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The

Journal ELLEN A. HERDA

University of San Francisco

A Critical Hermeneutic Analysis of
Foreign Language Teaching:
Implications for Teachers in the
People’s Republic of China

B Interpersonal relationships are established among teachers and
students in educational settings. This phenomenon takes on special
meaning in a foreign language classroom, particularly for overseas
teachers. Learning a new language brings new knowledge and new
possibilities into students’ lives. Understandings experienced and
gained in these classrooms go beyond linguistic comprehension and
social activity to the very being of the person. Understanding is not
something grasped or possessed. Rather itisamode of our existence
in the world. This dynamic aspect of foreign language teaching is of
critical importance when Western teachers work in a country that
follows a very different ideology from their own. The students in
China bring their own history and worldview to the learning of
English. It is the foreign teacher’s responsibility to not only help a
student learn new concepts and language but also learn how to live
outa meaningful life in a country that places expectations on students
arising from very different political beliefs.

D uring the last few years, a flow of Western values, attitudes and

obsessions has penetrated Chinese society. With foreign lan-
guage teachers, students, business people, and tourists visiting the
People’s Republic of China, the Chinese people in many cities and
in much of the countryside have been exposed to the West’s priorities
along with the hope for the “good life.” Thousands of Chinese study-
ing overseas, when they return or write back home, confirm that,
indeed, life in the West is best. Perhaps, of all the people in contact
with the Chinese in their homeland, it is the foreign language teacher
who has the most influence. The curriculum we use, our demeanor
in the classroom, the relationships we develop, and the conversations
we engage in all tend to situate Chinese students, to a certain extent,
in a foreign tradition from which they examine their own lives. Upon
such an examination, Chinese students and faculty members natur-
ally consider the lives they might have had in another country or
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their own under changed conditions. When.'Chinese students lzeﬂect
upon new ideas, they do so from a very different framewor 1——n0f
from the tradition of making up their own minds about thz value o
a particular way of life led by an 1n.d'1V1dual, such a; an.1 me(lgil(c?iln
probably would do, but from a tradmgn thz}t‘ holfls fami gf, dsq sz,
and authority in high regard. W}}en this tradition is d1itur e 1r11i ge c}i
way, it can create a volatile sitlgatlon——most dramatically exemp

i at Tiananmen Square.

" {}lllrgfé 1159 igme truth in the %hinese. government’s rf‘:cerﬁ. cha:g_e
against foreign language teachers “of influencing the 1n’t’eb 1%(;2(5)1:
with “bourgeois” ideals resulting in counterrevolquonar_y e o the.
The communist revolution in Chlqa has to do with s'0c1et1)£ aIr; | the
duty an individual has toward society, not tpward hlmseh. It do S
not have to do with individual rights. In China the emp 2:1515S tlstos
society. The role of the individual is different in the Unite _21 e ,
where individuals can revolt with significant fregdom agalrcllst 1 ead
and actions. Chinese traditionally have been obedient to leab ers }im
rulers. There are exceptions (mosﬂy 1'n.the bu§1ness arena)},1 ut tl (}elrti
is generally very low tolerance of individual rights 'when tb e}sl(z1 \1,‘i1§r s
play center stage. In China today, counterre_volutloniry €

the worst possible charge one can make against another.

Within such a context in China, the actual role of the teacher of

i i far beyond the teacher-
FEnglish as a Foreign Language (EFL) moves fa )
lerzlfner relationshigp established with students in other types of class

rooms. In many classrooms, interpersonal relations are established

among the foreign teacher and students, and learning a new langt}llage
brings new knowledge and new possibilities into students’ lives. These

understandings experienced and gained by students go beyond the

element of linguistic comprehension to the very being of the person.

Heidegger (1962) maintains that understanding is not something

grasped or possessed but rather a mode of our existence in the world.

This dynamic aspect of foreign language teaching rarely receives

attention. . . _ '
In order to set the stage for an interpretive analysis of EFL teaching

in China, this article includes an overview of the nature Ef.lang}[ll?rg;
from the perspective of hermeneutics and recent researc mtr}lla} urg
science. In addition, it includes a brief overview o.f the rffcerll istory
and traditions that Chinese students bring to their foreign alr}guagef
classrooms. When we pose this background against the rea dmes ?
the 1980s, we can better see what worlfis have been openle up to
Chinese students in their experiences with learning a new language
and how these new understandings affect their lives.

A Hermeneutic View of the Nature of Language

Traditionally, hermeneutics has been the st_udy qf a w}iltten text,
usually classical or biblical writings. In recent discussions, hermeneu-
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tics has included both written documents as texts for study and social
action as well as texts for investigation. Initially, the idea that a social
action can be a text seems incongruous. However, when we record
our social actions, they become fixed in language—to the extent that
we tell stories or record history. In many languages (though not in
English) the word history itself preserves the “rich ambiguity of desig-
nating both the course of recounted events and the narrative that
we construct” (Ricoeur, 1982, p. 294). Our discussion and/or research
of social activity is thus both history and narrative. To capture the
dynamic nature of any social activity, including teaching, history
needs to be included. There is no line that separates the past from
the present. More specifically, our current activities take place within
a history and within a tradition. Gadamer’s (1976) phrase always
already acknowledges the intimate relationship between present ac-
tivities and their pastin the very nature of language itself, the medium
of all understanding and all tradition (pp.59-68). By fixing our con-
versations and our research activities in the written word, we open
for interpretation, understanding, and application our history, our
analyses of everyday problems, and our ideas.

Heidegger (1971) writes that language names the world within
which we live. It sets the limits and the horizons for personal and
social change. “If it is true that man finds the proper abode of his
existence in language—whether he is aware of it or not—then an
experience we undergo with language will touch the innermost nexus
of our existence” (p. 57). Ricoeur (1982) following the Heideggerian
concept of language, writes that understanding is more than a way
of knowing something. It is a mode of being in the world. Addition-
ally, Ricoeur, also influenced by Wittgenstein (1953, 1974) and Austin
(1962), believes that the meaning of an expression is connected to
its usage and that language as a process is intimately connected to
human action. Further, speaking language is an activity or form of
life.

Gadamer (1976) argues that language “is the reservoir of tradition
and the medium in and through which we exist and perceive our
world,” (p. 29). As mentioned above, he says that we are always
already in a tradition, even though in the West we rarely value the
past since we often equate progress with distancing ourselves from
the past. Actually, posits Gadamer, our effective historical conscious-
ness links us to our past and provides us with an evaluative framework
in which we can judge what we want to retain or change in our
present. Tradition helps shape who we are and who we can become.
That we are grounded in our own tradition means we have our own
horizon of understanding. EFL language teachers come to the class-
room in China with their own traditions and the question is: How
does the horizon of the EFL language teacher fuse, that is, enlarge
or become enriched? Gadamer says there occurs a fusion of horizons
not when two people somehow blend two different lifeworlds or
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histories (for example, an American and a Chinese), but when we
are open to understanding whereby we risk and test our prejudices.
The language we speak is essentially open to understanding different
cultures or alien horizons. It is through the fusion of horizons, which
are finite but not limited, that we risk and test our prejudices.

Language is the key element in understanding our historical situ-
ation. Habermas (1973, 1979, 1984) asserts that language is central
in the formation of consciousness and is the primary medium we
have for understanding. It has the potential to provide us with a
foundation for understanding and critiquing our world.

Thomas McCarthy (1978) notes, “. . . since speech is the distinctive
and pervasive medium of life at the human level, the theory of
communication is the foundational study for the human sciences; it
discloses the universal infrastructure of sociocultural life” (p. 282).
We need to incorporate these ideas about the fundamental quality
of language in teaching, whether we teach a foreign language or any
other subject. However, in teaching a foreign language, the teacher
needs to develop the role of learning a language to move beyond
merely comprehending a new linguistic code—the technical aspect
of communicating in another language—to engaging students in
learning in a medium that ultimately calls for understanding. Lan-
guage lies at the basis of all of our ideas and theories about reality;
it is what enables individuals to organize data, their surroundings,
and their relationships with others.

Traditionally, teaching a foreign language has been guided by the
rationalistic tradition that views language as a tool of expression.
This view hides the social and creative aspects of language. We need
to understand the dynamics of language and realize that it is the
constituting ground of individuals, communities, and societies.

While it could be said that the above statements on language merely
reflect an arbitrary philosophical position, it is noteworthy that nat-
ural scientists also recognize the sociolinguistic nature of humans.
Biologist Maturana (1978) states, for example, “The central feature
of human existence is its occurrence in a linguistic cognitive domain.
This domain is constitutively social” (p. 44). Maturana and Verela
(1980), in their development of a theory of the organization of living
systems, base their ideas on Maturana’s (1960) earlier research on
perception which showed that properties of the nervous system gen-
erate phenomena instead of acting as filters mapping reality. The
basis of generation is social interaction among individuals linked in
a network of social connections.’ In the process of using and sharing
language with others, each individual is actively engaged within that

language, as part of a language community, or as Heidegger (1962)
asserts, the feature of all language activity (the process of both saying
and listening) is the engagement of the person within language—a
concept herefers to as the “thrownness of the person with language”

(p. 174-177, 203-211).
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Another way of looking at this analysis is to say that the world is
always organized around fundamental concerns (such as human un-
derstanding, prejudices, and interests) that derive from or are ex res-
sed through language, and the world depends, for its contil}q)ued
existence, upon these projects which give it being and organization
Within this cl){namic system, which is always inthe process of bein :
created, meaning is continually created through a mutual interchan g
involving active listening and speaking. This process, in turn r%—
vokes Interpretation. Meaning derives through our engagemér?t in
and commitment to the world and our interaction with others

When we encounter the world, we do so as something which has
alread_y been lived in and acted upon. In our own encounter, we act
upon it, and the process by which we act on it develops out of our
own understanding. This orients us to the world both as it exists and
as it has the potential to become.

The Chinese Perspective

_ Chinese students bring a history to the classroom that is different
in several respects from that of the Western teacher. They bring, for
example, the idea of a state-dominated country rather than angi’ndi-
vidual-dominated society. In addition, Chinese in the cities are begin-
ning to buy, or were buying prior to the June, 1989 incident m%ln
products such as refrigerators, televisions, tape players, and desi nei“]
clothes, which are taken for granted in the West. The econc%mic
changes that China itself has undergone have put the ordinar
Chmesg through many changes, especially the emphasis on entre }-]
reneurism. Now this emphasis is being played down in the effort E)o
%lﬁng the Il)eople into the party line of developing a communist state.
ma; I}::;geerl rrll(g\(zt.hve 1n. fear of what to say, how to act, and what
When students are exposed to new ideas, a new language, and an
opportunity to evaluate their lives, they are placed in an ur,wettlin
situation. The EFL teacher has the responsibility to not only teacg
a language but to understand where the students are coming from
historically and philosophically since one is always embeddegd in a
tradition within a particular framework. The present situation for
students in China will make sense only as long as the resources in
their own language and in the language they are learning make sense
?nqugh to absorb the changes and challenges. When things do not
plltalcrét,o a world view confusion or a sense of powerlessness can take
The history, traditions, and sociopolitical milieu of the people in
a classroom must be a requisite part of EFL curriculum plannirll) for
the teacher working in the PRC or any other country. This knowlgd e
prior to entering the classroom can help a foreign language teach%r

knovytmore about the students and help establish the classroom com-
munity.
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Messerschmitt (1987) posits that language is the central feature of
understanding and communication which, in turn, are crucial for
the development of dialogue and community. Only through language
can people understand each other. Thus, foreign teachers need to
focus on an expanded concept of language and the role language
plays in understanding based on the establishment of interpersonal
relationships. Language entails communication which, without un-
derstanding, is merely a transfer of information and technique. We
forget the critical role that language plays in reconstructing or trans-
mitting a past and a possible future to interlocutors when they step
into a conversation. .

If we ask language teachers about the role language has in trans-
forming a student’s world view and being, or their own, they mlght
answer that this is not what they mean to do and claim that their job
is only to teach a new language to students. However as Gadamer
(1988) explains, by “learning a foreign language [people] do not alter
their relationship to the world, [rather] they extend and eprlch it by
the world of the foreign language...To have language involves a
mode of being . . .” (p. 411). When a person learns a new language,
his being changes, he becomes a different person. Most teachers
probably do not plan for this to happen. Howeve‘r,'lt is not what
teachers intend to have happen that matters. Rather, itis what actually
happens that brings us to realize that language teaching is both a
structural undertaking and a philosophical and political phenome-
non. Specifically, language teaching is not only a pedagogical activity
but the transmission of history and ideas that involves an expanded
sense of discourse.

Applying a Critical Hermeneutic Model
to Foreign Language Teaching

How do we define discourse? It may be viewed as a spontaneous
flow of questions, answers, and discussions. This concept of discourse
reflects a structural view of foreign language teaching. Another idea
of discourse, drawn from the field of hermeneutics, desqlbes a social
act, which displays not only structure and form but, more importantly,
new understandings. . . .

Referring to semiological models, Ricoeur brings to light two
characterizations of discourse. Semiological models, applied to the
theory of the narrative, borrow from the domain of language by
extension from units smaller than a sentence to units larger than
sentences, such as poems and narrativqs: In such models, discourse
is not placed under the category of writing but under the category
of a work which pertains to praxis, or labor. Discourse as work,'elven
more than discourse as writing, enables it to be read under conditions
that are always new (Ricoeur, 1982). Discourse as simple conversation
is something quite different from discourse as a work that takes hold
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in structures calling for a description and an explanation that mediate
understanding. A parallel to this model in EFL teaching rests in the
difference between the technical and sociological aspects of teaching
a foreign language on the one hand, and the respective histories and
cultures of teacher and students on the other hand. While the same
curriculum may be successfully carried out in several cultural settings,
what is learned will be new in each case, because of not only the
creative process of language but also the traditions and histories of
the teacher and students. Understanding the activity of teaching a
foreign language involves both the formal and sociological account
of a teaching curriculum and the opening up of new ways of thinking
for both teachers and students.

In foreign language teaching it is the work of teaching that opens
up new worlds for students and teachers. To fully understand the
act of teaching a foreign language is to understand how the worlds
that are opened up to students and teachers come to be and what
role and responsibility each person may play in those worlds whose
formal arrangements are initially found in pedagogical activities. In
view of the summer of 1989 in China, English language teachers
need to understand not only their charge of formally teaching the
new language but also the critical role they play in bringing forth
new ways of thinking and being. This is especially important to realize
when they teach in a country with limited individual rights. Moreover,
the role of the EFL language instructor in the lives of students is
grounded in the history of those students (as well as the teacher).
This makes foreign language teaching a form of teaching with
perhaps more implications to consider than other forms of teaching.
However, in any analysis of teaching the most important point is
that the nature of language itself—as a creative medium of social
reality, not merely a tool to represent the world or to transmit infor-
mation—holds the potential for transforming both teacher and stu-
dent and for critical reflection upon such transformations. It is impor-
tant that we note in any discussion that centers on language, social,
and individual change that tradition is the stream in which any of
these processes take place.

The youth of China perhaps are the most vulnerable to the changes
in their country. The dramatic changes in merely a few years’ time
are mingled with the hope and imagination that traditionally belong
to youth in any culture. Their story of recent events and the story
told by a foreign language teacher from another country would be
two different readings of history. The interpretation of the history
is part of the anaysis of teaching. Reflection on our history begins
to lay out our prejudices, or preunderstandings, that they may be
risked and tested. This may result in a fusion of our horizons.
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China’s Recent History—
The Tradition Students Bring to Class

In 1978 Deng Xiaopeng launched four mﬁidfrsrgzaﬁgn:fégratr}ll (?sté
i ina 1 the modern world. or
tempt to bring China mnto L* thes®
mog)ernizationgs were introduced,dl téegaq to V1sclt(,)les:ctSuilrrlec,eatrlllc(l3 o
1 1 i education se ) 1
in China both in the business and € ' T S o major
15 trips into China an ‘ |
1980s, I have made over : . ;  seen e
i hinese society. One of my trips
anges in most aspects of C . : -
zv}lls i%l July, 1989 shortly after the Tlanzlllr}menhSquarde ;lg;ge(;tlick]y
, ’ th of China change .
hroughout the '80s, the sou Iy
th.;rn thegnorthern part, but 1n general most of t.hel_IEec;pllgsmt };[eir
cities and many in the countryside changed the1rf é }?s yov,e thewr
clothing styles, and their dreams. My impressions O 5 ina over (e
last decade have been shaped by hundreds of .hour‘s o ;l:or}vl sation,
and interviews with students, professors, umversuyla mlmsrnmené
factory workers, factory managers, busmess peop ei gov;:;1 nment
workers spanning various levels, medl.caldprofeismeriz ;iocy(z3 eople
i i tired people, (
bers of various rankings, re _ . ple
par mted wi hools, taxis, trains, street vending, retai
associated with hotels,_ schools, , ‘
gtores wholesale factories, etci) gnd ‘u}?emgll;)z;(ilogegfclli mocracy in
Z i 1 i e either e
While China declined to inclu e eommpo.
i izati ive, it was influenced by an unexp
its modernization drive, 1 ' pected compe
i terial products, pro :
t, namely, an obsession for mat _ o8t
Eirtlably chaZacterize an industrialized, modern soc1etty. Aleogg;'isvi th
izati f the Chinese government cam 1
the modernization efforts of tI _government came @ I3 T
ivi f in the possibility of suc g '
standard of living, a belief : s
E)}::n and a radical increase in corruption and mor';;l la;x1ty.itg§;;
has ‘E)oasted that its society has been free from the evils o tfatp talis ié
This is no longer the case. The communist doctrine td 3 man 18
morally perfectable has lost credibility in the face of rapid deter
tion of China’s social values an;i Lnoaa}ll.sta;diﬁilz + beved first that
i id 1 i the Chinese,
There is a void in the lives o .
the iron rice bowl (a popular metap}}llor .focrl g?a}riiil;;;eoi t;;)glclll sllr}l)e
ty. then that industria '
lter) would never be empty, ! e
theure—)all for economic ills, and finally that entreprengurlal prilgit;gd
and increased freedom could provide the life they had gen pr(; idere(i
While not all, or even a small part,.of China can edcom'Zation
modern, the country has made dramatic steps toyva(liri mo 5;“2; 2 on-
’ i ization drive, accompanied Dy I ,
However, this modernization , ied nflation, W
i i i d polmcal polarization, ]
orality, corruption, crime, and | . ) da
IcIcl)ntextyin whig)h students are highly receptive to ideas and id
omote a different life. . '
thall\fl(?srt nations look with shock and disbelief at the ev‘entil ofd 1t11;e—
mmer of 1989 in China. On June 4, 1989, the octogenarlazln har Al
ilrls believed that the image of the nation was at rlskcai? tweas me
had come to show the world that the bottom line for China

56 ® NOVEMBER 1990 2 The CATESOL Journal

ey

e S e

|

the restructuring of a society but a restoration of the legacy of au-

thoritarian rule. In 72 years, since the beginnning of the Leninist

party, no party had relinquished power. As important as centralism
is to the Chinese Communist Party, more important is the order
needed to prevent a divided country plagued by chaos and dissent.

Nobody over 40 in China can forget the disorder brought about by

the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution.

Students, under age 40, having been influenced by Western

teachers, media, and ideals, forged ahead with emotional and senti-
mental platforms and seemingly unruly techniques, not knowing that
they pushed too far in a country led by a tradition of authoritarianism
expressed today by a collective of men who still know what it means
to lose face. Over time, this government facade wears thin, though,
and people give up on the government; they act in secret as they
can, while in public they act as the government orders. For example,
factory workers sell black market goods on the side. Taxi drivers
make extra money by working long hours, ovecharging foreigners
and carrying out questionable activities. Teachers and civil servants,
on the other hand, are usually not allowed second jobs and, therefore,
receive much less pay for their endeavors than do workers, farmers,
or service people. A taxi driver told me he and his coworkers can
earn $1500 US a month or more. From my work in universities,
know the average teacher earns less than $30 US a month. This
obvious discrepancy in wage-earning power has resulted in many
young people either not going on to postsecondary schools or leaving
the university to enter the business world. If this trend continues,
there will be a great shortage of educated people in China. Now,
with the 1989 revolt, not all students will be allowed to return to
school. Only those with clean records and successful completion of
reeducation courses will be permitted to study. These trends, accom-
panied by the brain drain to the West, pose a serious threat to the
tuture of China. At the time of this writing, most students in Beijing
are not motivated to study since it was through diligent study that
young people have a chance of going abroad. Especially in Beijing,
there is apathy. In south China it is somewhat more business as usual.
Many students in the northern regions are leaving the university,
trying to migrate south to engage in small entrepreneurial enter-
prises.

Today, the West is still welcome in China. While the government
voices strong concern with visiting teachers and students, from the
United States in particular, they are still inviting English teachers to
come to work immediately. They are most eager to welcome back
the foreign investors who left. With its capital under government
scrutiny, the economy in shreds, and a nation silent in fear, the Party
is attempting to convince the outside world that all is business as
usual. Tourism is encouraged. “Bourgeois liberalism,” namely West-
ern principles of democracy and freedom, is a crime, but the door
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is open wide to capitalist dollars. It 1s gndear hqw thfe comirrr:urzifé
lead%rs will be able to sustain a contradlgtory policy 0 plfxrgmg
country of democratic ideals while pursg}lr)llg ecg:lcl)gllgceze 91“ L
. . . ) ble ¢ ‘
Students living 1n China face incre ~ cha :
teadlller faces obligations beyond pedagogy 1n view of these recen
historical events.

Implications for Teacher Education

Bowers (1988), in discussing a teacher’s r'esponsitb'ﬂgz pt:rsrt:)lge:l}f;
i , lays “a unique gate
ribes a teacher as one who p hat
(cisrslchave a powerful influence on the development of thtehig;d% ks
conceptual map (ability to interpreF and make one ds way o Ece 3y
around the cultural patterns within V}Vlhlch ever‘th.ay s})lig el
i es within
1 self-concept, and life chanc .
Or(%ir(;lrfsg)s’ystem” (p- 9p7). While the role of the classroom te}zic?e';l 121l
(c;ile’s own country is significant, the role of the EFfL hteacd c(fitional
developing country is even more cpmplex becauseho t Ti?ics o
considerations of the differences in history and the po
ure, economy, and society. ' . ol
CulStpeciﬁcally, tlZe role of the forelgln lfanguage tcelagzgcllsl 2;) girm "
i i ts not only from a peda .
one in the lives of studen. : pedagogica o
i individual and philosophical perspectt
view but also from an indivi . Hlose : e
i oreign languag
ical aspect of teaching a langt s :
gf)?i?t?fﬂted H(}))wever, the interpretive and political 1mpl¥czlt1(:/{71;1 i(l)e
teaching a foreign language have not received much z}ttentx:r::.u while
the implications of language use in the classroo? ro;)nen cultural
framework and the sociology of kno}:vledge the;)r)(; b ;Z{i : eed e
e notyetc )
ed (Bowers, 1984, 1987), we nav . : 1
S(?fafrg?ei IE language teaching as a dlscour§e callmg for ph'll'OS(iPS};E:s
gnd ol%tical analysis. This lack of academ}c. attention to c‘r1t1c12101b sues
f fo%eign language teaching places additional profe_ssxor;at Chgl
?ions upon the teacher to be sensitive to the nece351tydo .etar regt
from a critical stance—teaching students }}‘ow to use an rtelln E:t ﬁ)eir]
their history so that they may be able to “project CO?CHE. enys [therr]
interest in emancipation” (Ricoeur, 1982, p. 97). Imp 1}cla 1Soto of this
rofessional obligation require foreign language teac er1 to take @
Sifferent stance toward their work than one involving simply
iological activities. . ]
Or\s/\?}clile t%ose who plan to teach in another COl‘lntrthhmild lr)lz eeéiltlo
cated in foreign language teaching methodolfogﬁes, : Cel)é rz:t:oWhO e
1 1 nd culture of the stu
be introduced to the history a . o e ieal aspects
i ir 1 i mphasis on the tec
eive thelr mstruction. Ap overe . ects
f)efclanguage teaching can give the forelgn' !anguage dtea(i[hflrd ﬁl f: Ise
sense of professsional preparation. In addmoﬁ to U{l eri :d a kgn re-
isi 1 1 ledge, teachers also n '
historical and cultural know , teach i
gglvilinguage conversations, and communication can represent vari
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ous forms of authority, present possibilities for critiquing basic as-

sumptions, and create new domains of understanding. With China,

as a particular case, it is important to understand the differences in

Western and Fastern concepts of power, authority, and self.

As language teaching involves classroom discourse among students
and teacher, so it involves creating a work of discourse that entails
living a narrative and a history that is grounded in a tradition that
the foreign language teacher steps into. EFL teachers need to carry
out research, particularly from a collaborative and participatory per-
spective, to further understand the histories created in the foreign
language classroom and their role in such histories. These accounts
will help prepare future EFL teachers to better meet the complex
and responsible challenges of their profession.

Students are eager to accept new ideas of the West introduced into
their framework of thinking and being, but problems arise on several
fronts. One is the lack of language available to students to understand
and evaluate changes. The hermeneutic task becomes explicit when
one is aware of confronting an alien tradition. When students learn
ideas and words that do not seem to belong or fit, the teacher then
has the opportunity and responsibility to teach about interpretation,
understanding, and the appropriation of new meanings. Understand-

ing here means more than the recreation of someone else’s meaning.
It means engaging students in a critical analysis of their traditions,
instilling in them the idea that they have a responsibility for their
actions, and helping them project a future. Whether it is classroom
drama or political confrontation, grasping experience in a language
(Gadamer, 1988) moves far beyond being able to identify new words;
it means living in a different world. As the Chinese continue to reflect
upon, interpret, and act upon the events of 1989, they move from
living in one world to living in a new world, still connected, however,
to their past. At the same time, they are rethinking their future.

EFL teachers face different responsibilities depending on the poli-
tics of the country they work in. It is important to realize that when
new ideas or experiences do not fit into one’s existing meaning system
one cannot simply teach new words or engage in discourse with the
student to create a new world for the learner. Beliefs, traditions,
institutions, and current society all play a critical role in how one
understands and how one lives out a meaningful life. To teach a
student to be critical of one’s surroundings (which is often what
happens either directly or by comparison of ideals, experiences, or
possessions of things) is not the same as teaching truth, progress,
goodness, or loyalty. The student is often left with knowing what is
not wanted, what 1s not believed in. How do we leave the student
with something to hang onto? We need to teach students how to
understand their role in assuming responsibility for sharing norms,
establishing a moral character, and being trustworthy. While this role
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is critical for students in any country, itis particularly vital in countries
where governments face a legitimation crisis (Habermas, 1973).

When we look at language from a hermeneutic perspective, we
can more easily understand the relationship between language and
our existence. The situation in China gives us an opportunity to see
how, in this expanded understanding of language, we also have a
different responsibility as teachers than if we see language only as a
technical and sociological phenomenon. These considerations are
important for EFL teachers now going to China as this country strug-
gles with geopolitical, social, and moral challenges in its attempt to
become part of the international economic community. B

Footnotes

'Many physicists, biologists, chemists, and neurophysiologists no longer hold the
view that the universe is like a machine with interacting parts, nor do they believe
that theories are changed by objective criteria. Starting with the book, The Structure
of Scientific Revolutions, written for the general public, T. S. Kuhn began the
modern legacy that scientific paradigm shifts are influenced more by social and
communal considerations than by cause and effect relationships. Neils Bohr,
David Bohm, Ilya Prigogine, Eric Jantsch, Jay Gould, Niles Fldredge, and Lyall
Watson, along with Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, are some of the
scientists whose research supports the idea that our positioned views, our history,
and our interactions play a far more critical role in understanding ourselves and
our world than do predictions, objectivity, and separate entities.

2An excellent book documenting the political history of China since 1949 is The
People’s Republic of ChinalA Concise Political History by Witold Rodzinski.

Ellen Herda teaches interpretative anthropology in the Organization and Leadership Pro-

gram, School of Education, University of San Francisco.
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