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Abstract 

To be culturally aware is, undoubtedly, a prerequisite for professional and personal success in the globalized 

world we live in. If our students are to develop into competent professionals, able to grasp the complexity of 

any communication act, then they need more than the technical and the language skills which they acquire 

during their studies. Cultural awareness has been on foreign language teachers’ agenda for many years now. 

This article looks into how this skill can be enhanced in the foreign language class, and, moreover, it argues 

that, before being culturally aware (aware of other people’s cultural similarities and differences), one needs to 

be self-aware (aware of one’s own patterns of thinking, speaking and relating to the others, be they simply 

others or significant Others). 

 
Keywords: globalized, difference, inability, communication, Others. 

 

 

I. Introduction: Self-Awareness and Alterity 

The process of raising one’s own cultural awareness should start from taking a hard look at one’s 

family, social, financial, and educational context. The inability to understand the others’ right to 
difference is just the tip of the iceberg; its underlying causes are the countless forces that have been 

shaping one’s identity into being from an early age. Awareness of others’ alterity comes very early in 

life. It is only in the first stage of life that a child, still a baby, is unable to make a difference between 

his own body and his mother’s. Once this stage is over, one finds oneself alone and different from 

whatever else is out there, and negotiation skills become fundamental skills that one needs to 

acquire, to internalize, and to refine constantly, if one is to survive and live decently. 

Of course, the family will have the most important role in building the child’s self-awareness and 

in providing the yet unstructured identity with tools for dealing with Otherness; many psychology 

theories agree upon the fact that the first three years of life are often seen as fundamental for the 

way in which the individual will see himself/herself in relationship with the world around. Later on, 
the playground will teach the child the lesson of the survival of the fittest, a lesson which will be 

painful for those who happen to be different, in one way or the other. Physical, ethnic, financial, or 

any other kind of visible differences will be pointed at from this early stage; bullies will thus try to 

solve their own personal issues, by resorting precisely to an emphasis of whatever/whoever does 

not comply with the standards of ‘normality’. 

The educational system and society at large will complete the image that the child turning into an 

adult has about himself/herself and the others. By the time s/he is eighteen, s/he will have a well-

established frame of thinking and view upon the world. S/he will have grown up surrounded by 

certain ways of perceiving and doing things, and will carry around a certain way of being which will 

often prove as hard to discard as genetic inheritance does. 
 

II. Heading towards a Postmodernism of Trust 

In the Western world, the last decades have witnessed the rise of a cultural paradigm focused on 

(self)- awareness, a paradigm manifested at multiple levels of the private and public life. Countless 

books and personal development courses deal with the process of raising awareness as the basic, 

fundamental step one needs to take before actually changing something. Cultural studies have taken 

‘an ethical turn’, in which respect for difference and openness to the Other (in whatever form this 

may come), are key elements of intellectual debates. The concept of ‘political correctness’ has been 

promoted more and more at a political and social level, in an attempt to mitigate the effects of 



Fabiola Popa, ”From Self-Awareness to Cultural Awareness”.                                                                                                  

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part II). 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 2, no 1/2013                                                                                                     Page 3 

 

clashes whose underlying cause is the rejection of difference. Multiculturalism, pluriculturalism, and 

interculturalism are terms which are extremely used in the media and in the academia, and they all 

entail the idea of interconnectivity, mutual exchange, and negotiation. Social events and artistic 

productions which celebrate ethnic, racial, and other kinds of diversities occupy our pastimes more 

than ever before. Cultural acceptance and integration seem to be on the agenda of the Western 
contemporary society, just to prove Samuel Huntington was wrong when he predicted that after 

1989 there will be: “great divisions among humankind and the dominating conflict will be cultural” 

(Huntington 22). On the contrary, in the face of it, Ihab Hassan’s hopeful vision about the current 

shift of paradigm, which he calls ‘the postmodernism of trust’, seems to gain concrete ground: “[…] 

we need to discover new relations between selves and others, margins and centers, fragments and 

wholes – indeed, new relations between selves and selves, margins and margins, centers and centers 

– discover what I call a new, pragmatic and planetary civility” (Hassan 204). I read the term ‘civility’ 

precisely as openness and acceptance, as curiosity towards a different way of being and of doing 

things. However, to shed one’s old, life-long skin and to develop new habits often turns to be a 

difficult endeavor. In spite of the terrible memory of the genocides which tainted the last century, in 
spite of the terrible feelings of guilt which still loom large in the back of our minds, we still haven’t 

learned the lesson of acceptance; we still witness scenes of terror and death on grounds of cultural 

difference. 

With respect to the issue of alteration, Emanuel Levinas speaks about the “shock of the 

encounter of the same with the other” (Levinas 42), a theory presented in his book Totality and 

Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. This shock comes in as a result of the ego’s tendency to reduce all 

otherness to itself, and the confusion it faces the moment when this is no longer possible. Meeting 

the Other proves to be difficult because one cannot make sense of it with the set of mental 

instruments available in one’s inner world. The ethical stance that Levinas advocates entails the 
acknowledgement of and the respect for the Other’s irreducibility to oneself: “The strangeness of 

the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and possessions, is precisely accomplished as a 

calling into question of my spontaneity, as ethics” (Levinas 42). I read the phrase: “calling into 

question of my spontaneity” as an instance of becoming self-aware, the moment when I become 

aware of the fact that I am not alone in the world, and that the Other is not me, and s/he will 

probably never be; therefore I should try to find a way to cope with this incongruity and make the 

best of our encounter. 

 

III. Teaching Cultural Awareness – An Interdisciplinary Approach 

Such problematic encounters between I and the Other, between people and peoples, between 
centers and margins, are more and more frequent, given the major and rapid political, social, and 

technological changes the world has underwent over the last decades. The open markets, the 

increased social mobility, and the overall blurring of traditional borders have made it obvious that 

new rules of co-habitation need to come in force, in order to accommodate the numberless cultural 

spaces which are obliged to share one and the same geophysical space. To be culturally aware is, 

undoubtedly, a prerequisite for professional and personal success in the globalized world we live in. 

This is because, as Altay puts it: “Cultural awareness increases a person’s intentional and purposive 

decision making ability by accounting for the many ways that culture influences different 

perceptions of the same situation” (Altay 171-172). To put it bluntly and simplistically, to be 

culturally aware is to be aware of the existence of other cultures. S/he who is aware of the 
Otherness of others in general (be they strangers, foreigners, or intimates) stands a greater chance 

of being aware of other cultures as well. 

But Otherness is perceived in relationship with oneself, therefore awareness of others should 

start with awareness of oneself, awareness of one’s attitude, frame of thinking, core values, and 

prejudices. Only after one has focused on oneself, can s/he decenter, namely leave one’s position as 

the Center of the world, take one step back and look at things and people from a more detached, 

objective perspective. Hence, the Ancient Greek aphorism ‘know thyself’ comes in as a powerful 
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slogan to be promoted by teachers of foreign languages among their students: ”If language learners 

are to communicate at a personal level with individuals from other cultural backgrounds, they will 

need not only to understand the cultural influences at work in the behavior of others, but also to 

recognize the profound influence patterns of their own culture exert over their thoughts, their 

activities, and their forms of linguistic expression” (Cakir 156). 
Thus, the teacher’s mission becomes as difficult as a psychologist’s, as they both have to proceed 

to an exercise of maieutics in order to bring to the surface the knowledge hidden within the 

students’ mind. 

The Council of Europe has put forth the book Developing the Cultural Dimension in Language 

Teaching; according to it, the components of intercultural competence are knowledge (savoirs), skills 

(savoir comprendre), and attitudes (savoir etre); the last one is of great interest to us. Savoir etre is 

defined as: “curiosity and openness, readiness to suspend disbelief about other cultures and belief 

about one’s own… willingness to relativize one’s own values, beliefs and behaviors” (Bryam 12). 

Therefore, apart from signaling to the students the fact that the Others may be doing things 

differently, the foreign language teacher should also strive to teach them how to deal with, accept, 
and benefit from this difference. At this point, the concept of “vantage point” comes in as a useful 

term to be taken into consideration. According to Bonder et al.: ”vantage refers to the fact that any 

observing mind has a specific point of view, and that point of view has physical, psychological, and 

cultural dimensions that restrict how much can be observed at any moment. Vantage is a concept 

infrequently talked about, but always present and relevant” (Bonder et al. 87). 

It is the vantage point that nurtures ignorance, rejection, and, in its most terrible forms, hate. 

Becoming aware of the existence of one’s vantage point is the first step one takes towards the 

process of decentering; hopefully, curiosity, openness, and finally acceptance of Otherness will come 

afterwards. 
Savoir etre is perhaps the most difficult skill to enhance since it also entails feelings and 

emotions, not only reason and knowledge; it is about being (in a certain way), not only about having 

(certain knowledge); it entails a certain kind of emotional and social intelligence whose mechanisms 

are rather slippery and difficult to grasp. Therefore, it is not necessarily true that positive feelings 

and emotions will come with the knowledge and the awareness that the Others are different and 

they have the right to be so. While keeping in mind this sad aspect, teachers of foreign languages 

can still strive to enhance savoir etre by the means they have: at the didactic level, by those tasks 

and activities meant to promote awareness and self-awareness (role-plays, discussions about critical  

incidents caused by cultural differrences et cetera, generally the kind of activities that test and teach 

the ability to compare, interpret, and deal successfully with various events), and at a more personal 
level, by using the power of example and constantly having an open attitude towards the idea of 

Otherness. 

 

Conclusion 

As I was pointing out earlier, the teachers’ role clearly goes beyond that of a mere possessor of 

knowledge about one culture or another, especially when it comes to the sensitive issue of raising 

awareness of and fostering respect for difference. Therefore, it is clear that an interdisciplinary 

approach to this matter would suit better the purposes of the teaching process. Elements from the 

domain of acting have already been in use for quite some time now and drama exercises are 

believed to be an important trigger of awareness. Another domain of interest may be the domain of 
personal development, which is so fashionable nowadays. Neuro-Linguistic Programming may be 

one such communication theory whose principles could be adapted to the purpose of raising 

awareness of one’s own perception of the world. Some of its famous principles worth taken in 

consideration are: ‘the map is not the territory’ (that is, we each have a perceptual map which we 

constantly need to adapt to the others’ maps and to the ‘real’  world, if we are to live harmoniously); 

‘matching and mirroring’ (people who are in good rapport tend to copy each other’s body language; 

one can use this in order to teach cues about personal space, proxemics et cetera, and to draw 
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attention on how different cultures have different approaches to these); ‘pacing and leading’ 

(adjusting one’s frame of thinking and behavior in order to meet the other person halfway and 

bridge the personal and the cultural gap). 

Cultural awareness seems to be an important step towards the mitigation of the problems raised 

by the issue of difference and a fundamental way of enhancing acceptance among people and 
peoples. It remains to be seen whether the efforts which are made worldwide will finally pay off and 

result in a better world in which race, religion, and culturally-induced behavior will no longer give 

rise to disputes. Teachers of foreign languages need to play their small, but significant part in this 

global endeavor, in the hope of a more harmonious future. 
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