PICTURE

Outward Appearance

Class module
Teacher Notes
50 minutes

Dear Teacher,

Before you start working through this module in class, we advise you to take note of the general Background Information included in the PICTURE project, as well as in the Introduction Module. If it is your intention (as we sincerely hope) to run the whole project, it is strongly recommended to complete the Introduction Module first. In this way, you can properly prepare your students for their various consecutive tasks. 

All the statements, questions, tables, role plays and/or reported incidents in this module are aimed at stimulating group discussion and self reflection. Naturally you, as the teacher, are free to determine a suitable approach for the various assignments, such as plenary discussion or working in subgroups, reporting orally or in writing, discussion or debate between pro and con teams, or how to read the critical incidents etc. And of course you may accommodate material towards your local situation and include your own experiences or those of your students to help you attain the envisaged aims.

In preparation for this class module, material should be made accessible to your students, either on computer or otherwise. The choice between screen, complete printouts of the various parts (the grids, photos, map, diagram or questionnaire), excerpt handouts or e.g. beamer projection is up to you, though naturally dependent on the available facilities. To save reading time in class (and possibly paper) students can be assigned to read parts of the module on their screens or from a handout before the class session. You can also consider using parts, if not already specified as such, as take-home assignments, thus creating more time for explanation and class discussion. In any case there is more material than can be dealt with in one 50-minute class period, so one must be flexible. 

Furthermore, depending on the situation in your country and the correlated relevance of the presented items, more or less time and instruction per item are needed for students to gain a picture of the various aspects of this module. Therefore it is left up to you to decide which parts are to be tackled, which ones are to be designated as a homework task and which can possibly be left out altogether.

In this module Outward Appearance the theme is how we see others and how we wish to be perceived by them. It deals with the often stereotypical interpretation of the (first) impression we get, but also with the process of adaptation to a surrounding group or, by contrast, the recalcitrant resistance towards the dominating codes. Our appearance is determined by genetic characteristics as well as by other important aspects such as posture, behaviour and, in particular, dress, make up and accessories. These are all related to traditions, etiquette, fashion and environment. 
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For example, Scottish kilts or Greek Fustanellas would look astonishing if worn by men in Belgium and so would a ball gown worn by a woman on a beach, a hoop skirt at school or a miniskirt worn by a policewoman. This is because they are all placed in the wrong environment, either in terms of culture, occasion, epoch or profession. They flout the general convention and expectations. However, conventions are open to change. What in the nearby past was considered exotic or even primitive, such as piercing and tattoos, have now become widespread in many western countries. Particularly tattoos express either firm identification with a group, enforced by the almost irreversible character of the embellishment, or a self-concept of strong individuality. The deep roots of national cultures, such as levels of power distance or uncertainty avoidance, have been principally stable. However, it is believed to be undeniable that particularly the dimension of individualism and collectivism reveals a noticeable shift towards individualism, fuelled by a fast economic development. In wealthier societies there is a higher supply and demand of articles of dress etc. which also come in a larger variety of styles and qualities. This enables people to manifest a high degree of individuality. This module aims at a greater awareness of the phenomena above.

Setting the Scene
It is worth noting that identity is a multi-faceted concept, which distinguishes ethnicity, sex, gender, age, nationality, social class, profession, religion, political orientation etc. With the exception of ethnicity, sex and age (nature), all others depend on upbringing and more or less conscious (parental, educaional) choices in life (nurture) and later a chosen (or imposed) life style of the growing-up child. 

Differences in Europe: appearance
This item does not deny the genetic origin of European people, in itself the result of large-scale resettlement in the past, but mainly aims at putting perceptions of nationalities in the perspective of continuous migration and multi-cultural mixture. Nevertheless, many people claim that, when abroad, they can easily recognise fellow-countrymen by their looks alone (See also Setting the Scene).

Differences in Europe: stereotypes and reality
As an elaboration on the previous item, this one presents a more concrete exercise. The juxtaposition of the outcome of the first and the result of this little test will probably lead to a modest and prudent approach of new contacts and of the manner in which we deal with the concepts of identity and diversity. It also makes it all the more difficult to cope with notions such as ‘ethnic cleansing’, which for outsiders is inconceivable and moreover based on sometimes hardly noticeable distinction.

Intercultural incidents
Whether a compliment is meant and perceived as an act of flattering admiration or as an overture or even sexual harassment is an underlying issue in these two examples. It would be an interesting question to ask your students to imagine situations in which males are the recipients of such compliments (from female as well as male admirers).
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Dressing for the occasion
This topic bears on the choice we sometimes have to make between what we desire and what is expected. In some situations it serves one’s interest to accommodate to an appearance, as it is wished by a dominant group or person, whereas in other situations one may be driven by the need to diverge and, as a manner of self expression, be distinguished from others. There is a parallel with what is called approximation strategies, which are aimed at making participants in an encounter closer or, in contrast, aimed at emphasising interpersonal or intergroup differences. Related concepts: (national) costume, uniform, brand awareness, sport, free time, job, sub-cultural enclaves, peer pressure.

Role play
As far as the level of embarrassment is concerned, as occurs in most of these situations, this may vary from country to country. People who are wearing shorts  in a shopping centre may be frowned upon in one country but not even noticed in another, irrespective of climate conditions.

Language: Concepts of beauty as reflected in language
In addition to the metaphorical correspondences, some attention could be paid to the qualifiers under A, for which students could then find synonyms. These may range from tactful softening expressions to words with more pejorative overtones. Would the linguistic register we use be influenced by the way in which we are dressed, or in other words, do we try to live up to the expectations as evoked by our own or other people’s outward appearance?

Business suit and polished shoes
Social functions of distinction, adaptation and identification, as addressed in this self-explanatory text on fashion and accessories, are placed in the context of style development as a socio-cultural continuum. For traditional dress at weddings see also Marriage.

Questionnaire
For further ideas on interviewing native speakers outside of class (the core item of the PICTURE project) see also the Interview Module. 

Bridging strategies: How to deal with differences
The theoretical basis of success in intercultural encounters lies in the readiness to discover differences, the ability to interpret them and relate them to one’s own culture. Critical evaluations of real experiences must then result in effective behaviour. This presupposes a fair knowledge of one’s own culture.

Weight in Europe
Apart from the obvious relationship between affluence and body weight, there is a suspicion that some people express their status through a (rather primitive) demonstration of their consumptive power. Within this context you could mention the excessive opposites in the field of eating disorders: anorexia and bulimia. Especially the non-psychiatric forms of voluntary weight reduction are becoming widespread to the extent that Spain has established a minimum weight for fashion models, as they are also role models for even very young girls. We live in a society that imposes concepts of unreasonable and unhealthy thinness as a measure of female beauty. Too many girls go to extremes to meet the non-defined beauty ‘standards’ under the influence of the media and the strain of peer pressure.







