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Abstract 

The overall purpose of the Swedish school is to raise active democratic citizens and the aim of this essay is to 

show that English language teaching in Sweden can raise cultural awareness and contribute to promote 

democratic values. In order to be able to draw conclusions and make claims about this topic the essay gives a 

broad theoretical background on democracy and culture. It continues by explaining what the literature says about 

the relationship between culture and language, and language teaching, and compares that to the theoretical 

background. Based on this the essay not only supports the claims, but also discusses and reflects on the real 

importance of language teaching for the purpose of raising democratic citizens in today’s globalized world. 

Based on that the essay demonstrates how English teaching in Sweden as a result of this, can contribute to 

fulfilling the overall purpose of the Swedish school. 
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Introduction 

Democracy is regarded as the most fair and humane political system and it is built upon 

strong values of equality and justice. What democratic values is in practice though is hard to 

define, with democracy being such a broad concept. Regardless of that, these democratic 

values are considered essential, not only for our political systems, but they are first and 

foremost considered to be good and essential qualities in human beings.  At the same time it is 

hard to define what a democratic citizen is, but it is through education they are supposed to be 

raised. The purpose of education is to prepare individuals for their lives in our common 

democratic society. In Sweden education has taken a central role in the development of these 

values. The Swedish upper secondary school curriculum states that: 

 

The national school system is based on democratic foundations. The Education Act (2010:800) 

stipulates that education in the school system aims at students acquiring and developing 

knowledge and values. It should promote the development and learning of students, and a 

lifelong desire to learn. Education should impart and establish respect for human rights and the 

fundamental democratic values on which Swedish society is based (Skolverket 2011 p.4). 

 

Thus democratic values are the foundation not only for Swedish society but also for Swedish 

education. It is through education that students should acquire necessary qualities. It is not 

only in a political sense that the Swedish education aims towards raising democratic citizens, 

but also in the sense of to develop values of morals and ethics: 

 

The school should promote understanding of other people and the ability to empathize.  

No one in school should be subjected to discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnic 

affiliation, religion or other belief system, transgender identity or its expression, sexual 

orientation, age or functional impairment, or to other forms of degrading treatment. All 

tendencies to discrimination or degrading treatment should be actively combated. Xenophobia 

and intolerance must be confronted with knowledge, open discussion and active measures 

(Skolverket 2011 p.4) 

 

Furthermore:  

 

The internationalization of Swedish society and increasing cross-border mobility place high 

demands on the ability of people to live with and appreciate the values inherent in cultural 
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diversity. The school is a social and cultural meeting place with both the opportunity and the 

responsibility to strengthen this ability among all who work there (Skolverket 2011 p. 4).  

 

Both tolerance and accepting of differences can be understood as democratic values and so is 

active work against inequality, racism and discrimination. The last quote also indicates the 

importance of promoting cultural awareness through education because of the globalized 

world we live in.  

      This essay concerns the role language teaching has or might have in promoting these 

values. In subjects like history and social science there are more obvious parts about 

democratic values than there is in the syllabus for English. But it has been stressed that raising 

democratic values should be a common goal for all school subjects no matter what each 

syllabus says. It has also been stressed that besides from being expressed in the curriculum’s 

foundation and values, democratic values should also be transferred through a democratic 

pedagogy (Whalström, Ninni. 2015 Läroplansteori och didaktik). Following this line of thought 

foreign language teaching should also take part in promoting democratic values. The aim with 

this essay is to present a theoretical grounding for why that is the case. It demonstrates how 

cultural awareness can contribute to promote democratic values in order to be able to make 

claims about what role English teaching in Sweden might have for the overall purpose of the 

Swedish school of raising democratic citizens. This essay does this by demonstrating and 

arguing for the following: 

 That cultural awareness can contribute in promoting democratic values. 

And how, as a result of that: 

 English teaching in Sweden can be significant in fulfilling the purpose of the Swedish 

school of raising democratic citizens  

 

The focus is the promotion of cultural awareness as a way to develop democratic values. This 

essay demonstrate and investigate the significance of second language teaching as a subject of 

culture and how it can contribute in fulfilling the overall purpose of the Swedish school of 

raising democratic citizens. This is covered below in a broad, educational philosophical sense, 

where theories of democracy and culture are presented. It proceeds by demonstrating why 

English teaching in upper secondary school in Sweden can fulfill such a task based on the 

given background.  
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Background 

In order to understand the chosen subject and why it is relevant to investigate culture in 

language teaching as a part of raising democratic values, one must start by explaining and 

defining the concepts of culture and democracy. Not only are definitions of culture and 

democracy necessary, but explanations of what role culture and democracy has for education 

is just as important. These two concepts are central for my study and the importance of their 

meanings cannot be stressed enough, since the relevance of my topic is based upon the 

following interpretations and definitions of them. 

     Ulrike Tornberg (2000) stresses, in her thesis On foreign language teaching and learning in a 

discursive space that the concepts of culture and democracy are difficult to define due to their 

fleeing nature. To understand what someone mean when he or she talks or writes about 

culture or democracy it is not enough to understand who the speaker or writer is. One also 

needs to know where he or she is from, socially, geographically as well as historically because 

meaning changes over time, and that is the case for these concepts as well. 

Democracy 

In the common view, democracy is a political policy based on collective decision making. 

David Held (2006) writes in Models of democracy that even if democracy as political order 

has developed since it first arose in ancient Greece, the meaning of the word remains the 

same, it means ruling by the people. However, the many interpretations of what a rule by the 

people might be causes confusion. Who are the people? And to what extent do the people 

rule? Today most of the democracies around the world has certain common features. For 

example, the election of people for office for a certain time period, financing the common 

good with taxes and a market economy. Of course there are varieties based on liberal, 

conservative, left or right wing ideologies. 

    Gert Biesta (2006) writes in Beyond learning: democratic education for a human future 

that democracy is a concept that most people want to be associated with. Within the political 

sphere it does not matter whether someone is far out on the right or left but that someone still 

consider himself a democrat. Because of this there is a risk that the concept of democracy has 

been milked of all its meaning. In Democracy and the global order Held (1995) continues his 

discussion, and he is proposing that perhaps the common view of democracy has to be re-

defined in today’s globalized world. In the modern world where different cultural encounters 

occur constantly it is hard to define what democracy and democratic values mean.   
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   Biesta (2006) writes that the meaning of democracy has to be constantly challenged, 

because the concept itself demands an ongoing debate and development of its meaning. In a 

globalized world where Held (2007) suggests a re-definition of democracy as political system, 

Dewey’s (1999) thoughts in Democracy and Education about democracy resonates well. 

Dewey puts emphasis on how globalization and the breaking down of physical barriers has 

brought people of different ethnicities and social classes together. People who used to be 

isolated from each other now have to interact and Dewey means that interaction of differences 

is what characterizes democracy. With a group of people with the same or similar opinions no 

progression can happen, instead it is where differences meet that progression begins, so 

democracy is a process built on social interactions.  

     Dewey (1999) claims, it is the pluralism and the awareness of the pluralism with the 

people that actually defines a good democracy. If democracy as a concept constantly has to be 

challenged and looked upon as a process rather than a fixed object then it, first and foremost, 

according to Dewey, is a social interaction. For such an interaction Dewey claims differences 

between human beings necessary. However, while Dewey is aiming for consensus despite the 

differences, Hanna Arendt (1986) in The human condition instead stresses that it is the 

acceptance of different views rather than a search for consensus that is essential. For my essay 

both of these views are relevant because they both state the importance of pluralism and the 

acceptance towards differences.  

     The coming arguments of this essay is based upon Dewey (1999) and Arendt’s (1986) 

interpretations of democracy and democratic values because they are the ones that show the 

complex diversity of the concept and it also focuses on values of moral and ethics. The focus 

on accepting differences and embracing pluralism resonates with what the Swedish syllabus 

says about what values the education should promote. Because, in order to be able to accept 

differences and embrace pluralism you need these values and ethics rather than knowledge of 

how democracy as a political system works.  Also, when assuming pluralism as essential for 

democracy and democratic values, the study of cultural awareness becomes much more 

relevant.  

Culture 

Culture is a concept that means many things. It might be artistic expressions, theater, movies, 

music and arts, or it might be a certain group of people’s common beliefs, way to dress or 

type of food. The concept of culture is so broad that it is hard to exclude things from it. 

Almost anything can be considered to be culture, including the way we speak and even think.  
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     Tornberg (2000) writes that culture as a concept first arose in the seventeenth century, and 

already by then contained two quite contradicting elements. One was free thinking and 

creativity and the other was the creation and maintaining of order in society. This shows the 

pluralistic nature of culture. However, the concept developed and the most common view of 

culture stems from the development of nation states in Europe in the nineteenth century.       

     Zygmynt Bauman (1999) writes in Culture as Praxis that there are numerous meanings to 

the term culture, depending on who you ask about it. Due to historical events the term culture 

has turned in to something containing many different concepts. In her research survey 

Language and culture pedagogy Karen Risager (2007) shows how culture was used for 

political intentions of constructing unity and national identity and how this turned culture into 

a thing that people were supposed to acquire. National identities were intentionally created 

and as a product of that a stronger sense of us and them was created based on contrasts of 

cultures. This narrowed culture down to a set of rules for creating and maintaining order in a 

society, which marginalized free thinking and creativity. Bauman (1999) writes that a 

consequence of this is a view of culture built on cultural differences. Instead of the cultural 

differences generating a pluralistic cultural process they rather isolate different people based 

on the contrast between them. 

     However, if we believe culture to be more than national identity, and more than arts and 

music, then what is it? According to Bauman (1999) culture in its broadest sense can be 

understood as a set of rules, constituted by social circumstances, that exists in our common 

idea world. Bauman also mentions that culture has to be understood as a concept of 

contradiction and tension. Culture is often perceived as the meeting of differences, it is as 

much about breaking norms and rules as it is about preserving them.  

     Tornberg (2000) shares this view and says that culture can be described as something built 

upon a conflict of different social aspects, such as gender, class, ethnicity, etcetera. This can 

be understood as if pluralism drives culture forward and that culture is an ongoing process 

rather than a fixed object. In Teaching and Assessing Intercultural communicative 

competence Michael Byram (1997) says that we have to be aware of the danger of looking at 

culture as something unchangeable. Instead we must embrace that when different people 

interact, they contribute with their own identities and cultures and that this results in a 

constant evolution of what culture is. For this, Byram stresses the importance of acceptance of 

differences, especially if there are cultural features that are different from the majorities. 

Tornberg (2000) says that culture as a process works as meeting in an open landscape. When 
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different cultures meet there is an empty space between them where they can interact and 

create new common ground based on their cultural identity. This depends on the development 

of tolerance, and tolerance of what is new or alien can only be reached if we get to know the 

new and alien. In order for that to happen we have to, as Byram (1997) emphasizes, show 

acceptance towards it. Tornberg stresses that we do not have to understand other cultures, but 

that tolerance towards them is what is important and that is what defines, and more 

importantly allows, the pluralistic process of culture to continue.   

     To summarize, the literature referred to in this section shows the complexity of the concept 

of culture and there also are clear similarities with my chosen interpretation of democracy. 

Mainly how the core values necessary for culture to keep function as a social process being 

acceptance and tolerance, in the same way that being a necessity for allowing the process of 

democracy to continue as well. Because of that, I will assume culture to be a process built on 

the conflict and meeting of differences. Based on Tornberg (2000) and Byram’s (1997) 

thoughts on what is allowing culture as a process to go on I will define cultural awareness as 

an awareness of cultural differences rather than of cultural content. This awareness do not aim 

for understanding of different cultures, but instead it aims towards acceptance and tolerance. 

This interpretation does not limit culture to being something bound to a certain nation. Instead 

it means that culture is a constantly evolving set of norms and social conventions constructed 

by the social interaction of all humans, which means that the complexity and ambivalence of 

the concept is what characterizes it.  

Discussion 

In the discussion below I will demonstrate and argue that cultural awareness can promote 

democratic values, and how, as a result of that, English teaching in Sweden can contribute to 

fulfilling the overall purpose of the Swedish school: to raise democratic citizens. I will do this 

based on the definitions of culture and democracy above. In order to support the arguments 

one must understand how the chosen definitions of the concepts of democracy and culture are 

interdependent and how, as a result of that, the concepts themselves further strengthens each 

other’s relevance for the chosen topic.  

     First I will explain the interpendency of culture and democracy in order to show that the 

foundation for cultural awareness and democratic values are the same. Then I explain how 

democracy has shaped our education and how education also has contributed in shaping what 

democracy is. The purpose with this is to present a context where language teaching fits in. 

Then I present the relationship between culture and language where I state that language 
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essentially is culture. Next I explain how culture has effected language teaching and show that 

language teaching can raise democratic awareness because of its communicative core. I 

conclude my discussion with an argument based on all the previous given information in 

order to demonstrate the significance of the role English teaching in Sweden can have for 

raising democratic values. 

The Relationship between Culture and Democracy  

I have decided on Dewey’s (1999) and Arendt’s (1986) view of democracy, which depend on 

the meeting of differences and therefore I assume cultural awareness as being relevant for 

promoting democratic values. I believe this connection to be valid because it has been done 

before. For instance, Tornberg (2000) investigates culture in the Swedish curriculum and 

different teaching materials based on Dewey’s (1999) thoughts of pluralism as a condition for 

a good democracy. That allows her to view culture as a pluralistic process and therefor a way 

to democracy which, in her thesis, further strengthens culture’s importance for education.  

     However, it is not only the definition of democracy that makes cultural awareness relevant 

for raising democratic values. For my essay the definition of culture is just as important, and 

what has to be stressed is the complexity of the concept. Both Tornberg (2000) and Byram 

(1997) view culture similar to how Dewey (1999) views democracy, that in order for a 

democracy to be good it depends on the meeting of differences which, according to Tornberg 

and Byram, requires acceptance and tolerance. Tolerance is a condition for Dewey’s 

democracy as well if, despite the differences, consensus is what we should strive for. Arendt 

(1986) stresses not only the importance of tolerance, but perhaps more so, the importance of 

acceptance, because in her view consent is not the goal, but rather the acceptance of different 

opinions. In both Dewey and Arendt’s case there are clear similarities and connections to 

what Tornberg and Byram emphasizes as the foundation of cultural awareness. 

     From these views of culture and democracy one can tell that the conditions for these 

pluralistic processes are very similar. The foundation for both are very much certain ethical 

and moral values of tolerance and acceptance. From this perspective, cultural awareness and 

democratic values are even harder to tell apart. That is why I argue that it is essential to 

explain the relationship between the two like this and also, why I argue that this connection 

between the concepts is valid.  
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Democracy and Education  

The quotes in the introduction of this essay shows that one aim of the Swedish school is to 

promote democratic values. It is presented above how the concepts of democracy and culture 

can be understood and based on those ideas it is also explained how the two concepts relate to 

each other. In order to explain the place of democracy in education, there will now follow a 

discussion on a number of studies and researches in relation to what is said in the background 

above. This has to be done in order to present a broader context where language teaching and 

the role it might have for raising democratic citizens fits in. 

     Biesta (2006) writes that democracy and education have evolved parallel to each other, and 

that they are interdependent just as culture and democracy are. Within a democracy education 

is essential, for how can citizens without education, be critical and aware of their rights? 

Democracy and education are strongly linked to each other. It is through education that these 

concepts have evolved into what they are today.  

     For the last couple of centuries education in the western world has had a cultivation ideal. 

This means that students through education should acquire knowledge and qualities, not only 

needed for grades in the regarded subject, but rather knowledge and qualities which shapes 

them as individuals. The purpose of education is not only the transfer of knowledge but also 

to awake a constant quest for knowledge and raise lifelong learners. The idea is that one can 

never be fully educated. This cultivation ideal goes hand in hand with promoting democracy 

as a process of differences and plurality rather than unity and similarities. Therefore the 

cultivating ideal contributes in raising citizens that are a part of the development of what 

democracy is (Biesta 2006). 

     From this perspective democracy has had a big part in shaping education as well as how 

education, by transferring cultural awareness and democratic values, contributes to the 

constant development of what democracy is. This has to be clear in order to make any claims 

about what role English teaching has for raising cultural awareness and democratic values. 

Language and Culture 

Below the relationship between language and culture is explained. It is presented in a broad 

theoretical sense in order to lay the foundation for the coming demonstration of how the 

teaching of language might raise cultural awareness and democratic values. 

     Risager (2007) writes that language, in its nature, cannot be separated from culture. 

Language is a complex system of signs and symbols that within a certain set of social rules 

have certain meanings. These signs and symbols only contain meanings because they 
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represent something outside of the language itself. In other words, language is worthless 

without its content and that content is always culture bound. The purpose of language is 

communication and communication is a social practice and it is because it is a social practice 

that language works.  

     Dewey (1999) goes so far as claiming that all social experience is communication and that 

therefore communication is life. One is not born into this world with a sense of culture or with 

a language, instead it is acquired through communication. In order for that communication to 

mean anything it needs to be representative of our common reality. This reality has become 

common because it depends on people interacting with each other, and this interaction is what 

has generated language. Humans have created language together, but not intentionally; it is 

rather a constant process that is constricted by social conventions. In order to understand 

language one must be aware of these norms. Dewey (1999) says that we only know what a 

certain word means because we have a common idea of what it represents in reality, perhaps 

not the exact same idea, but similar enough to get by. If the primary purpose of language is 

communication then knowledge of the necessary social conventions, the social conventions 

that Bauman (2007) define culture as, is a necessary condition for being able to understand 

the meaning of said communication. When looking at the discussion above one can see that, if 

what Dewey (1999) claims about language and communication being defined by social 

conventions are true, then it seems as if language and communication are synonymous with 

culture. Language is culture and culture is language and culture is not only the foundation for 

communication but also what is expressed through it. 

     Above the relationship between language and culture is explained. By discussing how 

close language and culture are it is revealed how interaction and communication is at the core 

of this topic. This is important to know in order to understand what role the teaching of 

language can have for raising cultural awareness since communication is what is being taught. 

Just as important are the effects culture has for how the communication itself takes shape. 

According to the literature referred to above, language and culture are inseparable which 

means that all social experience is communication including education and teaching. Culture 

precedes our perception of the world and therefore how we use language. All we do is 

somehow culturally bound and therefore, in an educational sense, culture is processed in 

every subject and in every sense possible since teaching too, is communication. 
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Language Teaching & Culture Pedagogy 

In the discussion below the role of culture for language teaching is presented. It shows how 

the pedagogy itself has evolved because of globalization and a need for intercultural 

competence and how a shift towards communication and interaction has taken place. This is 

important because it shows the heavy influence of the theories in the background, for the 

actual teaching of language. Furthermore it is essential for what this essay is set out to 

demonstrate. 

     In the late 19th century, with the intentionally crafted concept of culture as an identity 

bound by nationality, arose an idea of culture pedagogy. First it was a national identity that 

was supposed to be transferred through education but that has now progressed into something 

broader. Today culture pedagogy aims for transferring culture not only through subject 

content, but also through the pedagogy itself (Risager 2007). Today there has been a shift in 

focus, from a national to a transnational paradigm and a condition for this transnational 

paradigm in culture pedagogy is that it must, in addition to the relationship between language 

and culture, also concern the following: 

 

Social organization of language and culture in a broad sense: national and transnational social 

structures and processes, national and international political relations, etc. It is thus also 

interested in national and ethnic issues, not only in the sense of national and ethnic 

communities, identities and discourses but also the societal and political structures that form 

frameworks and conditions for identity constructions. It places the national and the ethnic in a 

larger global perspective, and deals with the multilingual and multicultural subject as a world 

citizen. (Risager 2007 p. 3)   

 

This says quite a lot about culture pedagogy in the current transnational paradigm. Language 

teaching of course has a central place in culture pedagogy because of culture being such a big 

part of learning a foreign language. Risager (2007) also stresses that language pedagogy and 

culture pedagogy are, the same thing as well as separate things; there is a sense of unity as 

well as duality to it. The unity consists of how the teaching of a language is teaching 

communication and, as established above, communication and culture are inseparable. The 

duality consist of how language teaching both has a strict linguistics sense to it as well as a 

cultural sense. The core of culture pedagogy is that it is through the teaching of culture that 

students should acquire the target language, instead of culture primarily being a part of what 

is taught in the same way as language features. However, as established above this is utterly 
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abstract. Besides, Risager do point out how the teacher too has to decide what in the form of 

cultural content is important for the students to know even if all communication, including 

teaching, to its core is culture.  

     Risager (2007) writes that when a teacher has to decide on certain cultural content it easily 

turns into something alien that is being studied from a far, not as something that we are all a 

part of. Foreign language teaching easily becomes that, since the target language is, in fact, 

foreign. However, through culture pedagogy with a transnational focus one can overcome 

this. If language and culture are inseparable, then the teaching of language must have a central 

place when it comes to raising cultural awareness through education. Language teaching is 

besides from a matter of language features, culture content based, and also its purpose is 

learning to communicate and because of that language teaching has a special place in the 

raising of cultural awareness.  

     Bo Lundahl (2012) writes in Engelsk språkdidaktik that for long many have considered 

language teaching to mainly be based on knowledge in form of language features and big 

vocabulary but that there has been a shift towards communication rather than language 

structure. With a communicative purpose there is a more obvious connection to promoting 

democratic values as well as cultural awareness. Lundahl points out that the modern 

multicultural classroom has created a bigger need for intercultural pedagogy. 

     Tornberg (2009) writes that the communicative shift in language pedagogy is strongly 

linked to the idea of sociocultural learning, which means that we learn through social 

interaction. In practice this means that the teaching of a subject should aim for creating a 

deliberative space where real interaction and meaning can occur. Lundahl (2012) claims this 

as essential in a multicultural classroom. For this, he stresses the importance of the teaching of 

culture and the raising of awareness of differences. 

     Within the transnational paradigm it is understood that the culture to be taught is far more 

than cultural knowledge of the country where the target language is spoken. Instead the aim is 

cultural awareness, an awareness that is looked upon as a competence for the future. A 

competence needed for the meeting of different cultures and a competence necessary for an 

intercultural and pluralistic future. That also is essential for the constant development of 

culture as a social process. This intercultural competence is strongly linked to communicative 

competence and those two competences are strongly interdependent. In order to develop and 

practice this intercultural competence language teaching must aim for developing students’ 

communicative competence. However, in order to develop these competences the students 
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need to interact in real situations and not only the simulated trainings of a classroom 

(Tornberg 2000). According to Risager (2007) interculturalism is what the transnational 

paradigm of culture pedagogy promotes and aims for but even if the aim is competences for 

the future, most language teaching tends to focus too much on language as a skill, where the 

components become more important than what you actually use the language for. Tornberg 

(2000) claims that this is a major hindrance for language teaching being the open and 

deliberative place for the raising of cultural awareness and democratic values that it could be. 

She continues that the intercultural competence has to be given a more significant place in 

language teaching. However she also points out that in practicality this is hard to accomplish 

even if the intentions are there.  

     In order to accomplish and successfully reach these cultural and communicative 

competences, one must realize that language teaching must offer a certain set of conditions. 

Tornberg (2000) stresses the importance of real communication and real social interaction, 

even if that is hard to achieve in a classroom. She writes about the “space in between” where 

real meaning and learning can occur. What she means with this is that it is not through 

consensus or by adapting to what is different that this can happen, instead it happens in the 

space between differences, where different sides meet each other on the same terms. Just as 

Byram (1997), Tornberg stresses the importance of tolerance of the differences, rather than 

aiming for consensus, because that is what allows the meaningfulness in the “space in 

between” to occur. Tornberg bases this on Arendt (1988) who claims that it is through 

communication and interaction we become humans, and that a condition for that meeting is 

that we meet both as strangers and equals.  

     Tornberg (2000) points out that there is a conflict in language teaching. The idea that one 

must first learn the language in order to be able to use it is of course true but it also 

contradicts the true creation of meaning through just interaction and communication. It is a 

problem because it turns language teaching into a subject based on knowledge of grammar 

and vocabulary and that marginalizes the cultural and communicative aspect of it. However, 

the fact remains that one needs knowledge of the target language in order to communicate in 

the first place. In Claire Kramsch’s book Context and Culture in Language Teaching (1993) 

this, among other ideas, are developed further. Kramsch has a more obvious connection to the 

practice, but still a strong theoretical foundation. She, too, points out how language teaching 

tend to focus only on language features and structure rather than meaning and 

communication. The linguistic sense and the cultural sense should not be taught separately, 
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instead Kramsch means that the interaction between the two are essential. However, she does 

stress the complexity in this, because it means that language teaching concerns not only 

linguistic features and cultural content, but also the relationship between the two.  

     As established by Bauman (2007), Risager (2007) and Tornberg (2000) culture is complex 

and almost everything can be considered to be culture. One thing that is striking when it 

comes to the relationship between language and culture and how that might affect language 

teaching, is that culture is not only something transferred through teaching of language, it is 

also, according to some theorists, crucial in order to fully learn a language. Risager (2007) 

states that language in its nature is culture because it is a system of signs and symbols that, 

according to both her and Dewey (1999), only are meaningful in a social context. Then one 

can say that culture precedes language and communication, even more so than language 

precedes, or in this case transfers, culture. However, even if we act according to the norms of 

a certain culture, we can still partly shape culture by our own means by processing it and 

talking about it, for example by teaching culture awareness. Even if it at the same time 

evolves without our intention.  

     In Context and culture in language teaching and learning Michael Byram & Peter Grundy 

(2003)  write about how cultural competence is a condition for successful language 

acquisition in the same way as Tornberg (2000) claimed intercultural competence important 

for language learning. However, Byram & Grundys (2003) main focus is culture as 

foundation for language learning, a competence that is the foundation for a student in order to 

fully grasp and learn the true meaning of a language.  

     This view of the significance of culture for language learning has an effect on language 

teaching and culture pedagogy, because, just as Dewey (1999) claims, it means that language 

is not only a social, but ultimately a cultural construction. In a practical teaching sense this 

would promote a language and culture pedagogy where the main focus is meaning rather than 

language, and meaning is, as established, dependent on interaction which in turn is bound by 

the surrounding culture.  

Cultural awareness, Democratic Values and English Language Teaching in Sweden 

Above I have demonstrated how cultural awareness can be promoted through language 

teaching and how that can contribute to promote democratic values. I will now reflect on and 

discuss the significance of this for English teaching in Sweden. I am doing this in order to be 

able to draw conclusions and make claims about what role English teaching in Sweden might 

have for fulfilling the overall purpose of the Swedish school of raising democratic citizens. 
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     To begin with, Dewey (1999) states that all social interaction is communication and how 

communication also is the purpose of language. He claims that communication itself is the 

foundation for all social experience, and that in order for the communication to be meaningful 

there has to be a common set of rules that we live according to. As I stated above this means 

that culture precedes language. This might put language teaching in a different light. I mean 

that language teaching is offering a unique chance in developing cultural awareness and 

democratic values since communication is at the heart of democracy and culture, because of 

them being social processes built on interaction. 

     However, if culture precedes language, then this limits how we can shape culture 

ourselves. It does not mean that we cannot do so, but it affects what type of culture awareness 

we can transfer through language teaching. To teach culture in the sense of knowledge of 

different cultural expressions is not so hard to imagine, compared to the more complex view I 

have presented of cultural awareness. That type of culture is just like any knowledge or 

content of any subject. However what I have gone to these lengths to establish is that culture 

is far more complex than that. Based on the discussion above I am considering 

communication and interaction as the foundation and essence of culture. However, to make 

claims about how that is transferred through teaching is more complicated. 

     To understand what role English teaching might have for raising democratic citizens and 

fulfilling the overall purpose of the Swedish school, one must first of all understand how 

strongly the ideal of “cultivation” or “bildning” has shaped modern western education (Biesta, 

2006). The aim of education is the development of a quest for constant knowledge in students, 

rather than the idea that they can be fully taught. There are similarities between the cultivation 

“ideal” to the view of culture and democracy as constant processes since you cannot be fully 

taught as a democratic or a cultural aware citizen if the concepts themselves constantly 

evolves.  

     Wahlström (2015) points out all subjects’ equal role in fulfilling the Swedish school’s 

purpose. This indicates that English teaching, despite having less obvious democratic content 

in its syllabus, still can play a major part in raising democratic values. Dewey (1999) points 

out all communication as being culture, which means that all teaching of any subject concerns 

culture in some sense. However, since the teaching of English directly concerns another 

language with the purpose being communication with another culture than one’s own, this 

means that English teaching can be considered to play a central role in cultural education.  
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     Culture pedagogy and the importance of the shift towards a transnational paradigm is 

relevant because of globalization, which further strengthens the importance of acceptance and 

tolerance, as explained by Dewey (1999). The democratic values that are expressed in the 

curriculum as goals, strongly shows that values of respect and tolerance are emphasized with 

globalization and the transnational paradigm being the reason for it. Risager (2007) explains 

how culture pedagogy is dominating in language teaching, and Byram & Grundy (2003) 

stresses that today’s focus in culture pedagogy is meaning rather than language features, 

because the purpose and goal of language teaching is communication. The problem with this 

is however that it is very theoretical and hard to do in practice. Byram & Grundy (2003) says 

that you have to know the culture of the target language to be able to fully learn a language 

and meanwhile Tornberg (2000), Arendt (1988) and Dewey (1999) are stressing the 

importance of real interaction and not simulations for real meaning to occur. However, 

Kramsch (1993) points out that, despite what Byram & Grundy say about having to know the 

culture to fully learn the language, that in a real classroom, the best way to come as close to 

this as possible is if culture studies and linguistics are conducted simultaneously and not 

separated. The important thing is to intentionally highlight the right things in order to raise 

cultural awareness, and to let other things be implicit in order to simulate the real process 

outside the classroom. The difficult thing is to know where to draw the line. This shows, to 

my opinion, that it in practice it is impossible, in a teaching situation, to create a real meeting 

place where cultural awareness can be developed in the way of culture as a social process.  

     Most classrooms in Sweden today are multicultural, but the real interaction between 

students is limited by the fact that they are contained within the simulation of classroom 

teaching, despite it trying to emulate real situations. However, this does not mean that we 

should disregard the teaching of culture. In language teaching there is this idea called content 

based learning, which can be described as Byram & Grundy (2003) put it above, where focus 

is meaning rather than language features. The idea is that students through study of a certain 

content, for example current social or political issues, will acquire the target language.  The 

idea is that the chosen content to study is the primary target and the language just a necessary 

tool for comprehension of it. Lundahl (2012) gives many examples of how this can be turned 

into practice. For example letting students work with contemporary news, political debates, 

literature or even films and other cultural artefacts and explain in detail how different contents 

can contribute to communicative skills, cultural awareness and language skills.  
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     In many ways content based learning means that the students are working with the 

essentials for language learning: the interaction between the linguistic and the cultural sense 

of language (Kramsch 1993). Lundahl (2012) puts reading and understanding at a central 

place for this, and says that the study of literature is significant in raising cultural awareness. 

There is an interaction between the linguistic and the cultural part of a language and also an 

interaction between the students’ own minds and the context of the regarded text. According 

to Kramsch this can be regarded as a meeting of differences and creation of meaning. 

     Even if we cannot replicate the real situation, we can create situations for learning similar 

to the reality outside of the classroom as long as focus is on interaction. That is what culture 

pedagogy aims to do. Certainly this is what is meant by intercultural competence. All 

communication and language is, as established above, culture, so cultural awareness will be 

raised as long as awareness of culture itself is stressed. 

Conclusion 

What this essay has done is that it has presented the relationship between culture and language 

and what significance it might have for teaching in order to demonstrate how cultural 

awareness can contribute to promote democratic values. What struck me when reading about 

culture and democracy and their relationship to each other, is how much focus is put on the 

dependency of social interaction for these concepts to function as processes. When looking 

into how all this related to language and language teaching it quickly became clear that there 

is a strong connection.  

     Culture and democracy are both processes of social interaction that depend on the same set 

of values of acceptance and tolerance. A good democracy is according to Dewey (1999) and 

Arendt (1988) a pluralistic democracy based on the meeting of differences. According to 

them, this pluralism indicates that the meaning of democracy constantly has to be challenged 

and developed and that is why democracy is regarded a process. When Dewey (1999) calls 

this a good democracy, I think that he does so because the meeting of differences requires 

tolerance and acceptance towards said differences. Regarding culture, Bauman (1999) and 

Byram (1997) emphasize the pluralistic nature of the concept in the same way as democracy, 

and therefore, cultural awareness also requires acceptance and tolerance. 

     If the values that are the foundation of democratic values and cultural awareness are as 

similar as I have presented above, then cultural awareness do not only contribute to promote 

democratic values, instead it is impossible to promote one without the other. They depend so 

strongly on each other that from my chosen perspective they cannot exist independently. 
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Therefore I argue that it is not enough to understand cultural awareness as something that can 

contribute to promote democratic values, instead one must understand the two as dependent of 

each other since both of them are the foundations for any social interaction. 

     I have established above how the interpendency of democracy and culture, and culture and 

language, are significant for the promotion of cultural awareness and democratic values. 

Therefore I argue that the role English teaching in Sweden has in contributing to the overall 

purpose of raising democratic citizens, is far more marginalized than it should be. Even if the 

theories are hard to translate into practice, the teaching of cultural awareness is still worth 

aiming for because intercultural and communicative competences is needed in the 

multicultural society that is our globalized world. What further strengthens my point is the 

construction of language. We all act according to the norms and conventions that is our 

culture, and language is a product of culture, and therefore knowledge of culture is something 

needed in order to be able to communicate. When realizing that cultural awareness and 

democratic values both can be considered the foundation for social interaction and 

communication, one clearly sees the importance of language in this. If one then looks at 

English teaching in Sweden it is not hard to see, by this logic, that the teaching of a foreign 

language plays a central role in raising cultural awareness and democratic values. How this 

can be put into practice is another matter. What is clear is that it is an awareness of differences 

that can teach people to be tolerant and accepting and how that is the foundation that will 

allow a multicultural democracy to function. 
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