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The Place ofMoral and Political
Issues in Language Pedagogy 1

H. Douglas Brown
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In the process of second language learning, must learners inevitably grapple with
ethical, moral, and religious issues in the classroom? This essay contains argu
ments for and against facing such issues in our classrooms and offers a rationale
for giving learners an opportuniη to engage in critical thinking on questions of
global importance, while still respecting learners' own beliφ and attitudes. Prac
tical examples ofthese critical thinking activities from around the world and across
a wide variety ofcultural norms are described. Among the topics discussed include
peace education, environmental action, human rights, racial and ethnic dis
crimination, gender equality, and political philosophy.

In recent years the language teaching profession has witnessed a stark

increase in the number of articles, chapters, books, and presentations on
the “ critical" nature of language pedagogy. We language teachers and
teacher educators are reminded that we are all driven by convictions about
what this world should look like, how its people should behave, how its
governments should control that behavior, and how its inhabitants should
be partners in the stewardship of the planet. We are told, for example, that
we should “embody in our teaching a vision of a better and more humane
life" (Giroux & McLaren, 1989, p. xiii). Or, as Alastair Pennycook has
stated it,“the crucial issue here is to turn classrooms into places where the
accepted canons of knowledge can be challenged and questioned" (1994,
p.298).

1 Delivered as a public lecture at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in April
1997, this text is also the pre-conference final draft of the written version of a
keynote address given at the 1997 RELC (Regional English Language Centre,
Singapore) Semin缸， April 23 , 1997. Some portions of this essay were delivered at
a plenary session of the TESOL Convention, Chicago, in March of 1996.
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