LEABHARLANN CHOLAISTE NA TRIONOIDE, BAILE ATHA CLIATH | TRINITY COLLEGE LIBRARY DUBLIN
Ollscoil Atha Cliath | The University of Dublin

Terms and Conditions of Use of Digitised Theses from Trinity College Library Dublin
Copyright statement

All material supplied by Trinity College Library is protected by copyright (under the Copyright and
Related Rights Act, 2000 as amended) and other relevant Intellectual Property Rights. By accessing
and using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you acknowledge that all Intellectual Property
Rights in any Works supplied are the sole and exclusive property of the copyright and/or other IPR
holder. Specific copyright holders may not be explicitly identified. Use of materials from other sources
within a thesis should not be construed as a claim over them.

A non-exclusive, non-transferable licence is hereby granted to those using or reproducing, in whole or in
part, the material for valid purposes, providing the copyright owners are acknowledged using the normal
conventions. Where specific permission to use material is required, this is identified and such
permission must be sought from the copyright holder or agency cited.

Liability statement

By using a Digitised Thesis, | accept that Trinity College Dublin bears no legal responsibility for the
accuracy, legality or comprehensiveness of materials contained within the thesis, and that Trinity
College Dublin accepts no liability for indirect, consequential, or incidental, damages or losses arising
from use of the thesis for whatever reason. Information located in a thesis may be subject to specific
use constraints, details of which may not be explicitly described. It is the responsibility of potential and
actual users to be aware of such constraints and to abide by them. By making use of material from a
digitised thesis, you accept these copyright and disclaimer provisions. Where it is brought to the
attention of Trinity College Library that there may be a breach of copyright or other restraint, it is the
policy to withdraw or take down access to a thesis while the issue is being resolved.

Access Agreement

By using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you are bound by the following Terms &
Conditions. Please read them carefully.

| have read and | understand the following statement: All material supplied via a Digitised Thesis from
Trinity College Library is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or
sale of all or part of any of a thesis is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for
your research use or for educational purposes in electronic or print form providing the copyright owners
are acknowledged using the normal conventions. You must obtain permission for any other use.
Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone. This copy has
been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation from the thesis
may be published without proper acknowledgement.



Miindigkeit
in Language Learner
~Narrative

Helen O’Sullivan

2009



TRINITY COLLEGE
16 NuV 2010

LIBRARY DUBLIN




Declaration

I hereby declare that this thesis has not been submitted as an exercise for a degree at this or

any other University and that it is entirely my own work.

[ agree that the Library may lend or make single copies of this thesis upon request, on the
understanding that this permission covers only single copies made for study purposes,

subject to normal conditions of acknowledgement.

Hosuint—

B ke November, 2009



Summary

The thesis takes as its starting point Immanuel Kant’s essay of 1784 ‘An Answer to the
Question: What is Enlightenment’ and by careful re-definition of one of the key terms from
this essay, Miindigkeit, (commonly translated as ‘maturity’ or ‘majority’ in English) uses
this as a framework within which to analyse cross-cultural narratives written in German,
English and French which describe the problems and processes of language learning and
linguistic migration. The thesis argues that the texts may be interpreted in terms of the loss
and gain of Miindigkeit. Evidence for this is provided through a linguistic and metaphorical
analysis, which suggests how Miindigkeit is enacted both thematically and stylistically in

the texts described as ‘language learner narratives’.

Before discussion of the processes of Miindigkeit in these texts, the thesis argues for the
existence of ‘language learner narrative’ as a valid category for textual analysis. This
discussion centres around a review of articles in Second Language Acquisition research
and literary criticism which describe a genre called ‘language memoir’. This genre was
first proposed within Romance Studies as a term to describe texts which describe linguistic
transitions whether that be from one discourse to another of the mother tongue or from one
language to another in a process of linguistic migration. Within Second Language
Acquistion the term was adopted primarily for the description of texts which narrate the
adoption of a foreign language and often for the purpose of ethnographic research, i.e. as
data for the description of qualitative aspects of second language acquisition, thereby

risking that the constructed nature of autobiographical narratives be underplayed.

This thesis argues that the term ‘language memoir’ is problematic because of its reduction
of autobiographical texts to what constitutes often just one of the many themes of the text
and proposes instead that the term ‘language learner narrative’ be used. This term is
intended to focus on select passages of the cross-cultural autobiographies which have
frequently been identified as language memoir and to focus on the construction of the
language learning situation as it is exemplified in the language used by the writer. The
thesis follows the view that the narrative can be seen as an act of culture creation, creating
a social world rather than describing it, though the narrative will necessarily draw on
elements from one or more cultures. Looking at the linguistic construction of these
narratives, it is argued that in the acquisition of the foreign language, as it is described, we

can see a process of struggle with Miindigkeit. Discussion of a text by the Turkish-German



author Emine Sevgi Ozdamar shows how a loss of Miindigkeit can clearly be seen at work

both in the thematic and stylistic features of the text.

A universal struggle with Miindigkeit is also suggested to be reflected in the texts both in
the metaphors used to described language learning, which can be grouped according to
underlying conceptual metaphors linked to loss of agency and infantilisation, and also in an
oftentimes playful and illogical use of language which defamiliarises the standard versions
of the later experienced languages the writers are using and makes use of concepts from
one or more languages in order to create heightened ambiguity, conceptual innovation and

literary effect.

The thesis concludes by considering the extent to which the narrators of language learner
narratives, far from being isolated individuals each engaging in a lonely struggle for
acceptance and identity in an unfamiliar culture (as the narratives and general criticism
frequently suggest), unwittingly inhabit a community and discourse of ‘narrators of
language learning” which refutes extreme individualism and supports arguments that there
are common human ways of conceiving and understanding experience which cross

hypothetical linguistic boundaries and cultural contexts.
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Miindigkeit in Contemporary Context 1

1 Introductlon Mundlgke:t in Contemporary
’ Context

Words and thoughts do not emerge out of a vacuum, but are informed by the cultural and
linguistic context in which they are produced. This is evident in the language learner
narratives explored in this thesis, just as it is relevant to the production of this thesis itself.
Throughout the following discussion a version of Kant’s Enlightenment use of Miindigkeit
has been consciously set as a framework within which a variety of stories of language
acquisition are examined. This self-conscious positioning of the term at the centre of the
following thesis acts as a locus for exploring the tensions arising out of the poststructuralist
challenge to the Enlightenment project. The discourse presented here is shaped to some
extent by poststructuralist arguments even as it seeks to find ways in which a variety of
language learner narratives might universally permit a reading in terms of Miindigkeit. For
these reasons, this chapter sets the discursive context and introduces interpretations of
some of the key concepts and debates which have a bearing on the exploration of

Miindigkeit in language learner narrative.

1.1 Miindigkeit in the Age of Postmodernism

The point of departure must be the text, the whole text, and nothing but the text.'

The above quotation playfully alludes to a shift of focus in the humanities away from the
conception of truth and reality as something external to language to be explored and
verified through this medium and towards a conception of truth as something which is
changeable and changing, embedded in discourse. The quotation parodies the

poststructuralist challenge to the Enlightenment search for universal truths. As noted above,

' Roudiez, 1974, p.8.



2 Miindigkeit in Contemporary Context

this thesis is situated within the context of the discourses which represent this challenge. In
examining the experiences of language learners as represented in specific texts hailing
from diverse sociohistorical circumstances through the lens of a re-reading of the
Enlightenment concept of Miindigkeit, a coincidental effect of the project will be to explore
some of the issues surrounding the possibility of Enlightenment. The development of
Miindigkeit, described by Kant in his essay, ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist
Aufklarung?’ (1784) is highlighted in this discussion. Attaining Miindigkeit, for Kant,
constitutes the acquisition of Enlightenment. As Outram emphasises, this is not, however,
to be seen as an end state, but as a process.” This thesis takes up Kant’s use of the term and
argues for a close association between the Kantian concept and linguistic competence,
thereby highlighting the relevance of deploying this concept in the analysis of language
learner narratives in which the protagonist is struggling to gain linguistic competence in a
later experienced language.® The primary aim of the project springs out of this careful
reanalysis of Kant’s usage and consists in an exploration of the texts in terms of a
redefinition of Miindigkeit. This interpretive scheme is justified by a thematic and
linguistic analysis of the texts. In these autobiographical texts distinctions between narrator
and author blur, so that the analysis of the texts also potentially lends itself as evidence in
debates surrounding the possibility of Miindigkeit in the extra-textual context, particularly
where issues surrounding how authors make use of language are conéidered. It is in
examining authors’ linguistic construction of the language learning situation that the
project subsidiarily provides a contribution to debates about the possibility of universal

concepts.

The motivation for examining language learners in language learner narratives against the
backdrop of Miindigkeit also stems from perceptions within the primary and secondary
literature that language learners in such texts are representatives of poststructuralism who
are directly engaging with problems of truth and meaning as they attempt secondary
socialisation into a new language and culture.” This secondary socialisation is considered
to necessitate developing the comprehension of a new conceptual framework for
interpreting one’s environment, as well as a revaluation of self, identity and the other. The

next section of this introduction considers some of the key issues in poststructuralist

2 Qutram, 2005, p.2.
* The use of the phrase ‘later experienced language’ is explained in more detail in chapter two.
4 Cf. Pavlenko, 2001, p.216.
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discourse which contribute to the context in which the language learner narratives are

being analysed.

1.2 Poststructuralism and the Pursuit of Meaning

Structuralist ideas about language which had first been developed around the beginning of
the twentieth century reached their zenith, as David Macey suggests, at the time of the
Johns Hopkins’ Conference on The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man in
October 1966. This was also the time at which Derrida presented a paper entitled
‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences’® which may be viewed
as marking the beginnings of poststructuralism.® In this paper Derrida deconstructs the idea
of the centre or transcendental signified, metaphorically described at different times as God
or rationality or the unconscious, structuring a system of knowledge. Derrida attributes the
beginnings of consciousness of structuration and the development of
destructive/deconstructive discourses to the work of Nietzsche, Freud and Heidegger.
Within this theory, meaning is not seen as present in the linguistic sign, but as constantly
deferred in an endless chain of definitions.” Consequently, the possibility of discovering
certain knowledge about a world external to language is found to be problematic. The
linear view of knowledge as represented in the thinking of Kant in which knowledge is
considered to progress steadily towards truth is problematised. Within this epistemology,
there cannot be one ideology which takes precedence, having proven itself to warrant a
greater claim to truth, but only continuous interpretation and reinterpretation in an endless

play of difference.

As already mentioned, this thesis analyses the language learner narrative against the
background of the discourses of the Enlightenment and poststructuralism. The discourse of
Enlightenment is represented in the analysis of the narratives through discussion of the
potential for loss and gain of Miindigkeit which may be reflected in the narratives. The
term is employed as an interpretive tool for analysing both theme and language, making
use of insights into how language may structure human subjectivity, as well as being
produced by human subjects, and exploring the extent to which linguistic competence, or

the lack of it, as well as the confrontation with another culture, may be said to have a

3 Derrida in Kimmich, 1996, pp.301-313.
¢ Macey, 2000, pp.309, 65.
7 Eagleton, 1996, p.111.



4  Miindigkeit in Contemporary Context

bearing on Miindigkeit. The justification for viewing the language learner narrative through
this lens will be provided in detail later on. For the time being, we will consider the extent
to which the discourses of poststructuralism and postmodernism are pertinent to the

situation of migrants and correspondingly to the analysis of language learner narratives.

In an archetypal language learner narrative by Eva Hoffman, the narrator cites herself as an
‘avatar of structuralist wisdom’.® Azade Seyhan in Writing Outside the Nation (2001)
further notes that ‘the contemporary tales of migration, exile, and displacement are often
seen as mirroring the fragmented consciousness of postmodern culture itself [...].° The
term ‘postmodern’ seems to lend itself less to definition than to a range of connotations. In
other words, ‘postmodernism’ is associated with a certain eclecticism and mixing of values
which lead to the application of the term itself being somewhat fuzzy. In general, it may be
associated with a playful, at times irreverent or ironic, mixing of traditions, styles and
genres in art and literature, but a more stable definition can perhaps be found in difference,
or in what the term is not. Jean-Frangois Lyotard in his well-known essay The Postmodern
Condition describes the postmodern in terms of the passing of belief in grand narratives
which may be used to legitimate particular theories of knowledge. Instead, these grand
narratives are replaced by ‘clouds of narrative language elements’ each with specific

pragmatic valencies:

Each of us lives at the intersection of many of these. However, we do not
necessarily establish stable language combinations, and the properties of the ones

we do establish are not necessarily communicable.'’

Those living in an unfamiliar culture and using a later experienced language find
themselves dealing with a greater range of ways of making meaning, both in terms of the
signs used and how they are used (i.e. their specific pragmatic valencies) than
monolinguals, and so we may view migrants as key embodiments of postmodern theory
and consider the current vast literature on migration and cultural/linguistic displacement to

be reflective of postmodern consciousness.

Azade Seyhan, however, makes the point that in fact the very concept of postmodernism

arose within a specific sociohistorical context and as such can only lead to insights from

¥ Hoffman, 1989, p.107.
? Seyhan, 2001, p.4.
1 Lyotard, 1979, p.xxiv.
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within that one particular framework — a framework which may not be relevant to all types

of cultural displacement.

Although the contemporary tales of migration, exile, and displacement are often
seen as mirroring the fragmented consciousness of postmodern culture itself and
certainly participate in many of the aesthetic and literary legacies of the latter, they
part company with it in terms of certain historical and geographical boundaries.
For if the postmodern is to be defined either as a sociohistorical epoch or a
philosophical or aesthetic school of the late-twentieth-century Western world, then
it would be impossible to contain the culturally and temporally diverse

articulations of diasporic experience in the postmodern syntax."’

However, by discounting postmodernism through citing it as a ‘sociohistorically’ grounded
framework, Seyhan is implicitly acknowledging the dissolution of an absolute perspective
from which to conduct enquiry and is in fact (almost inevitably given the nature of
postmodernist theory) dismissing postmodernist approaches to migrant literature using the
very ‘syntax’ she proposes should be dismissed. Given the nature of postmodernism, it is
difficult to hold such theories of migration and cultural displacement to apply only to a
proportion of cross-cultural experiences, since the theory allows no alternative to the
infinite array of alternatives it describes. In other words, whether or not postmodernist
thought developed within Western Culture, it is a theory which claims to acknowledge all
the possible perspectives which may be adopted by any culture under any circumstance.
Under this articulation postmodernism appears to instantiate itself as another ‘grand
narrative’; however, the postmodernist perspective is itself necessarily just one perspective
within the field it describes. Postmodernism as a discourse both exists within the discourse
system it describes and describes the system. As a discourse, it appears both to make a
claim to the decentering of discourses in the human sciences at the same time as placing
itself as a discourse at the centre of those discourses, thereby, necessarily caught up in the
metaphysics it seeks to deny. Derrida sets this out as a key problem for a critique of

metaphysics in ‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourses of the Human Sciences’:

There is no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in order to attack
metaphysics. We have no language - no syntax and no lexicon - which is alien to

this history; we cannot utter a single destructive proposition which has not already

! Seyhan, 2001, p.4.
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slipped into the form, the logic, and the implicit postulations of precisely what it

seeks to contest.'?

This thesis is situated within the discourse of postmodernism and as such, it acknowledges
the claim to validity of a variety of perspectives within different sociohistorical traditions;
however, it also offers contribution to debates about the possibility of universal truth and
meaning through exploring the ways in which commonalities of experience and
understanding may be articulated across apparently diverse texts arising out of vastly
different sociohistorical traditions. The following section explores the interrelationship
between text and truth in order to introduce some of the key background issues concerning
the Enlightenment project and later poststructuralist thinking which have a bearing on the
approach to the texts taken within this thesis. The debate about truth is relevant to
Miindigkeit insofar as its attainment is representative of being an Enlightened human being,
possessing the critical reasoning which facilitates the discovery of truth. Problems arise for
Miindigkeit when problems arise for conceptions of truth, since it is the possibility of
discovering truth which justifies and supports the reasoning working to discover it. If the
possibility of universal truth is questioned, then so is the purpose of reason, and if reason

comes under question, then so does the possibility of Miindigkeit."

1.3 ‘The Truth, Finally, is Who Can Tell it.’

In this section we consider versions of the ‘truth’ about ‘truth’ which are relevant to the
analysis of language learner narratives, insofar as the proposal of ‘truth’ can be seen as a
force or principle against which narrative defines itself i.e. as in traditional logocentrism, it
is seen as the stable centre around which all other meaning may be said to revolve. This
section examines the implications of an understanding of truth as contingent for the

fluctuations of Miindigkeit suggested to be at work in language learner narratives.

Since the beginning of the search for absolute truths, the very possibility of their discovery
has come under question, since in undertaking rational enquiry there comes a point at
which we require criticism of rational thought itself. '* Postmodernist thought has

heightened the sense that the search for absolute truth must be abandoned and must give

2 [http://hydra.humanities.uci.edu/derrida/sign-play.html] taken from Derrida, 2001, pp.278-94.

1 Cultural relativism in which truth is seen as contingent is logically absurd since it allows for A to believe
that p is true and B to believe that p is not true and for there to be no contradiction.

1 Beiser, 1999, p.23.
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way to an understanding that truth is contingent. This view of truth is echoed in a comment
by the narrator in Chang-Rae Lee’s novel, Native Speaker (1995) who states ‘the truth,

finally, is who can tell it.’!

This statement implies that in fact ‘truth’ is not something
which can be objectively determined but is linked to human opinions and human beliefs
about who is telling the truth. In this vision, the truth is an oral phenomenon, not written
down, but spoken by a particular individual in a particular context. It may be argued that
the idea of ‘absolute truth’ could only arise within literate society since it requires an
abstraction which does not occur in ‘oral’ thought. In his analysis of the differences
between ‘chirographic’ cultures and oral cultures Walter J. Ong notes that in oral cultures,
‘the integrity of the past [is] subordinate to the integrity of the present’.'® He notes how
Claude-Lévi Strauss, among others, suggests that orally transmitted myths reflect a
society’s present cultural values rather than ‘idle curiosity about the past’. In other words,
genealogies and myths are not fixed, but adapt themselves to the present needs of their
society. In oral culture, then, the truth is a narrative told in a particular time and place.
Unlike the scientific knowledge which develops in literate societies knowledge contained
within oral narrative is legitimated in the fact and circumstance of its utterance not via the

factual status of its content. In the words of Lyotard:

[N]arrative knowledge does not give priority to the question of its own legitimation
[... IJt certifies itself in the pragmatics of its own transmission without having

recourse to argumentation and proof. !’

The status of oral narrative with regard to truth is exemplified in several language learner
narratives. In her collection of essays, Something to Declare (1998), Spanish speaker, Julia
Alvarez comments on the oral histories which have developed within her family who

originated from the Dominican Republic in the Caribbean:

And so, I grew up hearing that my grandmother was the most beautiful woman on
the Island, that my grandfather was so good he peed holy water, that my mother
and uncle had a British nanny who turned out to have a police record with the

Scotland Yard, and so on. In my familia [sic], fiction is a form of fact.'®

1% Lee, 1995, p.6.

'® Ong, 1996, p.48. ‘Chirographic’ is Ong’s preferred terms for literate societies.
17 Cf. Lyotard, 1979, p.27.

18 Alvarez, 1998, p.124.
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A passage from Patrick Chamoiseau’s account of his childhood on the Caribbean island of
Martinique, part of the French West Indies, suggests even more outrageous possibilities for
truth in oral culture. Not only is fiction held to be a form of fact, but the more elaborate
and interesting the fiction, the more likely it is to be accepted as fact. Chamoiseau grew up
speaking creole and learnt French at school. In the following passage he describes his

mother’s reaction to him lying to her:

Fibbing to Mam Ninotte wasn’t considered outright lying. All you had to do was
give your imagination enough of a workout to excite her admiration. Seeing her
little one putting his very own brain through its paces pleased her no end, and she
never reproached him for a tall tale when he managed to bring it off. The bottom

line: a story is a lie only if you tell it badly.
That’s the tradition I follow."

Ong’s account of the development of literacy suggests that it has a profound effect on
human thinking which has implications for the concept of ‘truth’. He notes, for example,
that formal logic was invented by the Greeks after alphabetic writing had been
interiorised.”® Writing frees up the memory load of the brain and facilitates abstract
thought. In this light, it is possible to see the concept of absolute truth as a structuring
principle for the processes of rational thought. This means that the concept of truth as
something which evolves in the telling of it — the idea, or perhaps more accurately, the
ready acceptance of contingent truth which relates to the moment of its enunciation is
likely to be less familiar to the writers of language learner narrative. They are, to use Ong’s
terminology, ‘chirographic folk’.*' As Ong elaborates in his text, this predisposes certain
patterns of thinking and attitudes towards language which are uncommon in those who are
used to oral culture. In particular, they will be comfortable with interpreting the world
according to words and not according to experience. Ong gives several examples taken
from a study by Alexander Romanovich Luria which show how this is not the case in oral

culture. When asked to define a tree, a typical response from a non-literate interviewee

19 Chamoiseau, 1998, p-106. Cf. Chamoiseau, 1996, p.149, ‘Mentir & Man Ninotte n’était pas vice possible. I
fallait juste déployer un grand arroi imaginaire pour chatouiller son admiration. Voir son petit se bien
débattre avec les artifices de son cerveau était plaisir pour elle: en cas de réussite, elle ne lui reprochait piece
mensonge. Finale de compte: on ne ment que quand on raconte mal.

J’ai cette tradition-1a.’

2% Ong, 1996, p.52.

?! Ibid.
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would be: “Why should I? Everyone knows what a tree is, they don’t need me telling

them.””” The presentation of abstract syllogisms unsurprisingly brings further problems:

In the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are white. Novaya Zembla is in the
Far North and there is always snow there. What color are the bears? Here is a
typical response, ‘I don’t know. I’ve seen a black bear. I’ve never seen any
others...Each locality has its own animals’ (1976, pp.108-9). You find what color
bears are by looking at them. Who ever heard of reasoning out in practical life the
color of a polar bear? Besides, how am I sure that you know for sure that all bears
are white in a snowy country? When the syllogism is given to him a second time, a
barely literate 45-year-old chairman of a collective farm manages ‘To go by your
words, they should all be white’ (1976, p.114). ‘To go by your words’ appears to
indicate awareness of the formal intellectual structures. A little literacy goes a long
way. On the other hand, the chairman’s limited literacy leaves him more
comfortable in the person-to-person human lifeworld than in a world of pure
abstractions: ‘To go by your words...” It is your responsibility, not mine, if the

answer comes out in such a fashion.?

This distinction between oral and chirographic conceptions of truth suggests that absolute
truth can be viewed as a concept engendered by a particular mode of thinking, developed
through literacy. The possibility of discovering absolute truth may be viewed as the
motivating force behind abstract reasoning, but as Derrida argues, absolute truth cannot

ever be fully present.

This proposed instability of truth and meaning has repercussions for textual analysis. In
recent years it has been emphasised that the meaning of written narratives cannot be
reduced to ‘author intention’ since we cannot know precisely what an author intended. It
may not even be useful to know his/her intentions, since the words themselves may give
rise to interesting interpretations which the author did not originally anticipate. We are left
with an unceasing vista of possible interpretations and ‘truths’ about the text. The words as
they are written on the page may be fixed and permanent, but their meanings are shifting,
not only in relation to one another in an etymological sense, but in relation to their
performance at the level of discourse. Each successive generation of readers brings their
own context to what they read. The idea of absolute truth may be seen as an illusion arising

out of the perceived permanence of the written word. The meaning of a text can only be

2 1bid.
2 Tbid.
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permanent - in the sense of having an absolute meaning - in the abstract; as soon as it
becomes a tool in the action of reading, the unstable nature of the text is revealed and we
see that interpretations are potentially limitless. It is worth noting again that this is a
poststructuralist analysis of truth, in which ‘truth’ is held to be a linguistic construction
which is not grounded by anything external to language. This conception of language and

its relationship to reality is controversial and will be debated further in chapter three.

To summarise the discussion so far, firstly, rational thought appears to be something which
arises out of chirographic culture and is thus not inherent to language or to human thought,
but forms one possible function of these. Secondly, it has been suggested that absolute
truth may be an illusion arising out of the apparent fixity of the written word. In oral
culture, narratives allow for their changing audience and truth is a function of ‘who tells it’
as well as of the degree of authority to speak which has been attributed to the teller. This
authority is not assigned on the basis of capacity for rational argument but on contextual
grounds which have to do with relationships between interactants as shown in the example
of Chamoiseau gaining his authority through exciting the imagination of his mother. This
conception of narrative allows for the meaning of a narrative to evolve along with its
readership. It relays a truth that is more narrowly context-bound, one which acknowledges
that its truth is not so much an objective fact, as dependent upon the willingness of its

hearers to acknowledge its status as truth.

This brief sketch of complex current debates provides a portrait of language as a purveyor
of illusory truth or if we accept that some material truths might indeed exist outside of
language (as discussed further in chapter three) then at the very least as an inadequate
medium for representing truth(s). Narrative as a purveyor of ‘truth’ or ‘truths’ is therefore
suggested to be inherently unreliable, whether or not that narrative is conveyed orally or as
a written record. Even if the written record appears to have a fixed meaning, it cannot
anticipate all of the interpretations brought to bear upon it by its many readers — it is
instable in its reception; the oral narrative, on the other hand, may shift its meaning both in
production and in reception. This instability is inherent to all communication because of
the gap between production and reception which allows for a range of other psychological,

sociohistorical and immediate technical factors to intrude on the original message.

These problems of communicating meaning are exacerbated in a context where the

interlocutors speak different languages. Here the contexts brought to bear upon a received
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text, whether written or spoken, differ far more widely. What could reasonably be held to
be true in one context, appears absurd or ‘unreasonable’ in another. ‘Unreasonable’ in so
far as it does not conform to the conventional logic — and conventional beliefs about truth -
of the culture in which that language is spoken. The problem is, however, not simply one
of culture, but also of language. Language as a descriptive tool for the environment allows
for the formation of an infinite number of concepts. These concepts may be combined in an
infinite number of ways. The concepts and the acoustic images applied to them from
language to language are largely arbitrary, even if the signs are defined by their
relationships to one another within a given language.** Thus, they cannot be relied upon to
represent reality precisely as it is. As Ong points out: ‘Nature states no “facts™: these come
only within statements devised by human beings to refer to the seamless web of actuality

around them.’”’

Instead of representing reality exactly, language can only give a representation of reality
founded upon an agreed perception of that same reality which holds in a particular
linguistic community. The perception of reality given in the language does not need to
accord with the perceptions of every single individual (with his/her individual sense organs)
in order for it to function as a convention. In fact, it is this conventional nature of language
which gives rise to tensions between the individual and society. Subjective perceptions are
subordinated to the labels permitted within a given society for their expression. In
accommodating subjective perceptions to the labels provided by society, the speaking
subject gains an identity. When confronted with the language and culture of a different
society, this identity is destabilised — it must now reaccommodate itself to the labels

appropriate within the new context.

This thesis examines this situation through investigating language learner narratives
presented in cross-cultural autobiography. It seeks to show how assumed truths about
reality and more especially social reality, exist as a function of cultural discourse and may
dissolve or explode when different discourses of reality collide. It also seeks to show how
the writers have negotiated and interpreted the alternative reality presented by the later
experienced language, in the way that they deploy particular linguistic resources and
through the narrative presentation of themselves as protagonists in a language learning

situation. In particular, it will show how linguistic and poetic devices are utilised in the

24 Cf. Saussure, Cours de Linguistique Générale, 2005 [1916].
* Ong, 1996, p.68.
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representation of language learning experience and what these representations may reveal,
at a more fundamental level, about processes of meaning-making. Through the analysis of
metaphor the possibility that these texts also reflect common, potentially universal,
underlying perceptions of the language learning situation, which do in fact go beyond
particular sociolinguistic contexts, will also be explored. However, this exploration of
potential universals must be undertaken with the caveat that the suggested text-type
examined is limited in its form by the particular sociohistorical contexts in which it has
developed. The following paragraphs outline some of the features of language learner

narrative which mark it out as distinct.

In examining ‘language learners’ as a general category via the medium of language learner
narrative, it must be borne in mind that the many language learners examined in this thesis
are all literate. Furthermore, they are necessarily highly literate, since they are writing
literary texts in a foreign language. This cannot be ignored in the analysis: firstly, because
it means that all of the writers are at least aware if not necessarily accepting of the idea of
meaning or ‘truth’ as something which is stable and which can be recorded and potentially
preserved in written text. Even if the authors may be aware of the concept of truth within
oral culture, as shown above, this concept is presented as one which is worthy of comment

and in some sense alien to the author.

Another feature of the literate mind-set which is distinct from that of members of oral
culture is the facility to engage in reflection on the self. Along with difficulties in

abstracting away from concrete life experience, the subjects of Luria’s study also presented
».26

difficulties in ‘articulate self-analysis’:
[Luria asks] “What sort of person are you, what’s your character like, what are
your good qualities and shortcomings? How would you describe yourself?” “I
came here from Uch-Kurgan, I was very poor, and now [’'m married and have
children.” “Are you satisfied with yourself or would you like to be different?” “It
would be good if I had a little more land and could sow some wheat.” [...] “Well,
people are different — calm, hot-tempered, or sometimes their memory is poor.
What do you think of yourself?” “We behave well — if we were bad people, no one
would respect us” (1976, p.15) [...] Another man, a peasant aged 36, asked what
sort of person he was, responded with touching and humane directness: “What can

I say about my own heart? How can I talk about my character? Ask others; they

% Ibid., p.54.
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can tell you about me. I myself can’t say anything.” Judgement bears in on the

individual from outside, not from within.?’

The capability for self-analysis and self-judgement is an implicit assumption underlying all
of the language learner narratives analysed here. Introspectivity and the development of the
self-conscious mind appear to be associated with the development of literate culture.?® It is
therefore perhaps unsurprising that when the authors of language learner narratives are
presented with a conflict of cultures which destabilises the truth assumptions, including
truths about themselves, embedded in their first literate culture that they seek a means of
re-establishing personal truth and identity through writing. The self of which they were

conscious in the first language must be rewritten in the second language.

Almost all the writers discussed in this study express the sentiment that neither a
return to the homeland left behind nor feeling at home in the host country is an
option. They need an alternative space, a third geography. This is the space of
memory, of language, of translation. In fact, this alternative geography can now be

figured as a terrain (of) writing, as the Greek roots of its two syllables suggest.”’

It is worth noting here that Leslie Adelson criticises Seyhan’s concept of writers requiring
a ‘third” geography since it implies that there are necessarily two discrete cultures which
are in conflict and in which the migrant is suspended ‘between two worlds’.>* Adelson
introduces the trope of ‘touching tales’ as a means to describe the interaction of cultures

evidenced in the work of Turkish writers within German culture:

The concept of touching tales informs the analyses presented here in several ways.
First, it suggests that Germans and Turks in Germany share more culture (as an
ongoing imaginative project) than is often presumed when one speaks of two
discrete worlds encountering each other across a civilizational divide. Touching
tales thus takes conceptual leave from a model of incommensurable differences to
stress a broad range of common ground, which can be thicker or thinner at some

junctures.!

Her conception of the relationship between cultures thus moves away from a fetishization

of alterity. It is possible that this fetishization is a phenomenon which can be attributed to a

7 Ibid., pp.52-3.

2 Ibid., p.54.

¥ Seyhan, 2001, p.15.
3% Adelson, 2005, p.20.
3! Ibid.
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Western antithetical mode of thinking. A concern to discover differences as opposed to
commonalities is cited by Ong as a key trait of Western rational thought. In discussing
oratory and the development of rhetoric, Ong notes how there is a tendency ‘among the
Greeks and their cultural epigoni to maximise oppositions, in the mental as in the
extramental world: this by contrast with Indians and Chinese, who programmatically

minimized them’.>?

Along the same lines, it could furthermore be argued that some of the modern ‘problems’
experienced in relation to language and identity are tied to an emphasis on concepts of
nationhood and that, in fact, at least within a western context, problems of alterity or
otherness are exacerbated through a tendency to ‘maximise oppositions’. ** It is also
possible that the problem of selfhood encountered in the foreign culture is not so much a
result of having to adapt oneself to a new culture, but of having possessed a more highly
conscious sense of self in the first culture to begin with, engendered to a large extent by

literacy.

Furthermore, the possibility must be entertained that the anxiety about identity expressed
through interest in issues of language is a product of individualistic thought in which
differences between individuals and cultures are emphasised rather than minimised. As
part of this process of differentiation, language is seen to be the key medium for
identifying oneself, especially since the development of the nation-state which has, to a
large extent, tied linguistic identity to cultural identity. In such a context learning a
different language is more strongly associated with a requirement to adopt a different
cultural identity with all the linguistic anxiety and other apparent psychological
ramifications of this to which the language learner narratives under discussion provide
testimony. Evidence for this comes from Pavlenko’s analysis of early twentieth century
immigrant autobiography which arose out of a wave of migration to the United States.
Pavlenko discovers that whereas the earlier migrants quickly learn English (most often
described as taking a matter of months) and assimilate to the requisite ‘All-American’
image more recent migrants find that the transition takes much longer and produces greater
anxiety. This, in itself, cannot be taken as evidence that ‘linguistic anxiety’ did not exist for
early twentieth century immigrants to the US. It may be a question of what constituted

appropriate discourse at the time and which aspects of the self were felt to be permissible

*2 Ong, 1996, p.111.
33 Cf. Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2004.
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to present in writing. On the other hand, the linguistic anxiety expressed in contemporary
language learner narratives may come itself to be exaggerated on the basis of prevailing
discourses of the individual which lay down expectations as to the experience of being a
language learner in an unfamiliar culture. In both situations we are confronted with a
chicken and egg scenario which arises out of the complexities surrounding the extent to
which language shapes both social and individual reality. Is the early twentieth century
discourse evidence of a lack of linguistic anxiety or a mask with which to hide these
concerns? In other words, does the supposed linguistic anxiety disappear if no one talks
about it; is it a phenomenon external to language upon which discourse can have no
influence; or is it perhaps a phenomenon influenced by discourse but by which it is
nonetheless never fully supplanted? These complex connections between reality, the social
construction of reality, the construction of social realities via the medium of language and
the impact of this on individual subjectivity reverberates throughout this thesis and will be

discussed further in chapter three.

In the following chapters, the possibility that the textual phenomenon of linguistic anxiety
might be interpreted on the basis of a loss of Miindigkeit will be explored. Through this
trope of ‘loss of Miindigkeit’, the experiences of language learners documented in these
texts are viewed as a microcosm of contemporary postmodern discourse as a whole in
which the Enlightenment project is subject to question. As a counter-discourse to this
postmodern framework, the texts are also analysed for the commonalities which appear to
extend across diverse sociohistorical contexts. Already, the grouping of these texts within a
genre would appear to belie the theme of alienation and Otherness which forms the implicit
basis of many of these narratives since the texts appear in fact to be united to each other as
narratives recounting common human passions and experiences, both in the narrator’s
relationships with others and in the narrator’s relationship with language and the world
through language. An analysis of the metaphors of the texts conducted in chapter six will
show that the individual narrators, apparently isolated by their marginal experiences as
language learners in a foreign culture, appear to converge in an abstract society of
language learners, all exhibiting very similar linguistic, and more especially metaphoric,
interpretations of their situation, no matter what the specifics of their cultural background;
although linguistic, cultural and socio-economic factors as well as level of education can
be expected to have an impact on the linguistic form of the underlying conceptualisation.

Taking George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s The Metaphors We Live By (1980) as a point of



16 Miindigkeit in Contemporary Context

departure, the extent to which these interpretations may be said to be grounded in a

concrete material reality external to language will be considered.

1.4 Overview of Thesis

The second chapter of this thesis provides an overview of current research into texts
variously called language biography, language learner memoir and cross-cultural
autobiography (among other appellations) which overlap with the proposed genre of
language learner narrative. In the main, the chapter re-examines Alice Kaplan’s proposal of
‘language memoir’ as a genre and considers possible criteria for distinguishing texts which
fit into the proposed genre. The discussion of the plethora of genre labels which have
sprung up to describe similar texts is used as a basis for dispensing with genre in this
context. Using Derrida’s essay ‘The Law of Genre’ (1980) as a springboard, ‘language
learner narrative’ is proposed as an alternative designation which is not restricted by the
traditional conception of what constitutes a text. The category of language learner narrative
differs somewhat from the previous genres with which the texts have been associated in
that it is an overarching term not just for complete published texts but also for sections of
texts. These texts are grouped according to the specific situations and themes to which the

signifiers in those texts make reference.

The third chapter details the methodology employed in this analysis and presents both a
theoretical contextualisation of the following study as well as the semiotic and stylistic
methods of textual analysis which are employed. The first section of the chapter reviews
some of the key ideas about the relationship between language and reality which are
presented in social semiotics as exemplified in the work of M.A.K. Halliday, Robert
Hodge, Gunther Kress and Jay Lemke on which Fowler’s work partially builds but which
also permits an understanding of the complex relationships between text, context and
society which are particularly pertinent to a reading of language learner narratives. This
debate is also pursued in a brief overview of current thinking about the relationship
between language and thought as well as the structure of concepts in the bilingual mind.
This brief outline of objective research into bilingualism is not intended to further research
in this area, but to provide the background for how the subjective perceptions of the

protagonists in language learner narratives may be interpreted.
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Following this, the chapter presents the methodological approach to the text which is
predominantly grounded in the work of Roger Fowler’s Linguistic Criticism (1986). In line
with Fowler’s thinking, the aim is not to present a systematic textual analysis machine
which feeds in a text in one end and comes out with an interpretation at the other; rather,
the subjective input of the critic is kept in awareness, and the linguistic tools are employed
as appears relevant to the text in question. This avoids the problem of trying to make the
analysis fit the linguistic theory rather than allowing the relationship between text and
reader to take precedence. This section of the chapter presents some of the key ideas from
linguistics which have been applied to the analysis of literary texts and describes the work
of some of the literary and linguistic schools which have developed these ideas, insofar as
these are relevant to the analysis of language learner narratives. The subsequent section of
this chapter further justifies the use of a linguistic critical analysis through refuting some of
the common arguments made against semiotic approaches to textual criticism as
summarised by Daniel Chandler. The final section of this chapter outlines how the role of
the critic is to be conceived of within the linguistic critical analysis of language learner

narratives through introducing the concept of ‘interscription’.

The fourth chapter of the thesis forms a discussion of the framework for critical analysis
and interpretation which will be applied to the texts. In particular, it gives focus to a
redefinition of Kant’s concept of Miindigkeit as it is to be employed for the purposes of this
literary analysis. Firstly, it is argued that Miindigkeit can be defined in relation to linguistic
competence and furthermore shows how the problematic issue of expressing Miindigkeit
may be productively interpreted in relation to Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of linguistic
capital and symbolic power. This analysis makes Miindigkeit a highly relevant conceptual
tool in the examination of the processes of language acquisition represented in language
learner narratives. The first section of this chapter shows that Miindigkeit may be defined
as a decision to use critical reason independently and that critical reason is inherently
bound up with linguistic competence. The second section argues that independent critical
reason is problematic given the fact that language, which forms the basis for this linguistic
competence, is a social phenomenon. The final section argues that living in an unfamiliar
culture can be shown to destabilise Miindigkeit because of several interrelated factors
which include the loss of linguistic capital in the foreign context; the fact that those who
experienced the language early may act as Vormund and may in some cases also infantilise

the speaker who has experienced the language later in life for the first time; and the fact
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that using the foreign language involves the deployment of a different conceptual

framework in critical reasoning.

Chapter five applies the reworked concept of Miindigkeit within the analysis of a text by
Emine Sevgi Ozdamar, Mutter Zunge (1998), and shows how Ozdamar’s text provides an
almost archetypal example of loss of Miindigkeit within the foreign culture. This is
exemplified both in the theme of the text which concerns a love affair which develops
between the protagonist and her teacher of Arabic, leading to the protagonist’s loss of
reason, and in the language of the text in which the coupling of signifiers reflects an
increasingly ambiguous sense of identity. Following Haines and Littler’s suggestion that
‘the elemental imagery points to the legacy of Ottoman literature in Ozdamar’s work’,**
the analysis also engages with the recurrent symbols used in the text such as ‘death’, ‘the
soul’, ‘love’, ‘the rose’ and ‘the nightingale’, which can also be found in Ottoman Divan

poetry and further suggests what this might reveal about Miindigkeit.

The first section of chapter five analyses the general plot and themes of the narrative
without focusing in great detail on the language used. This analysis shows how the themes
of the narrative can be shown to reflect the narrator’s loss of Miindigkeit, in particular
through the narrator’s voluntary imprisonment in the Schrifizimmer and in the love affair
which develops between the protagonist and her teacher of Arabic script. The second
section provides evidence from the language of the text in order to show that the textual
form also reflects a loss of Miindigkeit, in particular through lack of linguistic competence
and through the degradation of language in which meanings are increasingly shifting and

not fixed.

The sixth chapter argues that an analysis of the metaphors used in language learner
narratives reveals that a subjective experience of ‘loss of Miindigkeit’ can be identified in a
wide range of texts hailing from diverse sociohistorical contexts. The metaphors are
grouped according to underlying ‘conceptual’ metaphors for which the theory was
developed by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. A loss of Miindigkeit is said to be
reflected in metaphors which articulate a loss of the sense of self, a loss of independence
and the subjective experience of being infantilised. It is furthermore debated whether or not
these common metaphors can be said to function to create an abstract society of language

learners in which the language learners, apparently engaged in lonely individualistic

** Haines and Littler, 2004, p.128, 133.
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struggles, in fact inhabit the discourse of language learner narrative. This is not at the level
of linguistic form (i.e. the exponents of this discourse may vary), but at a more

fundamental and potentially universal conceptual level.

In this chapter the various metaphors used in language learner narratives are analysed and
it is suggested that some of these metaphors are based on an underlying conceptual
metaphor which can be seen to be relevant to more than one of the texts. In particular, this
chapter considers metaphors relating to three key themes concerned with the self, language
and society. The first consideration in this chapter is how the self is perceived through
metaphors relating to the body and to clothing. The second consideration is how the
relationship to the foreign language and the possibility of making meaning in the foreign
culture is perceived and the third consideration involves metaphors of infantilisation and
entrapment which relate to the loss of social and symbolic capital. The proposed
underlying conceptual metaphors which relate to these themes are: THE FOREIGN
LANGUAGE IS A HUMAN BEING; THE FOREIGN CULTURE IS A TRAP; THE
FOREIGN CULTURE IS A PLAY; THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE IS A COSTUME and
THE NON-FLUENT SPEAKER IS A CHILD.*

Chapter seven presents two alternative arguments. Firstly, it questions the classic view that
learning a foreign language necessarily always ‘broadens the mind’ and places the speaker
in an advantageous position from which they can maintain a productive external
perspective upon two cultures, a kind of Hypermiindigkeit in which a person can fit into
more than one culture. It is proposed as an alternative that contact with the foreign
language and culture may result in a destabilised relationship to language, which is
exemplified by increased focus on the signifier over the signified in a variety of forms of
language play. This language play may function in two ways. Firstly, it may reveal a
dissolution of the power to create meaning which could be described as Untermiindigkeit
or Miindligkeit (from Miindel). This language play involves an irrational logic by
association and a tolerance for ambiguity which may be considered to represent a
diminution of reason. Secondly, this chapter proposes that language play may alternatively
represent, not a demonstration of loss of Miindigkeit, but a conscious strategy which aims
to redress the balance of power between Miindel and Vormund by, for example,
defamiliarising the language for speakers well-versed in the standard forms. In this

analysis language play can be seen as a demonstration of linguistic competence which aims

% NB/ Block capitals is the convention used by Lakoff and Johnson to indicate conceptual metaphor.
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at development into or generation of novel linguistic capital. However, in a paradoxical
fashion, regaining Miindigkeit in this way frequently involves the same process as losing
Miindigkeit i.e. a descent into semiosis where meanings are shifting and not fixed, where
the distinction between conscious manipulation and unwilled eruption of semiotic
resources into the symbolic may not always be clear. This semi-controlled manipulation of
language can be seen as a process of Metamiindigkeit, which involves a refusal of
resocialisation into a new language and culture which is exemplified by the creation of
meanings which transcend existing languages and cultures. Metamiindigkeit is held to be
an alternative to loss of Miindigkeit, which can reveal a process of novel integration of the

semiotic resources of more than one culture.

The final chapter presents a variety of suggestions for future research into related topics. In
addition to this, the key discussions are summarised and a conclusion is offered about the
extent to which Kant’s term Miindigkeit may be productively re-read and used as a critical
tool for the analysis of texts which represent the experience of language learners and how
this analysis of language learner narratives can reciprocally tell us something about

Miindigkeit.
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On Language Memmr’-’ A Revuew of the
Secondary therature

[A]s soon as genre announces itself, one must respect a norm, one must not cross a

line of demarcation, one must not risk impurity, anomaly, or monstrosity.*®

In her 1994 essay ‘On Language Memoir’ Alice Kaplan describes a genre of texts she
uncovered while seeking to find out more about the experience of learning a foreign
language from the perspective of language learners. Disappointed by the accounts of
language learning she found in writings about second language acquisition she turned to
fiction and discovered ‘an entire genre of twentieth-century autobiographical writing which
is in essence about language learning. But it has never been categorised or named as such,
either because it is discussed in terms of the history of a specific ethnic or national
literature, or because language is understood in these books as mere décor in a drama of
upward mobility or exile’.’” In her article she then pursues the argument that these texts

constitute a genre of their own which she labels ‘language memoir’.

However, as will be argued here, her introduction of the genre of language memoir is by no
means unproblematic. Under Kaplan’s original definition the term ‘language’ referred not
only to the acquisition of a second language, but also to other discourses within the
mother-tongue such as ‘a language of upward mobility, a language of power or
expressivity within the native language’. > 8 This genre label has, however, been
appropriated in second language acquisition research to refer primarily to texts dealing
with the development of competence in a second or foreign language. Furthermore, while
it cannot be disputed that there are many texts which fit the criteria described by the term
‘language memoir’, there are too many similarities between these texts and other genres

and text types which it would be difficult to include under the same heading. In what

3¢ Derrida and Ronell, 1980.
37 Kaplan, 1994, p.59.
38 Cf. Kramsch, 2005.
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follows it will be argued that a far more workable approach to the texts which Kaplan
describes, along with the similar related texts discovered by other researchers, is to make
broad reference to ‘language learner narrative’. This term may be applied to whole texts or
sections of texts and has the advantage that it may easily be further qualified. It is then
possible to refer to semi-fictional language learner narrative or semi-autobiographical
language learner narrative, language learner narrative in poetry, travel writing or second
language acquisition research. The term is furthermore not restricted to autobiographical

texts.

This chapter thereby acts as a review of the current literature on language memoir, but
given how recently this proposed genre came into being and how little it has, as yet, been
investigated, the following discussion also engages critically with this secondary literature
in order to attempt to redefine the literary category in a more clear and consistent way. The
chapter begins by considering the validity of ‘language memoir’ as a category and some of
the criteria upon which this and other similar classifications have been or might be based,
before presenting some of the texts which have been suggested as exponents of the genre
and setting these within their sociohistorical contexts, in order to highlight the diversity of
experience and narrative to which the term ‘language memoir’ has problematically been

applied.

2.1 Deconstructing Language Memoir

While the term ‘language memoir’ appears convenient — there must, after all, have been an
element of similarity between the texts which motivated the use of the term in the first
place — it is, arguably, unsatisfactory in several ways as outlined below, and this is
reflected in the plethora of genre labels which are used in the secondary literature to refer
to the same as well as to similar and/or related texts. For convenience of reference, in
addition to the discussion below, these are also tabulated in appendix one. It is worthwhile
considering some of these diverse related genre labels since they help to reveal the

complications surrounding the term ‘language memoir’.

Firstly, if language memoir is to be defined in terms of descriptions of language learning
from the learner’s point of view, texts which deal with the subjective experience of

learning a foreign language are in fact extremely diverse in nature and have been discussed
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by researchers from a variety of standpoints within different disciplines. If we look at
research in the disciplines of both literature and second language acquisition, in many
cases the diverse nature of the texts leads to different labels being applied to similar and/or
the same texts or the same/similar labels being applied to texts which are extremely
different both in their style and how they are used within the research. Some of the many
labels which are under consideration here include: language (learning) memoir, language
learner narrative, language biography, language (learning) autobiography, migrant

autobiography and cross-cultural autobiography.

We will begin here by discussing terms used by researchers such as Aneta Pavlenko or Phil
Benson and David Nunan within the discipline of Second Language Acquisition.
Following the discussion of terms used in SLA, we look in more detail at Kaplan’s
definition of language memoir and the terms used by other researchers such as Mary
Besemeres who has written on a range of cross-cultural autobiographies from a literary
theoretical perspective. Unless specifically wishing to reference a genre label employed in
a particular researcher’s work, where possible the discussion will refer more neutrally and
more broadly to ‘accounts of learning a foreign language’. Under this heading, for the time
being, is included any text, be it a published/unpublished poem, novel or autobiography, a
journal article, an essay, a student’s report or any other related text which contains content
specifically describing the subjective experience of acquiring a foreign language. The
focus in this thesis is nonetheless on (semi-)autobiographical texts which describe
language learning experiences and not on literary texts of any kind which have been
written in a later experienced language, though there are certainly texts which represent
both categories. Steven Kellman provides a highly comprehensive overview of the broader
phenomenon of ‘translingual’ texts in The Translingual Imagination (2000).% Along with
Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation (1989) and Richard Rodriguez’ Hunger of Memory
(1982), he is concerned with literary and philosophical texts of all kinds, not just the (semi-)
autobiographical, by authors such as Rosa Ausldnder, Joseph Conrad, Samuel Beckett,
Ursula Hegi, Catherine the Great, Seneca, Anton Shammas and George Steiner — just eight
of the names which feature in Kellman’s roster of just over two hundred translingual

authors from a variety of epochs and locations. His list is by no means definitive.

A complicating factor in including accounts of learning a foreign language within a single

genre lies in the cross-disciplinary attraction of the texts and the issues to which they refer

39 Kellman, 2000.
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and the consequent moulding of the genre definition so as to fit the needs of diverse
research questions and approaches. The subjective experience of learning a foreign
language as it is articulated by individual learners has been of increasing interest to
researchers in Second Language Acquisition. Over the latter half of the twentieth century
there has been a rising interest in qualitative studies of second language learning processes.
Beginning in the 1970s, SLA began making use of learner diaries in which second
language learners described their acquisition of the foreign language over a period of time.
These offered a means to understand the affective side of language learning and the
language learning strategies that students engaged in along with the learners’ perceptions
of their acquisition.*” Benson and Nunan point out that this kind of research is usually
limited to a short period of time, perhaps a year or less, over which the learners keep a
diary for the researchers as they go about their learning. The limited duration of these

studies is cited by Benson and Nunan as the reason for which

attention has shifted in recent years to recollection as a means of exploring longer-
term experiences of language learning in more ‘authentic’ settings. Particular
interest has been shown in language learning ‘memoirs’ from beyond the SLA

literature, written both by second language researchers and others.*!

As data for Second Language Acquisition research these texts remain controversial since
many of them are literary constructions and cannot be considered objective accounts of
language learning processes. This point is emphasised by Daniela Fritz in her 2001
unpublished dissertation entitled, ‘Language Socialisation, Communicative Competence
and Identity: Literary Representations of the Language Learner in Twentieth-Century
German Literature’, in which she considers the fictional representation of three language
learners in literary texts by Franz Kafka (Ein Bericht fiir eine Akademie, 1919), Peter
Handke (Kaspar, 1967) and Christa Wolf (Kassandra, 1983).** Fritz is concerned not with
a genre of texts which could be categorised as ‘language memoirs’, instead her focus is on

literary texts which happen to contain accounts of language learning.

Even those texts which are not ostensibly literary must still be examined as textual
constructions subject to the vagaries of memory and desired self representation.* Aneta

Pavlenko argues specifically against the simplistic use of language memoirs as

“ Benson, 2004, pp.12-3.
“A1bid., p.13.

*? Fritz, 2001.

43 Cf. Bruner, 1990.
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ethnographic data in her article ‘Language Learning Memoirs as a Gendered Genre’
written in 2001. In this article, she makes the case for sociohistoric, sociocultural and
rhetorical analyses of language memoirs, on the basis that sociohistorical contexts shape
the narratives which are produced by language learners. * She argues that language
memoirs must be approached ‘as discursive constructions, rather than as factual
statements.”* Pavlenko, along with Benson and Nunan, refers to these texts as ‘language
learning memoirs’, though again Pavlenko’s terminology shifts between this descriptor
and those of ‘language memoir’ and ‘second language learning memoirs’ among others.*
It is also worth noting that Pavlenko’s definition of language learning memoir describes

the category in terms of a genre of American cross-cultural autobiography, thereby

restricting it to a narrowly defined geographical context.

Even if the literary accounts of language learning are considered by some researchers, such
as Benson, Nunan and Pavlenko, as inappropriate material, or at least material which
should be used with caution within Second Language Acquisition, the use of these
accounts within this field has prompted moves to use autobiographical material in teaching
foreign languages and to have students themselves write ‘learning histories’. These are
used for discussion in the classroom and to introduce students to successful models of
language learning.’” Benson & Nunan also cite a number of other uses for these accounts
which includes use in research concerned with: learning strategies, second language
literacy, motivation, autonomy, self-directed learning, bilingual parenting, and the

8 as learners and teachers. To add a further

experiences of newcoming speakers *
complication to the terminology, these ‘learning histories’ are referred to by Benson &
Nunan as ‘language-learning autobiographies’ and in other research as ‘language
biographies’.* The latter term is one which is also used in the European Language
Portfolio, a record of language learning for individuals to use, which was developed
between 1998 and 2000 by the Language Policy Division of the C