareness means a
constant reflection upon how our beliefs are
discursively constructed in a particular social,
cultural and historical context. Though it is
impossible for an individual to “annul the
effects of stereotypes” (Truong & Phung,
2019, p. 99), understanding the complex
of social forces that form a belief does
help suspending stereotypical perceptions.
Delaying judgement, and then passing it, is
therefore much more valuable and humane
than expressing disapproval towards other
interlocutors, as it has the power to unweave
any potential intercultural misunderstandings.
The term critical cultural awareness,
thereafter, refers to one’s awareness of
differences among cultures on the basis of
passing judgement, not on showing tension.
Of the five dimensions, knowledge is
the starting point. It can either be a door to
openness or a door to lonesomeness. If the
knowledge of a person is just bounded by
the wisdom of a local community where he
or she was born, that person’s perception of
the world will be shaped by some very limited
points of view. Nonetheless, if a person lacks
the local wisdom, he or she would be easily
assimilated to a new culture and devalue
his or her own culturally native society. The
point here is the dynamic interrelationship,
like what Sercu pointed out, “I would add
that savoirs includes both culture-specific
(of own and foreign culture) and culture-
general knowledge; as well as the knowledge
regarding many ways in which culture
affects language and communication” (2010,
p- 77). When the interrelationship among
cultures is manifested, it helps diminish
the monolithic perception of the native

English speaker’s culture, or even the local
culture, as mainstream ways of thinking
and behaving (Alptekin, 2002). Knowledge
of specific cultures has an important role to
play in developing the awareness of cultural
differences; however, what truly requires our
attention is “an understanding of the dynamic
way sociocultural contexts are constructed”
(Baker, 2011, p. 4, emphasis added)

Central on the key term dynamic, we
believe that the intercultural competence can
be developed in foreign language practices
via two factors: (1) the dynamic knowledge of
native culture and (2) the dynamic reflection
of preconceived ideas towards oneself and
others from target culture.

When reviewing the papers written on
intercultural  communicative =~ competence
(i.e. Crozet, 1996; Liddicoat, 2005; Newton,
2016), the authors noticed that this competence
is usually associated with foreign language
teachers; however, in our perspectives, teachers
teaching native culture should share that role
with their counterparts. Unlike language
teachers who are often restrained by the skill-
based or test-preparation practices, teachers
of culture can take advantage of the content
on beliefs and values that are conducive to
intercultural reflection and implications.

With that mindset, we would critique
the way Vietnamese culture is taught at
University of Languages and International
Studies (ULIS), with two main arguments in
accordance with the two factors mentioned
above: firstly, the static nature of the
materials in use; and secondly, the non-
reflectional teaching and learning practices.
When critiquing the materials, we do not
say that they are bad references for learning
Vietnamese culture; instead, we aim at their
inappropriateness in regard to official sources
to develop critical cultural awareness. In terms
of non-reflectional teaching and learning
practices, we collect data from informal
interviews with teachers of Vietnamese
culture and from survey questionnaires with
students of this course.
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2. Three steps towards critical cultural
awareness

Within the framework of intercultural
communicative competence, Byram (1997)
defines critical cultural awareness as “an
ability to evaluate critically and on the basis
of explicit criteria perspectives, practices
and products in one’s own and other cultures
and countries” (p. 53). Though this definition
is originally constructed for a language
classroom, it seems more achievable in culture
classroom as students have a higher chance to
directly expose to “perspectives, practices and
products” of their own culture.

According to Nugent and Catalano
(2015), the first step in the process toward
building critical cultural awareness is that
“students must be given time to identify
and reflect upon their preconceived
ideas, judgments, and stereotypes toward
individuals from the target culture” (p.
17). Byram (1997) argued that people,
being affected by their social ecology
or what is shaped in the media, often
unconsciously bring their stereotypical
ideas into intercultural conversations.
Those stereotypes are not only towards
other cultures, but towards oneself as
well: Who we think we are? We navigate
ourselves in which position: inferior,
superior or equal? It can be very dangerous
for the conversation when both interlocutors
have false predetermined expectations to
their counterpart. Learners therefore need
to be aware of their stereotypes before
participating in any intercultural talk.

Furthermore, this step is to unmask
students’ ideologies (Byram, 2008) and
“critically evaluate ideological concepts
they possibly lead to intercultural conflict”
(Yulita, 2013, p. 205). After acknowledging
the stereotypes, we need to walk a step further
by figuring out what patterns of thought such
as: Marxism, Capitalism, Confucianism,
Buddhism, or Romanticism, are driving us in
this society. If one person realizes that he or

she is a small part in a repertoire of ideologies,
he or she can avoid the essentialist idea of
himself or herself and become humbler in
communication.

The second step in the process toward
critical cultural awareness begins when
students engage in tasks that encourage
thoughtful and rational evaluation of
perspectives, products and practices related
to the target culture (Byram, 1997). This step
plays a crucial role in postponing judgement
because instead of spontaneously concluding
how a person is like, a person needs to
question and reason for their beliefs about
the target culture.

The final step in developing critical
cultural awareness is to create real or
simulated opportunities for interactions with
individuals of diverse cultural backgrounds
and worldviews (Byram, 1997). People often
say “practice makes perfect” and this step
gives learners an opportunity to practice
communicating and negotiating beliefs.

In the scope of this paper, the researchers
would focus on the first step. We believe that
the identification and reflection upon the
preconceived ideas are fundamental in shaping
critical cultural awareness of intercultural
communicative competence.

3. Research methods

This paper adopts both qualitative and
quantitative approach in order to collect
evidences from multiple respects to back up
for the argument that the Vietnamese culture
should be taught differently. In Section 5.1,
the researchers use the content analysis
method to analyze the two books and critique
their patterns. In Section 5.2.1, an informal
interview was conducted to elicit insights
from teachers of Vietnamese culture. For
Section 5.2.2, the researchers solicited the
view of students from a survey questionnaire
before carrying out follow-up interview for
further investigation.



72 D.N.Quynh, D.T.D. Linh/ VNU Journal of Foreign Studies, Vol.36, No.1 (2020) 69-80

4. Overview of teaching and learning
Vietnamese culture at ULIS

In 1995 — the year in D6i Mdi stage
(D6i M6i was an economic reform in 1986)
and the dawn of globalization — the Vietnam
Ministry of Education officially promulgated
Fundamentals of Vietnamese Culture (Co
so van hoda Viét Nam) as a compulsory
subject in the tertiary education curriculum.
In the following years, the University of
Languages and International Studies adopted
the Vietnamese culture course for first-year
students. The course accounts for 3 credits
with 30 hours of lecture in class and 15 hours
for self-study. Since 2014, the Division of
Vietnamese language and culture has applied
blended learning approach for this course,
with 9 hours in-class for orientation and sum-
up and 36 hours of online learning.

The three compulsory course books are
Fundamentals of Vietnamese Culture (Co
sé vin hod Viét Nam) of Tran Ngoc Thém
(1997), the book with the same title of Tran
Qudc Vuong (1998), and Searching for the
True Nature of Vietnamese Culture (Tim vé
ban sdc van hod Viét Nam) of Tran Ngoc
Thém (1996).

5. Discussion

5.1 The static patterns of materials in use

The first highlight of the two books called
Fundamentals of Vietnamese Culture is that
they all follow the typological-systematic
view' appearing in the book Searching for
the True Nature of Vietnamese Culture (Tim
vé ban sdc van hod Viét Nam) of Tran Ngoc
Thém (1996). The premise of this view
rooted in the tenets of racial categorization,
in which the categorization of cultures
must begin with an understanding of the

' Trin Quéc Vuong self-claimed in Chapter 2: The

structures, institutions and functions of culture that
he used the findings from Tran Ngoc Thém’s research
on ways of categorizing cultures (p. 66)

formation and distribution of human races on
the earth in general?, and the environmental
determinism, which means that the habitat
conditions would determine the fundamental
cultural patterns distinguishing the Eastern
and Western civilizations®. Tran Quéc Vuong
stated, “Cin cr theo ngudn gbc, ta goi chung
1a van hoa gdc ndng nghiép, va vin hoa goc
du myc. Dién hinh cho loai gbc nong nghiép
(trong tinh) 1a cac nén van hoa phuong Péng.”
(Based on the origin, we categorized them
into agricultural culture and nomadic culture.
A typical [illustration] for the agricultural
culture, which values the static, is the Eastern
civilization [and therefore Western civilization
belongs to nomadic culture].) (1998, p. 71).
Also, in this divide, the “authentic” East refers
to the Southeast Asia, and the “authentic”
West refers to the Northwest Asia — Europe
today; the whole region in between the two
areas above is deemed to be “vung dém” (the
buffer zone) (Tran Ngoc Thém, 1997, p. 16)*.

2 Tran Ngoc Thém wrote, “Vin hoa 1a san phdm cua

con nguoi (tinh nhan sinh), cho nén viéc phan loai
van hoa can bat dau tir viée tim hiéu sy hinh thanh va
phan bd cc chung nguoi trén trai dat.” (Culture is a
human product (human nature), so the classification
of culture should start from understanding the
formation and distribution of the human race on
earth.) (1996, p. 37)

Tran Ngoc Thém wrote in his book, “Theo cAu tric
4 thanh té va trén co so nhirng khéac biét vé diéu kién
kinh té va méi trudng cu trii, phan 2 di tim nhiing dic
trung co ban nhét cho phép phan biét cic nén van hod
phuong Dong véi cac nén vin hoa phuong Tdy ma
xét theo ngudn gde co thé goi 1a loai hinh vin hod
gdc nong nghiép va loai hinh vin hod gdc du muc.”
(Following a four-component structure and based
on differences in economic conditions and residence,
Part 2 seeks out the most basic characteristics that
distinguish Eastern culture — the agricultural culture
- from Western cultures — the nomadic culture.) (p. 20)
Tran Ngoc Thém wrote “...trong lich st ¢ cyu lyc dia
Au-A d3 hinh thanh hai viing vin hod 16n 1a “phuong
Tay” va “phuong Dong”: Phuong Tay la khu vuc tay-
bic gdm toan bd chau Au (dén ddy Uran); phuong
Dong gdm chau A va chau Phi; néu trir ra mot ving
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The second highlight of the two books
lies in the clear-cut chronological transition of
Vietnam historical-cultural process, though the
word historical is not directly mentioned. In
his book, Tran Ngoc Thém wrote, “Tién trinh
van hoa Viét Nam c6 thé chia thanh sau giai
doan: van hoa tién st, van hoa Vian Lang - Au
Lac, van hoa thoi chéng Bic thudc, van hoa
bai Viét, van hoa Pai Nam va van hoa hién
dai.” (The process of Vietnamese culture can be
divided into six stages. prehistoric culture, Van
Lang - Au Lac culture, anti-Northern colonial
culture, Dai Viet culture, Dai Nam culture and
modern culture.) (1997, pp. 30-41). The same
thing was also recorded in Chapter 3 of Tran
Qudc Vuong’s book. “Vietnam™' appeared in
their prose as experiencing a sharp movement
from one culture to the other without any
involvements from the previous ones.

In our perspective, the cultural dynamic
crucial fordevelopingintercultural competence
could only be achieved under two conditions:
Firstly, the materials of culture must stress on
the fluidity, not the static “authenticity’?, of
each culture; secondly, the acculturalization
process within that culture and with other
cultures is not a positive trajectory. With this
stand, the two books of Tran Ngoc Thém and
Tran Qubc Vuong seem to be inappropriate in
building critical awareness for students. We
will explain below.

dém nhu mot dai duong chéo chay dai ¢ giilra tur tay-
nam 1én déng-béc thi phuong Pong dién hinh s& 1a
khu vuc dong-nam con lai.” (“.. in the history of
the former Eurasian continent, two major cultural
regions, "Western” and” Eastern”, have been formed:
the West is the northwestern region of the whole of
Europe (up to the Uran Mountains); the East includes
Asia and Africa; if subtracting a buffer zone as a long
diagonal line running in the middle from southwest to
northeast, the East would typically be the remaining
southeastern region.”’) (1996, p. 16)

“Vietnam” is put in quotation mark because it implies
different meanings in different historical periods.
The researchers intentionally use quotation mark for
this term as we do not believe that any culture is truly
authentic.

Firstly, the patterns of thoughts in his book
show that the two authors viewed culture as a
constant. They argued that the primeval racial
split has been determining “the East” and “the
West” like today. Tran Ngoc Thém stated,
“Lau nay trén thé gioi phd bién cach phan chia
nhan loai thanh ba dai ching A (Mongoloid,
trong cach néi dan gian thuong goi 1a ching
da vang), ching Au (Europeoid, din gian
thuong goi 1a chung da tring) va chung Uc-
Phi (Australo-Negroid, dan gian thuong goi
la ching da den) [...] Céan ctr vao nhiing dac
diém trung tinh, khong thay ddi trudc nhing
bién dong cua méi trudong (nhu nhom mau,
duong van tay, hinh thai rang...) nguoi ta da
chia nhan loai thanh hai khdi quan cu 16n:
Uc A va Phi-Au — d6 ciing chinh 14 hai trung
tam hinh thanh chung toc c6 xua nhét cua loai
ngudi: Trung tim phia T4y (Phi-Au) va Trung
tam phia Dong (Uc-A)” (1996, p. 37) (The past
scholars had argued that there were three main
human races: Mongoloid, Europeoid, and
Australo-Negroid [...] Based on the neutral
and unchanged patterns (blood group, finger
print, teeth structure), it is now more common
to divide human into two main groups: Africa-
Eurasia and Australia-Asia — the two most
ancient race-formation centers of human
beings: The West center and the East center).
This argument is not persuasive because:
firstly, how can the primeval split of homo
sapiens of more than 2 million years ago® still
fiercely determine the 21st-century cultures?;
and secondly, Tran Ngoc Thém mis-cited
this argument from the book of Cheboksarov
(1971). Cheboksarov did mention the racial
split, but he later on emphasized, “Later on
people of the Homo sapiens species, settling
throughout the globe, absorbed more ancient
populations on the periphery of the primitive
Ecumene?, conserving the neutral features and

3 This estimation was taken from: Harari, Y. N. (2014).
Sapiens: A brief history of humankind. Canada:
McClelland & Stewart.

The Ecumene was an ancient Greek term for the
known, the inhabited, or the habitable world.
(Wikipedia)
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adjusting to new environmental conditions,
and diversified into the modern races.”
(p. 60). Unlike Tran Ngoc Thém, Cheboksarov
supplemented for his first arguments of two
“race-formation centers” with the idea that
human beings changed over time. We do
not see that changing-over-time reasoning in
Tran Ngoc Thém’s book-writing philosophy.
More noticeably, he concluded, “Céac nén
van hoa hién dai du dang thudc giai doan van
minh nao (néng nghi¢p, cong nghi¢p, hay
tham chi hau coéng nghiép) ciing déu khong
thoat ra ngoai hai loai hinh dy.” (No matter at
what stage of civilization cultures today might
be at (agricultural, industrial or even post-
industrial), they cannot escape the two basic
cultural forms [of valuing the static or valuing
the dynamic].) (1996, p.41). We wonder how
this mindset could help our country “xay dung
mot nén van hod tién tién, ddm da ban sic dan
toc”! (build an advanced culture imbued with
national identity). The “national identity” may
be, yes, but the “progressive”, we are not sure
as Tran Ngoc Thém himself viewed it as a
constant.

Secondly, the typological-systematic view,
as Liam C. Kelly (also known as L& Minh
Khai) argued, probably results in racialist
attitude (Le, 2016). As he argued in his 5-part
series “Racism in Vietnamese Scholarship”,
the typological-systematic view rooted from
the Orientalist knowledge produced by Said
(1978) that the East and the West constituted
a pair of opposites. As implied from Said’s
book called Orientalism, this “knowledge”

! Trin Ngoc Thém wrote in the Preface: “Nhitng nim

gén day, van kién cua Pang va Nha nudc Viét Nam
nhiéu 1dn khing dinh vai trd quan trong cta vin hoa
trong viéc bdi dudng va phat huy nhan t6 con ngudi,
ddng thoi dat muc tiéu “xdy dung mot nén van hoa
tién tién, ddm da ban sic dan toc’”. (“In recent years,
documents of the Party and State of Vietnam have
repeatedly affirmed the important role of culture in
fostering and promoting the human factor, and at
the same time set the goal of “building an advanced

culture imbued with national identity””) (1997)

was used to justify Western imperialism as an
effort to “rule it and regenerate it for the sake
of the world at large” (Al-Marky, 1979, p. 82).
Trin Ngoc Thém and Tran Qudc Vuong, in
countering this at-time dominating ideology,
portrayed how “good” the Orient? are. Tran
Quéc Vuong wrote, “Séng hoa hop véi thién
nhién 14 mong mudn cua cu dan cac nén vin
hoa trong tinh phuong Pong [...] Bdi vay ma
cac nén van hoa phuong Tay trong dong mang
trong minh tham vong chinh phuc va ché ngy
thién nhién [...] Va, van d& cua con ngudi
khong phai la chién thang thién nhién ma séng
trong mot sy hoa hop ¢6 y thirc va té nhi voi
thién nhién.” (Living in harmony with nature is
the desire of the residents of the Eastern static
cultures [...] Therefore, the important Western
cultures focus on their ambition to conquer
and overpower nature [...] And, the problem
of man is not conquering nature but living in a
conscious and delicate harmony with nature.)
(1998, pp. 71-72) After stating the orientation
of each culture, he showed his own opinion
of good-bad, and non-tacitly praised the
“delicate harmony with nature” of the East.
This view has committed cultural bias in the
sense that either the West is “good” or the East
is “good” falls into the trap of stereotypical
generalization. Added to that, the way Tran
Ngoc Thém refers to other regions outside the
East and West as “vung dém” (the buffer zone)
also shows a stereotypical attitude towards
those regions. The learners, if not actively
expose to multicultural input, will stuck in
the East-West network of meanings, which
indeed has the power of segregation itself. As
Ludwig Wittgenstein, a distinguished Austrian
philosopher of 20" century, edicted, “The
limits of my language mean the limits of my
world.” (2001), the choice of words in Tran
Ngoc Thém’s book might not help a cultural
learner overcome impulsive judgements.
Thirdly, the linear transition from one
cultural civilization to the other would be

2 The term “Orient-East” was used in opposite with

“Occident-West”
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inconceivable. The movement of cultural
exchanges does not follow a vertical direction
with 6 stages as written in the book of Tran
Ngoc Thém: prehistoric culture (around 3000
years BC), to Van Lang - Au Lac culture
(from 3000 years BC to several centuries
BC), to anti-Sino colonial culture (from
several centuries BC to 10" century AD), to
Dai Viet culture (from 10% century AD to 18
century AD), to Dai Nam culture (from 18"
century AD to 1850s) and to modern culture
(from late 19" century to present). The first
evidence for our argument is the continuous
acculturalization with other cultures. During
Dai Viet culture stage, Vietnamese culture
evolved with sporadic Chinese invasions and
colonization, such as the 30-year period being
dominated by the Ming Dynasty. An image of
“authentic” or “consistent” Dai Viet culture
could be unobtainable due to that frequent
acculturalization. Further evidence is in the
15th century before Le Loi’s victory. During
that period, most of the Confucius books and
documents were burned down by the invaders,
not to mention the customs and habits were
assimilated, so we cannot say that Dai Viet
culture now developed independently from
the Sino culture. Interestingly, at the same
age, gunpowder manufacturing techniques
in Vietnam - the seeds of “modern” culture
- achieved brilliant achievements, no less
comparable to the West (Goscha, 2016, p. 59).

As Phan Ngoc (1996), a late 20" century
scholar of Vietnam, analyzed, “Trong ngudi
t6i va ban c¢6 du yéu t6 cua nim nén vin hod.
To6i ho Phan, d6 1a van hoa Trung Quéc. bén
co quan toi bit tay ca ban nam lan ban nit.
Do 1a van hod phuong Tay. Trén nguoi toi tir
dau dén chan déu Au hoa va toi co kha nang
quy dinh su thay d6i ndy theo nim thang.
Nhung vé nha t6i giao luong cho vg va vo
tdi lam chu hau hét moi viéc trong nha. Bo
1a van hoa Pong Nam A. Khi viét bai nay
t6i suy nghi bang tiéng Phap nhung viét
tiéng Viét (van hoa Péng Nam A) dé tranh
nhitng hiéu 1am tiéng Viét tu nd c6 thé gay
nén. Chir viét nay 1a gbc chau Au, ngdn ngit

day tir gbc Han va nhimg cach dién dat sao
phong ciia Phap. Khi viét, toi ¢d ging trinh
bay theo quan diém Mac (vin hoa xi hoi chi
nghia) nhung st dung thao tac luan ctua van
hoa hau cong nghi€p. Cai gi ¢ toi cling la
két hop.” (You and I have all the elements of
five cultures. My surname - Phan, rooted in
China. At the office, I shake hands with both
men and women. It is Western culture. My
costumes have been Europeanized from head
to toe and I am able to regulate this change
over the years. But when I get home, I give my
wife all my salary and my wife manages most
of the housework. It reflects Southeast Asian
culture. When writing this article, I think in
French but write in Vietnamese (Southeast
Asian culture) to avoid the misunderstandings
that Vietnamese itself could cause. This script
is of European origin, yet the language is full
of Chinese words and French metaphorical
expressions. When [ write, I try to present
it from the Marxist perspective (socialist
culture) but using the epistemology of post-
industrial culture. Everything about me is a
combination.) (p. 132). Vietnamese culture
that we shall see nowadays, therefore, cannot
be, and should not be deemed as “thuan tuy
Viét Nam” (purely Vietnamese). We are not
against the way Tran Ngoc Thém identified
cultures along the time axis, but disagree
that he did not highlight the interspersion of
multiple cultural layers within one culture.
Lastly, the search for “true nature” or
“purity” is itself a frivolous and futile effort.
Phan Ngoc claimed, “R6 rang khong c6 van
hoa khong pha tron, ¢6 1ap. O thé gidi nay moi
thir déu dan xen vao nhau.” (Obviously there
is no unmixed, isolated culture. Everything
is intertwined in this world.) (1996, p. 166).
Or Spencer-Oatey also highlighted, “Should
the ethnographer return several years after
completing a cultural study, he or she would
not find exactly the same situation, for there
are no cultures that remained completely
static year after year [...] Although small-
scale, technologically simple, preliterate
societies tend to be more conservative (and,
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thus, change less rapidly than modern,
industrialized, highly complex societies), it is
now generally accepted that, to some degree,
change is a constant feature of all cultures.”
(2012, p. 12).

5.2. Teaching and learning do not encourage
dynamic reflection of preconceived ideas
through teachers’ and students’insights

5.2.1. From teachers’ insights

We fortunately had chance to talk with 2
Vietnamese culture teachers at ULIS, whose
names are Minh An and Minh Anh (pseudo-
names), about their teaching experiences. The
non-structured interview was conducted in an
informal setting among colleagues under no
institutional pressure. The talk reveals itself
with some significant points as below:

Firstly, they praised Tran Ngoc Thém and
Trin Quéc Vugng for showing “plentiful”
and “interesting” knowledge of Vietnamese
culture. Minh An even got excited when
introducing us the “lately-published”
book called Searching for True Nature of
Vietnamese Culture of Tran Ngoc Thém. She
encouraged us to read the book as she thought
it was “much better” than the previous one.
We were wondering how “lately-published”
the book is, because this book was published
in 1996, just a year after the previous book
called Fundamentals of Vietnamese Culture
(1st Ed.) (1995). However, this concern is just
peripheral. The two informants’ point of view
is to advocate for the books.

Secondly, though they favored the two
books, they did not think that it can help
learners in developing the intercultural
competence. As they explained, the main
in-class content is to “introduce the cultural
components to learners” without any
comparison to the foreign cultures. Students’
in-class presentation mainly reports the course
books and adds on some pictures that they
found on the internet. Recently, this subject
has been transformed to online learning.
Students need merely 15 minutes per week
to finish the multiple choice exercises on the

online learning system. Both teachers agreed
that this way of learning, though it can boost
students’ learning autonomy, is “of no help to
their cultural acquisition”.

Finally, they believe that their students
cannot see any linkage between this course
and their major in foreign language learning,
thereby lacking incentives in learning this
subject. Minh Anh blamed that on the
limitations of the course objectives.

From the sharing of Minh An and Minh
Anbh, the researchers found the following:

Firstly, they were aware of the poor
connection between the course Fundamentals
to Vietnamese culture  and the intercultural
competence. In explaining for that poor
connection, they blamed the in-class activities,
like the presentation, and the course conduct
(online learning), but not the materials. They
did not recognize the problematicity - the
non-dynamic view directing the two books.
It is understandable, as the two books have
been dominating the academic market since
their first publication in mid-1990s. They
are so popular that most higher education
institutions in Vietnam use the books for their
freshmen. When every place of the nation uses
the same books, it is hard for one to realize the
problematicity.

Secondly, they think that comparing
the native culture to foreign cultures is
a manifestation of building intercultural
competence. According to Baker (2011), a
popular misconception of cultural awareness is
that it has often been conceived in relation to
intercultural communication between defined
cultural groupings, typically at the national
level. And thus, cultural awareness is often
associated with the comparisons between the
local culture and the target cultures. However,
what meanings could the comparisons bring to
the learners? What happens if such comparisons
result in the stereotypes and prejudices?
Comparison is needed to inform learners upon
the cultural diversity, but it is just the first step.

Thirdly, we see the lack of reflectional
activities in classroom. Liddicoat (2005)
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states that intercultural competence involves
7 qualities as follows:

* Accepting that one’s own and others’
behavior is culturally determined.

* Accepting that there is no one right way
to do things.

* Valuing one’s own culture and other
cultures.

» Using language to explore culture.

* Findingpersonal solutions in intercultural
interaction.

» Using L1 culture as a resource to learn
about L2 culture.

* Finding an intercultural style and identity
Of the 7 qualities above, qualities 1 and
2 are indeed achievable in classroom of
Vietnamese culture. Teachers could guide
students with some questions like “How do
you feel when your friends/relatives react
this way?” or “Is this the only way to respond
to a specific situation?”, so that students
themselves can see their own points of
view as well as compare their answers with
classmates. This is the time when they realize
how their behaviors are pre-determined by
cultures and how many diverse ways there are
to deal with a problem.

5.2.2. From students’insights

Students’ insights were taken from a
10-question survey and a follow-up interview
which were central on the awareness of
students towards culture and their experiences
with the course Fundamentals to Vietnamese
culture. 263 participants were randomly
chosen among second-year students who had
just finished the Vietnamese culture course in
the previous semester. The two researchers
intended to choose second-year students
as we wanted to investigate how the course
influenced the way learners look at culture.
Below are the findings we get from the survey:

In terms of cultural awareness, 77%
participants viewed Vietnamese culture as a

fixed set of cultural values, handed down from
generation to generation; 17% participants
viewed it as an integration between many
different cultures, constantly moving and
changing; and merely 6% thought that there
is actually no cultural identity because every
cultural practice depends on the network
of meanings (i.e. historical context, social
context.) that constitute it.

Besides the two main course books, only
13% of them spent time reading other books
of culture. These supplementary books are:
Viet Nam Phong tuc — Vietnamese customs
(Phan K& Binh), Than, ngwoi va dat Viét
— Gods, people and land of Vietnam (Ta
Chi Pai Truong), Khdo chimg tién sic Viét
Nam — Researching Proto-Vietnam History
(Truong Thai Du), Mon ngon Ha Néi — Hanoi
delicacies (Vi Bang), Ha Noi bam sdu phé
phuong — 36 Streets of Hanoi (Thach Lam),
and some folklores.

About their impressions of the course,
nearly 73% of participants reported that they
found it of some help to their second language
learning. They wrote that this course would
be very useful for those who aimed at being
a translator or interpreter. The rest 27% saw
no relationship between the course and their
second language learning. A student named
Minh Khanh (pseudo-name) said, “Why do
we have to study this course? I gained nothing
after studying it. It kinda wasted my time.”

In regards to classroom activities, the
learning procedure is, most of the time,
conducted through teachers’ lecturing the
content of the course books. Students’
presentations are occasional, yet the presented
knowledge is basically deprived from the
legitimate materials without any implications
to foreign culture. Self-reflectional cultural
activities are totally absent.

From the report of students, we can see
the static awareness towards culture and the
teacher-centered philosophy of teaching:

The majority of students look at culture
as a fixed set of values, which means that
culture to them is “virtually synonymous with
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“tradition”, or “customary ways of behaving”
(Avruch, 1998, p. 16). This perception may not
only result from the two books Fundamentals
of Vietnamese culture as discussed above, but
also from the reference books that students
read. Some books such as Vi¢r Nam Phong
tuc — Vietnamese customs (Phan Ké Binh),
Mon ngon Ha Noi — Hanoi delicacies (Vi
Bang), and Ha Ngi bam sdu phé phuong — 36
Streets of Hanoi (Thach Lam) are all about
“true” customs and traditions of Vietnamese
people. The two books Than, nguwoi va dat
Viet — Gods, people and land of Vietnam (Ta
Chi Pai Truong) and Khdo chimg tién sir Viét
Nam — Researching Proto-Vietnam History
(Truong Thai Du) somehow delve into the
historical cultural Vietnam through the social
construction viewpoint; however, the effort to
read such books is marginal. The static way
of seeing culture implies the conception that
there is no sense of struggle, and even when
there are struggles, they cannot change or
distort any tradition and custom. Culture is,
therefore, timeless and has “a changeless
quality” (Avruch, 1998, p. 16).

Within teacher-centered philosophy, the
report from students seems to match with the
teachers’. The design of subject as an online
course does not provide the chance for both
teachers and learners to discuss back and
forth and build up deeper understanding on
any subject matter. Besides, students lack
motivation in learning this course, more than
a quarter of participants saw no support of this
subject to their language learning and the rest
only find a little usefulness. This should be
seriously taken into consideration, as Ford and
Roby pointed out, “When a task is not important
to a student or it is not an integral element
of the student’s life, amotivation typically
results” (2013, p. 104). “Amotivation results
from not valuing an activity (Ryan, 1995), not
feeling competent to do it (Bandura, 1986),
or not expecting it to yield a desired outcome
(Seligman, 1975).” (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Cultural competence is the core competence
in foreign language acquisition, if learners are

not aware of its importance, it will be hard for
them to become a successful communicator.

6. Conclusion

The use of English as the global lingua
franca truly highlights the need for an
understanding of cultural contexts and a
critical mindset to successfully communicate
across diverse cultures. If culture continued
to be looked at from the -culture-ology
perspective as fixed sets of values, we are
afraid that a culture learner would hold an
essentialistic thinking and become vulnerable
in a multicultural environment. The two
books Fundamentals of Vietnamese Culture
were composed in early 1990s, when Vietnam
was in D6i Moéi stage— a post-war recovery
and toward-modernity stage, and carried the
mission of “build an advanced culture imbued
with national identity”. However, backed up
by the arguments in Section 5.1, we believe
that the “advanced culture” or the “strong
national identity” would impede the learners’
integration process, rather than give them the
courage to expose to foreign cultures.

In this paper, we suggest two dynamic
ways of teaching culture. Firstly, teachers
should encourage the use of supplementary
materials written by worldwide authors in
order to acknowledge students on the theory
of multiple truths. Each writer shares their
own point of view, thereby adding one more
truth to look at an event. Students, instead of
presenting what is written in textbooks only,
now need to discuss other truths from multiple
perspectives. Secondly, teachers and students
need to work on some questions like: What
historical contexts was a book composed in?
For what purposes? What patterns of thoughts
that the author stands for? Those questions
would provide critical lenses for students and
gradually makes them understand that any
cultural practices are intermingled in a very
complex network of meanings.

Though we do not agree with Cao Xuan
Huy (1995) on the comparison of culture
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with water at the illustration, “dau c6 dién
dao nga nghiéng dén dau né van nhanh
chéng tré vé cai quan thé tuyét diéu cua
n6” (No matter how intensely [the water]
rolls, [the water] will quickly return to its
wonderful stance) (p. 365), we think that
water can, to some extent, symbolize the
dynamic, non-linear-ness, intertwined-ness
of culture, and the constant-changing nature
of it. The poem “New Age” of Bertolt
Brencht says it all:

“Anew age does not begin all of a sudden.

My grandfather was already living in the

new age

My grandson will probably still be living

in the old one.

The new meat is eaten with the old forks.

It was not the first cars

Nor the tanks

It was not the airplanes over the roofs
Nor the bombers.

From the new transmitters came the old
stupidities.
Wisdom was passed on from mouth to mouth.”

In this era of globalization, culture is best
thought of not as a bounded unit but as a set
of overlapping performative language games
that flow with no clear limits or determinations
within the global whole of human life (Baker,
2004, p. 45). The critical cultural awareness
thereby serves to mitigate the inferiority
complex among learners, help them avoid
being influenced by the daily media praises
of a dream European-American culture; and
most importantly, pass judgements in order to
become a global citizen.
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NHAN THU'C VAN HOA CO PHE PHAN:
VAN HOA VIET NAM CO NEN PUQC TIEP CAN THEO
MOT HUONG KHAC?

D6 Nhu Quynh, Pao Thi Diéu Linh

Truwong Dai hoc Ngoai ngit, Pai hoc Qu(fc gia Ha Noi
Pham Van Pong, Cau Gidy, Ha Ngi, Viét Nam

Tém tit: Nhan thirc vin hoa c6 phé phan— mot thanh té chu chdt trong khung ning luc giao tiép lién
van héa ciia Byram (1997) — da nhdn manh tim quan trong cua viéc dao tao ky niang tw duy phé phan cho
ngudi hoc ngoai ngir. Nhiéu nghién ctru vé cach phat trién nhéan thirc van hoa c6 phé phan da dugc thuc hién
trong cac 16p hoc ngon ngir; tuy nhién, chua c6 nghién ctru nio ma chung toi tim dwoc lay 16p hoc van hoa
ban dia 1 bdi canh dé nang cao nhan thirc nay. Trong bai viét nay, nhom tac gia muén nhin manh tinh can
thiét cua viéc thic day nhan thirc vin hod cé phé phan trong 16p hoc van héa ban dia. Chung t6i nhan ra mot
s6 rao can khién viée giang day van hda Viét Nam tai truong dai hoc (trong gidi han mét vi du tai truong BH
Ngoai ngit - PHQGHN) hién nay chua thé giip nhan thirc van hod c6 phé phan cho ngudi hoc. Nhing rao
can noi trén nam ¢ tai liéu hoc tap, cu thé 1a hai cudn gido trinh vé vin hoa Viét Nam va cac hoat dong hoc
tap trén 16p. Cudi ciing, chiing toi dé xuit mot s6 y tuong dé 1am cho viée day va hoc co tinh phé phan hon.

Tuwr khoa: nhan thirc van hoa c6 phé phan, van hoa Viét Nam, thuyét ban chat luan, tinh dong



