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Abstract 

Considering the turbulent atmosphere of agitation and intolerance on university 
campuses, a conference on ‘Pluralism and Multiculturalism in Teaching’ becomes 
increasingly relevant and imminent. As educators, we shoulder the responsibility of 
grooming the future professionals with a conviction in the notion of a capacious society. 
The vision of universal citizens can be accomplished by revising the existing 
'technocratic model' of teaching to accommodate a course on cultural sensitivity. While 
empowering them with the 'cultural responsiveness' required for survival in culturally 
diverse business environments, we shall be preparing them to cope with ethnic conflict, 
prejudice and racism. There are various ways of instilling the cultural sensitivity, and the 
paper makes an attempt to examine movies and documentaries as a tool to foster the 
indispensable cross cultural awareness among students.  

 

Movies and documentaries have a persuasive nature, and students tend to easily and readily 

relate with the characters and the settings of this visual media, thus certifying it as effective 

means in achieving the desired effect. Movies have a far reaching impact in forming and 

broadening perspectives, making a viewer more emphatic and cracking open the closed minds 

through which the preconceived notions and unreasonable assumptions slip away. If movies that 

have a power to generate cross-cultural awareness are taken to classrooms, a transition of an 

ignorant ‘outsider’ to a more emphatic and accommodative citizen can be brought about.  

Year after year, the industry has been asking the academic institutions to make the students 

industry ready. Educational Institutions have to closely inspect the actual implication of this 

requirement. The India Hiring Intent Survey shows that 36% of the employers give priority to 

interpersonal skills wherein 12% ask specifically for cultural fitment and adaptability. A recent 

report by NASSCOM suggests that out of millions of engineers that India generates, 75% are 

unemployable because they lack workable skills and soft skills. Apart from technical acumen, 
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people skills are the need of today’s work patterns. The workplace today consists of people with 

different temperaments; people who look very different, behave differently, and people who 

differ in their faiths and beliefs. To work with such a globalized world, what is needed is a 

compassionate outlook, an ability to relate to people who are unlike us. There is no doubt that the 

workplace is increasingly becoming culturally diverse across the globe. The 2016 Global Human 

Capital Trends Research has identified culture and employee engagement as important trends in 

the present corporate world. These findings have sweeping implications, compelling the 

academicians to adapt their curriculum to serve the new set of industry requirements and thus 

making their students more employable. If one is not prepared to deal with overwhelming 

diversities, there is a possibility of experiencing cultural disconnect when visiting new places, 

and while working with the heterogeneous workforce. Such an experience can be painful and 

strange and is likely to leave the youngsters with incredible shock which may make them feel 

hurt, isolated or marginalized. At the same time, if they are not trained to welcome the ‘outsider’ 

without prejudice and ridicule, they’ll end up polarizing their workmates. Erin Meyer points out 

the unpreparedness of corporates and individuals to deal with these changing trends in her book, 

‘The Culture Map: Breaking Through the Invisible Boundaries of Global Business’ where she 

says,  “most of us were working with clients and suppliers and employees from our own cultures, 

and today a large number of managers are working with individuals on a daily basis from around 

the world. But I saw that the discourse around how to work effectively hasn’t changed much.  

We’re still stuck talking about management as if we were working in a mono-cultural world.” 

So, there is an urgent need to reinvent the dynamics of business relationships to foster an attitude 

of adaptability to changing business scenarios. 

Movies and documentaries that have been identified in this paper prove effective in 

accomplishing this seemingly challenging task of reconstructing the impressionable and 

vulnerable young minds to inject faith in humanity. The movies discussed here to exemplify the 

idea of the paper bring local and global scenarios right into the classrooms, and subtly or 

affirmatively teach lessons in overcoming the confrontations of a foreign work or social 

environment. These movies have the underpinnings of scores of research work done to show that 

the differences in perceptions are associated with differences in social structure and cultural 
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make up that one belongs to. Richard E. Nisbett and Yuri Miyamoto have provided evidence in 

their research paper “The influence of culture: holistic versus analytic perception” to prove that 

‘different cultures produce different characteristic default patterns for perception.’  

Before diving into the global scenarios, it becomes necessary to help the students deal with local 

issues. ‘Communal Polarization’ appears to be the biggest threat that emerging India faces today. 

Ethically, we can’t allow our students to fall victims to such hardcore ideologies and be 

manipulated with communal incite for political gains. To build immunity towards communal 

provocation, this paper recommends a Tamil classic ‘Vedam Pudhithu’. This thought provoking 

movie was a bold attempt by Bharathiraja to take a dig at caste ridden rural setting of India. The 

character of orphaned Brahmin boy becomes the transcending voice of a new caste free society. 

Sankara is ostracized by the Brahmin society for being inauspicious as he is held responsible for 

his mother’s death soon after his birth and later for his sister’s and father’s deaths. Balu Thevar, 

a man of warrior community that’s below Brahmin community in the hierarchical ladder, takes 

this Brahmin boy under his shelter which irrevocably alienates Sankara from his community. The 

movie hits us hard when Sankara asks Balu Tevar, a self-proclaimed atheist, a simple question: 

‘Balu is your name, then what is Thevar? Is it your educational qualification?’There are a few 

more scenes that leave the audience pondering over the hollow practices such as one in which 

Balu says, “You, people who worship God, seek forgiveness for your sins against fellow men to 

a God. I would ask for forgiveness from another man. Where is God needed in this? The 

concluding scene is truly reformist in nature where the boy discards the sacred thread, the 

symbol of his caste, before lighting the pyre of his foster father. The movie invites us to 

challenge the detrimental caste based hierarchy and beliefs that divide the society and kill the 

humanitarian values. 

‘Bombay’ is yet another movie that epitomizes the individuals’ willingness to live in peace 

despite all odds. This love story between a Muslim girl and a Hindu boy in the backdrop of 

communal violence restores our faith in humanity where people are willing to forget religious 

differences to save each other’s lives. 
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The other movies with global appeal that teach us the significance of living in harmony are 

‘Invictus’ and ‘Arranged’.  Invictus, Clint Eastwood’s 2009 movie, chronicles the story of 

reconciliation in race torn South Africa. The movie based on John Carlin’s book ‘The Human 

Factor: Nelson Mandela and the Game that Changed the World, is Nelson Mandela’s success 

story of uniting blacks and whites with a long history of violence and mutual distrust through 

1995 Rugby World Cup. The black South Africans want to dissolve the all white rugby team that 

is a symbolic reminder of their oppression and White hegemony. Mandela senses that the nation 

cannot rise if the rift between Whites and Blacks is allowed to grow. He is able to transform 

these radical minds through his deeply inspiring words, “We have to surprise them with 

compassion, with restraint and generosity; I know, all of the things they denied us. But this is no 

time to celebrate petty revenge. This is the time to build our nation.” When his presidential office 

is against the idea of restoring the services of White security force, Nelson Mandela disapproves 

it and delivers this powerful message that teaches lessons in inclusiveness and compassion: “The 

Rainbow Nation starts here. Reconciliation starts here… Forgiveness starts here, too. 

Forgiveness liberates the soul. It removes fear. That is why it is such a powerful weapon.” 

‘Arranged’ deals with a seemingly uneasy plot of the brewing friendship between an orthodox 

Jewish woman Rochel and Nasira a Muslim woman of Syrian origin. Politically, this kind of 

alliance appears glaring, considering the widely infamous strife between Israel and Palestine, the 

repercussions of which are felt by Jews and Muslims across the world. Ironically, what bonds 

them is their conservative lifestyle that is targeted in an apparently liberal American society. The 

movie is a healthy narrative of one’s conviction in one’s own beliefs and traditions, and of the 

importance of gracefully accepting one’s differences. When asked if she wears hijab out of 

dictation from her patriarchal society, Nasira cheerfully says, “I choose to wear it. It’s an 

expression of feminine modesty.” While explaining, Nasira exhibits no resent. The two women 

when in a classroom together are targeted by an uncomfortable comment from their pupils. One 

of them says, “Jimmy says that you and Rochel can’t be friends because you are from different 

religions. Muslims want to kill all the Jews.” This is dealt delicately by Rochel:  “People hate 

other people out of ignorance, because they feel threatened or they don’t understand where the 

other people are coming from. 
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Movies like ‘Invictus’ and ‘Arranged’ are stories of reconciliation, of putting aside personal 

differences for the glory of the nation,  as observed by Sohinee Roy  “In post-colonial societies, 

reconciliation, at least a political reconciliation, is a process of integrating the various hostile 

groups to enable the society to move forward.” (Movies in the Age of Obama) 

Movies that deal with the issue of cultural disconnect and have subtext on themes of home, 

longing and belonging, enable a smooth induction into a diverse work and social environment. 

Movies that encapsulate the experience of living a life of an expat bring us face to face with the 

challenges of overcoming disorientation and cultural shock. ‘Namesake’ weaves a story of a 

Bengali family struggling to adapt to unfamiliar settings of America. Based on Jhumpa Lahiri’s 

novel by the same name, the movie spans two generations of expats. The first generation is seen 

coping with the newness of the place and customs as shown through a scene soon after the birth 

of their first child, where the couple, Ashok and Ashima, are taken by surprise when they are told 

that the baby can’t be discharged from the hospital without a birth certificate and a birth 

certificate can’t be issued without a name. To this Ashima tells the hospital staff that her cousins 

were not named till they turned six years. Namesake also voices the trauma of immigrant 

parents, who are deeply rooted and loyal to their homeland, in bringing up children born there 

who behave like strangers. Ashima laments on the unacceptable mannerisms of her children but 

accepts the change as she says “in this country, it’s the children who decide and not the parents.” 

The naïve Ashima, who enters this new world as a bride, metamorphoses herself to blend in by 

taking up a job, befriending an American woman, and is finally able to encourage her son to 

make up with his American girlfriend 

The movie ‘Flavours’ is another manifestation of the unsettling process of redefining oneself to 

suit the new set up. ‘Flavours’ gives a glimpse into lives of NRIs pursuing their ‘American 

dream’. The movie pays attention to the differences in the gestures and mannerisms as shown in 

the scene where the boss who is an American asks Vivek if he has tested his program, and Vivek 

nods to it. The boss doesn’t understand what the nod conveys, so he seeks clarity by asking him 

if it’s ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Vivek’s firing scene is also a reflection of different culture specific ways of 

dealing with negative and positive feedback. Erin Meyer brings out this difference in her book 

where she records that “In the United States, it’s just the opposite. American managers usually 
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give positive feedback directly while trying to couch negative messages in positive, encouraging 

language.” There is another awkward scene where the NRI son introduces his American fiancée 

to his parents. They’re startled by the way the girl greets them by hugging and addressing them 

by their names. This genre of movies helps in identifying the differences in conception of time, 

space, social hierarchy, greetings, food, travel, communication pattern and several other 

markings of social behavior. Armed with this kind of awareness, an individual is more willing to 

embrace the cultural variations and is likely to have minimal sense of culture shock 

While interacting with foreign colleagues or clients, we may have to confront uncomfortable 

questions or observations about our own country and practices. Such a situation can result in 

feeling defensive and frustrated, so it becomes equally important to acquaint students with 

outsiders’ vantage to our lives. Movies that are introspective in nature help us scrutinize our own 

standing in cultural context. ‘Outsourced’ is one such movie about an American who is sent to 

India to set up a call center and train the new employees. It shows Todd Anderson’s initial 

feeling of disorientation and withdrawal at the sight of strange places and practices.  Everything 

appears unacquainted to him, from the means of travel (his ride in auto rickshaw) to the awkward 

pronunciation of his name that reduces him to a ‘Toad’. He continues to be amused and shocked 

by several peculiarities that he comes across, such as, when the hotel owner asks him for his 

‘good name’ (as most of us have two sets of name: a good name which is our official name and a 

pet name), when he sees men urinate in open, when he overhears one of the guys at call center 

recommending getting rubbers for a kid, without knowing that it is a slang for condom in the US, 

and so on.  His willingness to accept the truth of diversity begins when a fellow American says 

to him, ‘I remember feeling the same as you. I was resisting India. Once I gave in, I felt better.” 

Feeling comfortable in a culturally different set up is all about dealing with resistance and 

willing to embrace things as they are.    

Post Screening Activities 

It is advisable that any screening of the scenes or movies is followed by either a guided 

discussion or worksheets on following topics: 

1. Exploring how one’s culture influences perspectives and opinions 
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2. Discussion on how different people react differently to a given scenario 

3. Analyze a scene of conflict. Ask them how they would react to and differently resolve a 

similar issue 

4. Encourage them to talk about incidents of mistreatments or misunderstandings that they 

have witnessed 

5. Ask them  to identify through the movies and documentaries the kind of preparedness 

they need before going abroad  

6. Familiarize them with differences in conception of time, space, touch and social 

hierarchy 

7. Ask them to identify the visible traits of culture and ethnicity such as clothing, cuisine, 

celebrations, gender equalities, greetings, family values, working style 

8. Critical discussion on whether these portrayals stereotype or humanize races and cultures 

 

Conclusion 

Advantages of cross cultural orientation are immense, as reinforced by Richard E. Nisbett and 

Yuri Miyamoto, "If people have been exposed to two different kinds of social system, they might 

be expected to reason and perceive either holistically or analytically, depending on the cues 

prompting one cultural orientation or another.” All the movies that have got a mention in this 

paper are reverberating with the message from Edward T Hall in his book ‘Beyond Culture’, 

“From now on, how one arrives at a definition of the relationship of man's basic nature to his 

culturally conditioned control systems (extensions) is of crucial importance. For, in our shrinking 

globe man can ill afford cultural illiteracy.” Cross-cultural movies make us culturally literate and 

this literacy stops us from being judgmental about others’ ways of life and behavior. This could 

be one way of getting them interested in the lives of others, and making them anthropologists 

which, as suggested by Richard Carlson in his best seller ‘Don't Sweat the Small Stuff’, is a way 

of becoming less frustrated by the actions of others. Our objective here is not to merely build 

tolerance to differences, but to bring about a correction in their attitude so that they are able to 

accept that all individuals enjoy freedom to follow their distinctive faith and lifestyle. This kind 

of inclusive nature is bound to convert each one of them into a ‘universal citizen’. This 
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conscientious effort in creating cultural awareness through the strong and popular medium of 

movies will go a long way in realizing the ideals of global citizenship for a congenial and 

harmonious co-existence 
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