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Introduction

Cultural representations of the United States and of Indigenous peoples are
mostly mediated through local imaginations rather than direct experience in
European secondary and tertiary classrooms. Given their ubiquity, such rep-
resentations are encountered by learners in secondary education at a particu-
larly formative stage. These representations often take the form of literary
narratives or adaptations for stage and screen, shaping cultural understandings
and reproducing ideological frameworks (Paul 13). Teaching American Studies
— an interdisciplinary field examining US cultural, historical, political, and
social contexts — is therefore not only significant within university education
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in European countries. It is equally relevant in the secondary education class-
room, offering opportunities to turn perspectives — in the words of this forum
- “inside out,” that is, to encourage students to critically interrogate how
representations of the United States are constructed, whose perspectives they
reflect, and how they shape cultural understanding. Drawing on classroom
experience at the lower secondary level, the following discussion examines how
local spectacles such as the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram can be used in English
language teaching to foster cultural awareness, while also outlining approaches
transferable to university contexts (for example in the education of pre-service
English teachers). One pivotal example of local imaginations of the United
States in the Austrian context is the persistence of German author Karl May’s
Winnetou narratives, which continue to circulate in popular culture.

While the appropriate use of Native' cultural artifacts, symbols and identi-
ties has garnered significant public interest in North America in recent years,
leading to polarizing discussions (for example, Ian Ousley), resignations (for ex-
ample, Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond) and rebranding (for example, “Washington
Redskins”), the phenomenon of Indianthusiasm (Lutz 13), known in German
discourse as Indianertiimelei, has led to the defense of certain portrayals of
Indigenous culture in German-speaking central Europe. At the center of the
fascination of German speakers with imagined Indigeneity is the character
Winnetou, a fictional Apache chief created by Karl May in the late nineteenth
century and brought to the big screen in the 1960s in several western movies
(1962-1968) (Michaels 207-08). Imagined Indigeneity is understood here as
a culturally constructed and mediated representation of Indigenous identity
shaped by German and Austrian literary and popular media rather than by
lived realities. The persistence of this fascination is further reflected in the box
office success of German comedian Michael “Bully” Herbig’s 2025 film Das
Kanu des Manitu (Maniton’s Canoe). According to the Austrian Economic

1

The terms “Indigenous” and “Native” are used interchangeably to refer to the original
inhabitants of the Americas and their descendants.
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Chambers (WKO), the film reached 800,000 cinema admissions in Austria by
October 2025, making it the year’s most successful film. While Austriaitself has
not produced its own western in a while, local performances still perpetuate
their interpretation of Karl May with the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram in Lower
Austria, a hybrid of historical reenactment and a Western-themed outdoor
drama with an almost three-decade tradition. During summer, staged scenes
— such as a US cavalry attack on a Native village and other “Wild West” mortifs
— are performed in a refurbished field in Fels am Wagram, watched by families
in cowboy hats and feather headdresses. The 2024 season of the Winnetou-
Spielein Wagram saw rising visitor numbers after the Covid-19 years, indicating
continued audience interest (Kellner).

Unlike the larger-scale German Winnetou productions, with Bad Segeberg
as the most prominent venue, which rely on professional actors, the Aus-
trian performances are shaped by amateur participants and incorporate local
elements such as Haflinger horses and Kasperl hats — caps associated with a
traditional German-speaking comic puppet ﬁgure. Sets and props are often
locally made, and participation frequently spans generations, with audiences
largely consisting of grandparents and grandchildren. The representation of
Indigenous culture in the 2023 production remains largely shaped by Karl
May’s nineteenth-century adventure stories, as reflected in recurring stereo-
typical elements. At the same time, the members of the production team
emphasize selective notions of historical authenticity in costumes and staging,
creating a tension between claims of cultural sensitivity and the continued
reproduction of stereotypes.”

While the persistence of these productions has been discussed in the Aus-
trian media (Mann; Schachinger and Pohl), regional and family-oriented pro-
ductions like these raise the question of how children and adolescents in
Austria perceive Indigenous peoples and to what extent they are aware of

*  This analysis is based on interviews with production team members of the 2023 pro-

duction of the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram.
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the perpetuated stereotypes. The Winnetou-Spiele Wagram, as a local, child-
friendly production, present themselves as a suitable starting point for class-
room discussions on the portrayal of Indigenous peoples and cultures in North
America.

In line with existing literature, teachers should make stereotypes visible and
critically discuss them in the ESL classroom to foster awareness and sensitivity
rather than rejection (Volkmann 1s; 31). Instead of moralizing, they should en-
courage students to form independent judgments while recognizing that their
perspectives are not neutral. As Christoph Wulf argues, overcoming “island
thinking” - the rigid separation of cultures — is essential in a globalized world
with fluid boundaries (21). The following section explains how these principles
were applied in two classes at an Austrian Mittelschule, with students aged
1o-11 and 13-14. These approaches can also support pre-service teachers and
practicing teachers in developing and adapting classroom activities that make
stereotypes visible and foster critical reflection.

Initial activities were designed to elicit students’ prior knowledge and reveal
existing stereotypes. When asked to identify the Anishinaabe/Ojibwe writer
Drew Hayden Taylor, many students — especially in the younger group -
failed to recognize him as Indigenous and assumed he was a “cowboy” or a
“farmer.” Their responses, as well as the drawings they were asked to produce,
tended to reproduce familiar stereotypes, making clear the extent to which
their perceptions are shaped by mediated representations rather than informed,
direct knowledge. Subsequent activities introduced students to the Winnetou-
Spiele Wagram through visual material and excerpts from Taylor’s documen-
tary Searching for Winnetou, thereby juxtaposing local performances with
Indigenous perspectives. This combination encouraged students to critically
reflect on the gap between representation and lived reality and to recognize the
persistence of stereotypical imagery in Austrian contexts.

Analytical tasks involving scripts (i.e., transcripts of the dialogue used in
the performances) and visual material from the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram
supported the development of critical media literacy, as students identified
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recurring motifs such as feathered headdresses, war paint, and racialized lan-
guage. These elements were discussed in terms of their cultural implications
and historical baggage.

The final reflection phase involved brief written and oral tasks in which
students summarized and evaluated the performances. Younger students often
echoed Drew Hayden Taylor by describing elements as “creepy,” while older
students identified both positive and negative aspects, highlighting learning
alongside risks of misrepresentation. This phase underscored the pedagogical
value of engaging with familiar cultural material, as students demonstrated
increased awareness of stereotypes and misinterpretation.

The classroom sequence demonstrates how American Studies pedagogy in
the Austrian context can engage students with locally embedded represen-
tations of the United States and Indigeneity to foster critical reflection on
stereotypes and cultural mediation. Drawing on materials within Austrian
popular culture, such as the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram, the lesson design inten-
tionally connects global subject matter with local contexts. Rather than reject-
ing students’ prior associations, the lesson design builds on them, enabling a
critical engagement with “imagined” Indigeneity and its cultural persistence in
German-speaking contexts.

While these findings are shaped by the age of the participants, they demon-
strate that lower secondary education constitutes a productive context for en-
gaging students in critical reflection on pre-existing assumptions and emerging
forms of cultural awareness. Working with a locally embedded performance
centered on along-standing German-speaking popular cultural figure enabled
students to recognize representations as constructed rather than self-evident,
while the inclusion of contemporary Indigenous perspectives further compli-
cated familiar images and opened space for critical engagement.

Beyond this specific case, the approach highlights the pedagogical value of
connecting American Studies content to local cultural materials. Such place-
based strategies are readily transferable to other educational settings, including
university-level teaching and pre-service teacher education, where they can
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support the critical examination of culturally embedded representations and
foster reflective engagement with questions of difference, power, and cultural
imagination. In this sense, the example demonstrates how American Studies
in European contexts can move “inside out” by using local sites of cultural pro-
duction as entry points for engaging with global questions of representation
and knowledge production.
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