
 

1 
 

 

 

 

   
 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 

 
 
 
Working Papers in 

Urban Language & 
Literacies 
______________________________________ 

Paper 60 
 

Other-language learning & intercultural 
communication in contexts of conflict 
 

Constadina Charalambous (Open University Cyprus)  
Ben Rampton (King’s College London)  

 
2010 

 
 

This is the early draft of a paper prepared for  
J. Jackson (ed) Handbook of Intercultural Communication. Routledge. 



 

2 
 

 

Other-language learning and intercultural communication in contexts 
of conflict 

Constadina Charalambous and Ben Rampton 
 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
This chapter examines the relation between language learning and intercultural 
communication by exploring the interface of language, identity and culture in conflict-
ridden contexts.  Focusing on languages associated with interethnic animosity, it aims to 
identify the challenges to established theories of language and culture teaching presented 
by contexts of conflict, and it discusses the role of language education in overcoming 
such hostility. 
 
„Intercultural awareness‟ and „intercultural competence‟ are major issues in recent 
modern foreign language (MFL) debates (Ager et al., 1993; Byram, 1997; Kaikkonen, 
1997; Phipps & Gonzalez, 2004) and language learning has been considered one of the 
key subjects for developing intercultural understanding.  For example, the recently 
published EU Guide (Beacco & Byram, 2003: 46 and 34) for the development of 
Language Education policies states: 
  

For individuals, [foreign languages] contribute to quality of life, the multiplication 
of personal contacts, access to other cultural products, and personal development 
and achievement. For societies, knowing each other’s languages may provide the 
basis for peaceful coexistence, while multilingualism can be an enrichment of the 
environment and recognition of minority and foreign languages a precondition of 
democracy […] The acquisition of language thus involves acquisition of cultural 
competence and the ability to live together with others. (our emphases) 

 
But what happens when the language to be taught and learnt is the language of a current 
or recent enemy, or is associated with a traditionally hostile ethnic group?  What are the 
constraints that such situations impose on language teachers, and how are the politics and 
ideologies of „Us‟ and „Them‟ entangled with language lessons and language teaching 
practices?   
 
To answer these questions, we first offer a detailed example, namely Other-language 
learning in Cyprus, which we then use to discuss established theories of language and 
culture in MFL teaching and learning.  After that, we draw on evidence from language 
education programmes in conflict-ridden Israel and Macedonia, as well as from bilingual 
programmes in Canada, exploring the role of language education in intercultural 
communication and peace education.  Our guiding assumption is that close examination 
of the particularities of specific interethnic and ideological contexts throws valuable light 
on issues and complications that often escape the attention of more loosely focused 
language learning theories, and that these insights are important for policy makers, 
teacher educators and educational practitioners.  
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2. A CRITICAL CASE: CYPRUS  
 
A history of conflict 
In Cyprus, the Greek- and Turkish- Cypriot communities have a long history of conflict 
and according to scholars studying Cypriot nationalist discourses, the two communities 
have actually constructed their identity in direct opposition to each other (Bryant, 2004; 
Mavratsas, 1996; Kizilyurek, 1993).  
 
Interethnic conflict on the island dates back to the beginning of 20th century, when the 
hitherto religious communities of Christians and Muslims came to imagine themselves as 
part of two broader groups – the rival Greeks and Turks (Bryant, 2004).  For both, 
language played an important role in the development of ethnolinguistic identities.  It 
confirmed sameness with their respective „Motherlands‟ and difference from the other 
group in Cyprus, and it was perceived as a precondition for their survival (Karoulla-
Vrikki, 2004: 19; for the Turkish-Cypriot community see Kizilyürek & Gautier-
Kizilyürek, 2004). According to Karoulla-Vrikki, language became „a matter of ethnic 
hegemony‟ (ibid: 30) and this was obvious in the early 20th century press. 
 
Before these nationalist discourses became established, the local variety of Greek, the 
language of the majority on the island, had served as the lingua franca, even though 
Greek-Cypriots had seldom been communicatively competent in Turkish (Ozerk, 2001).  
But with rising nationalism and growing hostility in the mid 20th Century, Turkish-
Greek/Greek-Turkish bilingualism declined, and with the ascendance of nationalist 
perspectives, speaking the language of the „Other‟ came to be seen as not only 
undesirable, but also as a sign of betrayal (Ozerk, 2001; Kizilyürek & Gautier-Kizilyürek, 
2004).  As Ozerk observes, „Turkish-Cypriots began to interpret physical nearness to 
Greek-Cypriots as a risk of loss of life, loss of language, and loss of identity‟ (2001: 258; 
original emphasis). 
 
When Cyprus gained independence in 1960, both languages were recognized as official 
languages, and a degree of linguistic equality was ensured through the parallel use of 
both languages in all state bodies, organizations and documents.  Education, however, 
remained monolingual and „strictly communal‟ (Karyolemou, 2003: 364). In both 
communities, schools were responsible for maintaining the links with the respective 
„Motherlands‟, creating what Bryant (2004) calls „true Greeks‟ or „true Turks‟. So even 
after the formation of the Republic of Cyprus, covering both communities, there was 
never any functional bilingualism.  Furthermore, the inter-communal conflicts, which 
started as early as 1963, led to the separation of the two communities and their 
concentration in different areas.  This undermined the unifying sovereignty of Cyprus 
Republic as an independent State, and what bilingualism there was declined further with 
limi ted contact between the two communities (Ozerk, 2001).  Finally, the events of 1974 
– what Greek-Cypriots  call the „Turkish invasion‟ (in line with UN resolutions 
[365(1974)]), and what Turkish-Cypriots call the „the Peace Operation‟ (Papadakis, 2005; 
see Killoran, 1998; 2000 on the different local historical narratives) – resulted in the total 
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division of the two communities with real, physical borders, and these remained 
impassable until 2003. 
 
This historico-political sketch is important for a consideration of Other-language learning 
in Cyprus, because it gives an idea of both the symbolic value that language came to 
acquire in both communities and the powerful identity discourses that have since 
dominated education.  Even after Independence when the Constitution considered both 
Greek and Turkish as official languages of the Republic, Turkish had never been part of 
Greek-Cypriot curricula (Karoulla-Vrikki, 2004; see also Karyolemou, 2003).  Indeed, 
the Greek-Cypriot educational system has continued to be responsible for preserving the 
Greekness of Greek-Cypriots, simultaneously projecting a particularly hostile image of 
the „Turks‟ (Spyrou, 2006; Charalambous, 2009a; 2009b), and as we shall see, this 
severely restricts the reconciliatory potential of language learning.  
 
Introducing ‘Other-language learning’ with EU Accession: The experience in 
Greek-Cypriot formal education 
 
In April 2003, the Cyprus Republic signed the EU Accession Treaty. The whole island of 
Cyprus entered the EU, but the acquis (the body of the European law) was suspended in 
the areas not under the control of the Republic of Cyprus government (i.e. the northern 
part). 1  It was clearly stated, though, that the accession should benefit all Cypriot 
citizens, and that „the suspension [of the acquis] has territorial effect, but does not 
concern the personal rights of Turkish-Cypriots as EU citizens (…) even though they 
may live in the areas not under government control.‟2  A week later, the Turkish-Cypriot 
authorities decided to lift some of the restriction of movement across the Buffer Zone in 
Nicosia, which had been in place since 1974 (and in some areas since 1963), and very 
soon after, the Republic responded by announcing that it would offer a package of 
„Measures of Support to the Turkish-Cypriots‟3.  Among these, the Turkish language was 
introduced in Greek-Cypriot secondary education as an optional MFL course, and free 
Greek and Turkish language classes were established for, respectively, Turkish-Cypriot 
and Greek-Cypriot adults. This was the first time in Greek-Cypriot history that the 
Turkish language was recognised and legitimised in formal education. According to 
senior Ministry of Education officials, this language teaching initiative was expected to 
contribute to the two communities‟ peaceful coexistence:  
 

We are a bicommunal state and it is definitely good...the knowledge of Turkish 
for our side, for us Greeks… will definitely help the cohabitation in this island, 
the peaceful and harmonious cohabitation (….) if the accession of Turkey to EU 
proceeds and the Cyprus Problem gets resolved, we will definitely have to be 
taught Turkish and they will have to be taught the Greek language in their 
schools…It is the best way to come closer, I believe. (interview with 
Charalambous, 9/1/2007.  Emphases added.) 

 
This statement is consistent with the EU Guide mentioned in Section 1, and at least at 
first sight, the reconciliatory intentions behind these lessons seem to conflict with the 
ethnocentric discourses traditionally dominant in Greek-Cypriot formal education.  
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To explore this potential tension, Charalambous conducted an ethnographic study that 
involved a total of 95 hours of observation in Other-language learning classes both in 
secondary educational settings and in adult afternoon classes, from September 2006 to 
January 2007 (see Charalambous, 2009a).  Things appeared to work well with the adult 
learners, who for the most part attended the classes deliberately in order to signal their 
opposition to nationalist discourses.  But when this policy was enacted in Greek-Cypriot 
secondary classrooms, the dominance of Hellenocentrism in formal education had a very 
significant impact, and the history of conflict was salient as constant backdrop.    
 
So, for example, during their Turkish language lessons, secondary students often made 
negative comments about the Turks or Turkish-Cypriots and resisted their teacher‟s 
attempt to introduce positive representations. Outside the lessons, the case-study teacher 
(Mr A) faced negative comments, often from fellow teachers and even from family 
friends, and indeed likewise, all 21 students reported in interviews that they had been 
called traitors because they were learning the language of the enemy.  
 
This created significant complications for the language pedagogy. On one hand, the 
teacher couldn‟t endorse traditional discourses of interethnic hostility, since these would 
construct Turkish as the language of the enemy.  But at the same time, explicit talk of 
reconciliation would generate negative reactions from the students and was likely to be 
seen as introducing political bias (see for example Charalambous, 2009b; also Zembylas 
et al., forthcoming).  So the strategy the teacher developed was to disassociate the 
language from its speakers and its cultural context, as well as from the political situation 
on the island.  In the first instance, he explicitly forbade any kind of „political discussion‟ 
in the lessons, and then he also focused virtually all of his teaching (29 out of the 32 
hours observed) on grammar, vocabulary and reading exercises – in effect, on language 
as a decontextualised code.  As far as possible, he avoided any reference to Turks or 
Turkish-Cypriots, referring to them explicitly only four times in the 38 grammar-oriented 
lessons that Charalambous attended.  Indeed, in two of the four instances when he named 
these groups, he did so in order to emphasise the Turks/Turkish-Cypriots‟ irrelevance to 
their language lessons, constructing a lack of communication with them as the local 
norm.  So for example:   

 
Extract 1 
 Mr A: You can’t learn a language without studying it unless you live 

with people who speak it. For example you learn English while 

living in England. We…in our country (pause) well we do have 
Turkish-Cypriots but we do not have contact with them. (pause) 

 ((no reply from students)) 

 Ok now how can we say “look at me” 
 
Even when the teacher classified two lessons as „teaching culture‟, he still managed to 
avoid talking about these „Others‟.  In the first case, he did a session on Islamic traditions 
and celebrations and here he restricted his talk to „Muslims‟, in this way creating an 
ambivalent category, which sometimes implicitly included Turks or Turkish-Cypriots but 
for the most part explicitly excluded them:  
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Extract 2 
Mr A: Children (.) all the Turks are Muslims (.) almost… 
  But when we say Muslims we do not mean the Turks 

   we mean all the Muslims who are almost all the Arabic- 
   the… Arabian countries. 
 
 
The second „culture‟ lesson involved a Turkish song that he brought into the class, but in 
fact this was the adaptation of a Greek song, so that again, the „Turkishness‟ of the 
lesson‟s content could be limited to the language.  
 
So it was clear that the historical and political connotations of Turkish created significant 
complications for the language teacher, and that he dealt with this by trying to keep these 
cultural associations outside the classroom.  This active disconnection of language from 
its social context and its deliberate reconstruction as an autonomous abstract system is 
highly significant, not just because it appeared to run counter to the rapprochement 
aspirations driving this Greek-Cypriot curriculum innovation, but also because it is at 
odds with contemporary pedagogic theories which argue for the language-and-culture 
link. In fact, the theoretical implications of this case-study demand further examination, 
and we turn to these in the next section.   
 
 
3. LOCATING THE CYPRUS CASE IN CONTEMPORARY LANGUAGE 

THEORY 
 
The Cyprus case-study isn‟t hard to understand with theories of sociolinguistics and 
linguistic anthropology, but it is harder to reconcile with prevailing theories of language 
pedagogy, and so we will take each of these in turn. 
 
Sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology 
The links between language, culture, politics and ethnic identity are obviously complex, 
but there is a good deal of research in applied linguistics, sociolinguistics and linguistic 
anthropology that helps to make sense of the Cyprus case.  
 
The symbolic significance of language has been studied by numerous scholars, 
generating many detailed descriptions of how language can function as a salient feature 
in perceptions of ethnic identity (see e.g. Edwards, 1985; Fishman, 1991; May, 2001), 
and research on language ideology has examined the role of language in nation building, 
providing insights into how language can be used to create „difference‟ and „sameness‟.  
Blommaert & Verschueren (1998), for example, assess the role of language in European 
nationalist ideologies and identify the „dogma of homogeneism‟ as a basic nationalist 
principle which treats any difference amongst the members of a „nation‟ as a threat, 
assuming that linguistic and cultural homogeneity is necessary for a community to 
function as a nation.  Gal & Irvine (1995) attend to the ideologies embedded in beliefs 
about linguistic difference and the creation of linguistic boundaries, pointing out their 
inexorable links to social, political and moral issues.  And behind popular ideologies of 
linguistic sameness and difference, Jaffe (2009) identifies a „foundational ideology‟ about 
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language itself, seeing language as a homogenous bounded code that can be mapped onto 
and equated with a particular social group (see also Gal & Irvine, 1995).  Relating these 
accounts back to the Cyprus example, it is clear that comparable ideological processes 
constructed „language‟ as essentially linked to a group‟s „culture‟ and „identity‟.  Mr A 
tried hard to oppose, subvert and neutralise these assumptions in his lessons, but the 
ideology was so strong that Turkish was still sensed as the language of the enemy, with 
language learners and teachers seen as „traitors‟.  
 
Similarly, there are many studies of language education policy, which examine the ways 
in which politicians and governments use languages to construct an identity or sense of 
sameness or difference.  Baker points out, for example, that „bilingual education has 
become associated with political debates about national identity, dominance and control 
by elites, power relationships amongst politicians and civil servants, questions about 
social order, and the perceived potential subversiveness of language minorities‟ (2003: 
101).  And turning specifically to MFL policy, Pavlenko (2003) draws on the US, USSR 
and Eastern Europe to show how modern language curricula contribute to the shaping of 
national identity – „a country‟s current allegiances and oppositions [can] impact the 
choice of languages to be offered for modern language study‟ (ibid: 329).   Again, this 
was certainly the case in Cyprus – as we have seen, the introduction of Turkish to the 
formal Greek-Cypriot MFL curriculum had political motives, forming part of a series of 
„Measures for building trust‟, as they were often called in the Greek-Cypriot media and 
press. 
 
So there is a good deal of research on language policy and ideology that is able to 
accommodate the kinds of symbolic value associated with Turkish in the Greek-Cypriot 
case.  But what about research focusing on modern foreign language education? 
 
MFL research and theory 
 
Modern foreign language classrooms have received hardly any attention from 
sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists (cf. Rampton, 2006: Ch.4), and instead, they 
have usually been investigated with the theories and approaches of language education 
and educational applied linguistics.  Admittedly, a lot of this work has been influenced by 
sociolinguistics; there is sometimes a good deal of familiarity with perspectives on 
language policy and ideology like the ones above (e.g. Kramsch 2009); and over at least 
the last 20 years, there has been a substantial shift of emphasis from linguistic structure to 
culture in MFL pedagogic theory.  There is also a growing sense that language cannot be 
taught without regard to contexts of use, and „culture [is] becom[ing] the very core of 
language teaching‟ (Kramsch, 1993: 8), emerging as „a particularly strong theme 
currently in language teaching debates‟ in both UK-based and American language 
teaching journals (Broady, 2004: 68).   
 
However, MFL scholarship has to operate in the difficult territory between research and 
teaching, between analysis and practical implementation, academic and professional 
discourse, and in this environment, it is quite common for an initially theoretical or 
descriptive concept to be reconstructed as a policy target, a curriculum ideal or an 
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assessment metric.  Within language education generally, this certainly happened to 
Hymes‟ originally ethnographic notion of „communicative competence‟ (Dubin, 1989; 
Leung, 2005), and in recent years in MFL, the notion of „intercultural communicative 
competence‟ (ICC) has become very influential, particularly through the work of Byram 
and colleagues (Byram, 1997; Byram & Risager, 1999; Byram et al., 2001).  
 
Intercultural communicative competence is conceptualised as embracing the skills, 
knowledge and abilities needed for successful communication, either between native and 
non-native speakers or between non-native speakers using the target-language as a 
common code. Byram (1995) criticises MFL pedagogies that aim for a „near-native‟ 
speaker model, and instead introduces the idea of the „intercultural speaker‟, defined as: 

 

Someone who can operate their linguistic competence and their sociolinguistic 
awareness of the relationship between language and the context in which it is 
used, in order to manage interaction across cultural boundaries, to anticipate 
misunderstandings caused by differences in values, meanings and beliefs, and 
thirdly to cope with the affective as well as cognitive demands of engagement 
with otherness (ibid.: 25).  

 
According to Mughan (1999: 64), „a key characteristic of intercultural competence is the 
fact that it prepares the learner for exposure to all cultures, not just the one whose 
language is being learned‟.  Similarly, Cortazzi & Jin (1999) envisage learners being 
made aware of the differences in behaviour, expectations, perceptions and values of 
another cultural group, also coming to understand the cultural structures that generate 
these differences.  By developing ICC, learners are expected to be able to recognise the 
existence of different ways of viewing the world, to start to reflect upon their own 
culture, and to realise that their own way of thinking is neither the only nor necessarily 
the best one. In sum,  
 
 Learning another language can contribute to people‟s understanding of and 

interest in people of other cultural origins whether in their own society, in 
geographically and politically related societies, or in distant and unfamiliar 
societies (Byram & Risager, 1999: 4). 

 
Pedagogically, Byram and colleagues (Byram, 1997; Byram & Risager, 1999; Byram et 
al., 2001) propose a framework of four „savoirs’.  „Savoir être’ forms the base of ICC, 
and involves the development of positive attitudes towards „otherness‟ and „the ability to 
“decentre”‟ (Byram et al., 2001: 5). „Savoir-apprendre’ is the ability to learn and acquire 
new cultural knowledge, while „savoirs’ on their own consist of general knowledge of 
“the system of references which structures the cultural identity and spaces within which 
native-speakers live” (Byram & Risager, 1999: 66).  Finally,‘savoir-faire’ refers to the 
capacity to integrate the three other  „savoirs‟ in particular situations of bilingual contact 
(ibid.: 67) . To support the implementation of this framework, there are a number of 
guides and edited volumes, and these often carry practical lesson illustrations that 
include, for example, visits abroad, teaching literature, the use of technology to 
communicate with people of the target community (see e.g. Byram & Morgan, 1994: Ch. 
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4; Byram et al., 2001; Byram et al., 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1999).   Overall, such activities 
stress the importance of avoiding „static‟ representations of culture.  Instead, they offer 
„contrasting views‟ of the target culture, using authentic texts and engaging students in 
critical discussions of the materials, textbooks and the situations they are presented with, 
and the use of insights from cultural studies and ethnography is also encouraged (Byram, 
1989; Roberts et al., 2001). 
 
The impact of these ideas has been considerable.  Many countries are adopting an 
intercultural perspective in language teaching and learning, seeking to broaden MFL 
education beyond its traditional focus on grammar and vocabulary.  The Council of 
Europe‟s „Common Framework of References for Languages‟ is being applied in EU 
member-countries (including Cyprus), and it now includes a series of socio-cultural and 
intercultural objectives that embrace the four „savoirs‟ (Council of Europe, 2001).  And 
as already noted above, learning MFL is also expected to „provide the basis for peaceful 
coexistence‟ and to contribute to democratic citizenship (Starkey, 2002; 2005). 
 
There are some obvious links here to the Cyprus case, at least at the policy level, where 
the introduction of Turkish language to Greek-Cypriot schools operated as a gesture of 
„good will‟ and was accompanied with a rhetoric linking language to the promotion of 
„mutual understanding‟ and „peaceful coexistence‟.  Indeed, we can also say that in light 
of recent Cypriot history, there is a particularly intense need for the kinds of cultural 
disposition that these theories aspirationally associate with ICC, a need in Cyprus that is 
far greater than for e.g. Britons learning French, or Italians learning German.  Even so, it 
is hard to connect ICC‟s vision of intercultural learning and teaching with the classroom 
realities of teaching Turkish to Greek-Cypriot secondary students. Mr A may not have 
been a model of good practice, but he certainly was not unrepresentative and subsequent 
observation of Greek-Cypriot teachers‟ classroom talk about Turkish-Cypriots confirms 
that his strategies weren‟t unique (for an account of Greek-Cypriot teachers‟ difficulties 
in promoting „peaceful coexistence‟ in their classrooms, see Zembylas et al., 
forthcoming).  Outside the lessons described above in Section 2, the rest of the 
curriculum was heavily Hellenocentric, even anti-Turkish; anyone associating with the 
Turkish language risked accusations of being a „traitor‟; and in fact, the exchange of 
visits, frequently mentioned in language-and-culture teaching guides, has been officially 
denounced by the Greek-Cypriot teachers‟ trade-union and prohibited by the Ministry of 
Education.  In this context, the teacher‟s first-hand practical sensitivity to cultural 
relations dictated the evasion of „culture‟ as a topic, and far from embedding one in the 
other, grammar and vocabulary had to be isolated from anything to do with Turkish(-
Cypriot) ways, speakers or concerns. 
 
So even though it is an environment where the ideals of ICC look appealing in the 
abstract, ICC theory doesn‟t resonate with current Cypriot realities, and cases like Cyprus 
don‟t actually appear to have held much significance in the development of ICC theory.  
In the Greek-Cypriot case, the very legitimacy of learning Turkish was in question, and 
rather than looking for growth in students‟ active „understanding of and interest in‟ the 
Other, there would be a good case for treating a shift from hostility to mere indifference 
as a significant achievement.  In, say, Anglo-Spanish relations, a student‟s expression of 
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„goodwill‟ might be taken as a nice but light-weight token, but in any recent or current 
conflict setting, such symbolic gestures have to be treated much more seriously.  Indeed, 
there are grounds for asking how far ICC theory has an analytic vocabulary capable of 
capturing the range and complexity of the manoeuvres involved in „rapprochement‟ 
following conflict, and to enrich this understanding, we would propose sociolinguistic 
research on „crossing‟ as a potentially useful resource (Rampton, 1995; see also Rampton 
& Charalambous, 2010).   
 
„Crossing‟ refers to the use of a language that feels anomalously other, and it involves a 
sense of movement across sharply felt social or ethnic boundaries, often raising acute 
questions of legitimacy.  Even though such practices seldom generate more than limited 
forms of language learning or proficiency, empirical descriptions of crossing document a 
variety of social and interactional strategies that permit and sustain these transgressive 
ventures into another language, and these include respectful avoidance, jocular abuse, the 
strategic manipulation of ignorance, the identification of privileging genres and 
relationships, and a number of interaction rituals.  Most of this research focuses on 
informal, recreational and popular cultural activity, and there is absolutely no guarantee 
that these practices could be incorporated into new intercultural curricula at school 
(Rampton 1995: Ch.13.5).  Nevertheless, there are good grounds for claiming that 
language crossing can contribute to the development of new feelings of community. 
Going much further than any other tradition of language study in its description of the 
range and intricacy of sociolinguistic practice in the risky borderlands between 
ideologically counterposed ethnic groups, this is a tradition of research that it would be 
worth consulting in efforts to develop officially/institutionally sponsored classroom 
crossing.  Indeed, even if it is hard to see how the types of practice described in the 
literature could be transposed into educational curricula, engagement with this work can 
still help to reset our expectations about intercultural language learning in recent/current 
conflict situations, and thereby diminish the possibility of a highly committed teacher like 
Mr A being misinterpreted as culturally insensitive grammar-and-translation 
conservative. 
 
So far, we have dwelt on the situation in Cyprus, and case-study methodology can be 
invoked to justify this, careful consideration of a single instance sometimes being 
sufficient to point to the limitations in prevailing theories, generalisations or orthodoxies 
(Mitchell, 1984).  In fact, though, Cyprus isn‟t the only context where strong cultural and 
political ideologies interfere with language teaching and learning.  
 
Multilingual settings where languages groups have unequal social status and compete 
over access to institutions such as government and education, can often experience 
language conflict that is also closely  related to political and ethnic conflict  (Nelde, 
1997). Belgium is frequently cited as an  example where  status competition  between 
French and Dutch has taken on political dimensions, impeding  the workings of the 
federal state (Mettewie & Janssens, 2007; Treffers-Daller, 2002; Swing, 2000). Brussels 
is officially a bilingual city, but societal bilingualism  does not necessarily entail 
individual bilingualism, and  the use of both official languages as media of instruction in 
schools is still prohibited by linguistic laws, despite several initiatives by non-profit 
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organizations advocating bilingual education4 (Bollen & Baten, 2010). Outside Europe, 
similar conflict may be encountered in post-colonial settings between English and 
indigenous languages, and research in English teaching classrooms has revealed some 
similar patterns to those observed in Cyprus  (cf. Canagarajah, 1993)5.  
 
Returning to the specific concerns of this chapter, there are also several cases of 
intractable conflict where language education has featured in efforts to achieve 
reconciliation.  Both to give a broader sense of the possibilities and to place the Cyprus in 
a wider context, it is worth providing a glimpse of these reconciliatory initiatives in 
language education, also noting some of their (possibly location-specific but still) 
significant findings. 
 
 
4. COMPARATIVE CASES: ISRAEL, MACEDONIA & CANADA 
 
There have been a number of empirical studies in conflict-ridden contexts that have 
focused on other-language teaching programmes designed to address societal conflict and 
reduce prejudice and discrimination (for example Bekerman, 2005; Bekerman & 
Horenczyk, 2004; Bekerman & Shhadi, 2003; Genesee & Gándara, 1999; Tankersley, 
2001). In Israel, bilingual Hebrew-Arabic schools for both Israeli and Palestinian students 
were established in 1997, with the aim of „building a cooperative framework structured 
on the basis of equality and mutual respect‟ (Bekerman, 2005: 6; see also Bekerman & 
Horenczyk, 2004).  Broadly in line with the responses in Cyprus, parents sometimes 
found that their friends and relatives reacted negatively to the decision to send their 
children to an integrated school, interpreting this as „joining with the enemy (Bekerman 
2005: 11), and the different status of the two languages in Israeli society generated 
further complexities, in spite of extensive efforts to ensure equality between them.  With 
Hebrew having much higher prestige than Arabic, Israeli and Palestinian parents had 
different expectations about the educational outcomes for their children, and the students‟ 
linguistic achievement in the two languages also appeared to be affected (Bekerman, 
2005; 2004).  For Palestinian parents, the schools offered their children access to an 
education in Hebrew that could improve their future socioeconomic position, whereas for 
Israeli parents, Arabic was seen as „a worthwhile addition but not necessarily an essential 
one‟, their main concern being to „bring the two people together‟ (Bekerman & 
Horenczyk, 2004: 394).   
 
In Macedonia, Tankersley (2001) reports on an integrated kindergarten school, 
established by the „Common Ground Foundation in Macedonia‟ as an intervention to 
improve relations between Macedonians and Albanians.  As in Israel, the low status of 
minority Albanian had a negative impact on the Macedonian children‟s linguistic 
competence in that language, despite teachers‟ efforts to establish linguistic equality in 
class.  Still, parallel use of the two languages in the classroom helped both groups of 
children to develop positive attitudes and interethnic friendships, and it created „an 
atmosphere where interethnic conflicts could be brought up and discussed‟ (Tankersley 
2001:117).  
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In Canada, bilingual immersion programmes were initially established in a context of 
conflict directly linked to the issues of unequal access to power that French and English 
offered to their speakers (Genesee & Gándara, 1999), and rather than being the sole 
purpose, language learning „was intended to be an intermediate goal leading to improved 
relationships between English-speaking and French-speaking‟ Canadians (Genesee & 
Gándara, 1999: 670). Reporting on studies conducted in the 70s, Loveday (1982: 15-31) 
describes how the learning or use of the Other language were often regarded as either „as 
a gesture of solidarity‟ or the activity of „a kind of ethnic „traitor‟‟ (p. 27), but according 
to Genesee & Gandara (1999), these programmes produced positive changes in 
intergroup attitudes.  Indeed, even though they sometimes also resulted in increased 
intergroup contact, Genesee & Gandara suggest that learning the language of the Other 
could be sufficient on its own – „direct contact, though desirable, is not necessary for 
changes in intergroup perceptions‟ (p. 680). 
 
Although any programme of this kind must first be analysed in its own specific social and 
historical context and any prediction is vulnerable to a wide range of both local and 
global contingencies, the descriptions here offer a longer and/or broader view than the 
Cyprus case affords, and they suggest that despite the kinds of difficulty detected in 
Charalambous‟ study, Other-language learning in conflict situations can in fact make 
some contribution to intercultural understanding. But it is clear that in all four cases, 
other-language learning is itself highly charged with symbolism, standing for political 
alignments that run counter to the dominant evaluation of the languages being targeted, 
and that the complexity of socio-political dynamics defy the use of a reductive term like 
„integrative‟ to classify the powerful non-instrumental motivations that are involved.  
Maybe it is in later, post-initial stages of other-language learning that more orthodox 
frameworks for the discussion of proficiency and intercultural communication become 
relevant, but in the early phases, the bilingualism promoted in these programmes seems 
as much emblematic as functional, and indeed this might even be sufficient in the 
transitional first steps towards rapprochement. 
 
What about research methodology? 
 
 
5. RESEARCH METHODS 
 
Although there are descriptions of classroom best practice addressed to education 
professionals (e.g. Byram et al., 2001), there is very little empirical research on MFLs 
and interculturality in Europe that looks closely at classroom practices and interaction.  
Certainly, there are a number of studies examining the links between politics and other-
language learning and teaching, and this includes studies of the impact of European 
integration on MFL teaching in different countries (Byram & Risager, 1999), as well as 
analyses of how language policies and choices relate to different socio-political and 
historical backgrounds, language attitudes, and intergroup relationships (Ager et al., 
1993).  But these generally only involve interviews with learners and teachers and 
quantitative measurement of e.g. learners‟ attitudes to the foreign language and culture.  
Indeed, interviews and attitude measurement also predominate in the studies of conflict-
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linked other-language education described in the previous section (though there is also 
classroom observation in e.g. Bekerman, 2005; and Tankersley, 2001).  Here, though, we 
would like to argue the case for more linguistic ethnography, partly because we consider 
it best suited to the subtlety of the processes involved in conflict situations, and partly 
because, as already noted, there is a serious shortage of descriptive sociolinguistic 
research on classroom MFL learning much more generally (Rampton, 2006: 137-144, 
171). 
 
Surveys using questionnaires can certainly produce a broader image of the sociolinguistic 
landscape, pointing to large-scale attitudinal trends, and interviews can often provide a 
useful window on influential discourses currently in circulation.  But none of these 
methods overcome the fact that claims may not coincide with actual acts (see for example 
Spyrou, 2006), and nor do they penetrate beyond their informants‟ verbal reifications of 
ethnic and social categories.  In rather sharp contrast to the empirical view of social 
processes provided by these methods, contemporary linguistic anthropology and 
interactional sociolinguistics generally regard everyday practices as dynamic and 
multifaceted, allowing people to negotiate different memberships and positionings of „us‟ 
and „them‟ simultaneously, and „ethnicity‟ and „identity‟ are viewed as socially and 
interactionally constructed situated practices.  Theoretically contextualised in this way, 
„classrooms emerge as sites where, day-in-day-out, participants struggle to reconcile 
themselves to each other, to their futures, to political edicts and to the movements of 
history‟ (Rampton, 2006: 3), and these processes are likely to be especially complex in 
Other-language classrooms in conflict ridden or post-conflict societies, where participants 
have to deal with powerful ideologies, contradictory expectations, and the renegotiation 
of heavily watched boundaries. 
 
The procedures and frameworks that linguistic anthropology and interactional 
sociolinguistics provide for the analysis of these situated practices are well described 
elsewhere (eg. Duranti, 1997; 2001; 2004; Hymes, 1980; 1996; Gumperz, 1982; 1999), 
but perhaps there are two points worth adding.  First, in the recent development of 
„linguistic ethnography‟ as an approach (evident in e.g. the UK Linguistic Ethnography 
Forum (www.ling-ethnog.org.uk), in a rolling programme of training workshops 
(www.rdi-elc.org.uk), and in publications such as Rampton, Maybin and Tusting (eds) 
(2007)), there has been a concerted effort to synthesise a range of linguistic 
anthropological, socio- and applied linguistic sub-traditions in order to facilitate an 
outward-facing dialogue across disciplines and beyond the academy, and this seems 
especially relevant to the kinds of situation detailed above, where the resolution of 
conflict requires analysis and debate from a wide spectrum of different contributors (and 
where also a critical mass of sub-disciplinary specialists interested in detailed refinements 
in specific theories or techniques may be lacking).  Second, in this commitment to close-
up analysis of interactional practice, there is no retreat from the concern with policy.  
According to Ball, „[educational] policies are textual interventions into practice…The 
point is that we cannot predict or assume how they will be acted on, what their immediate 
effect will be, what room for manoeuvre actors will find for themselves‟ (1993: 12).  In 
other words, educational policies aren‟t simply „implemented‟ – they are enacted, 
interpreted and re-created by different actors in educational practice, and it takes 

http://www.ling-ethnog.org.uk/
http://www.rdi-elc.org.uk/
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ethnography, not just the analysis of policy texts, to understand this (see Ball, 1990; 
1993; Bowe et al., 1992; Vidovich, 2007). 
 
Admittedly, linguistic ethnography isn‟t necessarily relevant to every research question, 
but for the reasons sketched above, it should play a significant part in at least two lines of 
research that we see as a priority for the future. 
 
 
6. FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
 
1) Researching language learning, teaching and intercultural communication in contexts 
of conflict 
Other than the studies reported in Section 4, there doesn‟t seem to have been much 
academic research examining language learning and teaching processes in contexts of 
conflict.  As we saw with Mr A‟s politically attuned concentration on language structure 
to the exclusion of „culture‟, there may be configurations in the links between language 
teaching practice and wider social forces that look quite different from those encountered 
in more politically relaxed environments, and there is still much to be learnt about, for 
example, the ways in which teachers and students do and don‟t manage to interactionally 
transform different discourses, how they negotiate representations of „us‟ and „them‟, and 
equally, the kinds of structure that remain resistant to transformation.  It is also likely that 
research of this kind would facilitate productive dialogue between sociolinguistics and 
both theory and practice in peace education and conflict resolution. 
 
2) Comparative and longitudinal studies in different conflict-ridden contexts 
There is considerable need for further investigation of differences and similarities in 
Other-language learning and teaching, both across different contexts and within contexts 
over time.  From the descriptions in Section 4, we can see some common trends (e.g. the 
„traitor‟ theme), but both cross-sectional and longitudinal comparison of data and 
teaching practices could tell us much more, illuminating the possibilities and limits of 
language education as means for promoting reconciliation and peaceful coexistence, and 
assisting in the development of teaching, materials and training guides. 
 
 
7. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE 
 
The practicalities of teaching a language associated with an interethnic conflict, as well as 
the design of appropriate materials, requires a lot more investigation, and this needs to be 
grounded not just in MFL pedagogic theory but in research that sheds light on the 
particularities of each context and on problems such as those illustrated above.  Based on 
these examples, we would recommend the following:  

 
1) Understand teachers’ emotional and practical difficulties  
It is clear from the evidence that teachers face a range of potential problems, including 
student resistance during lessons, parents‟ expectations and hostile reactions in society at 
large.  There is research to suggest that teachers can experience emotional difficulties 
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employing reconciliation discourses and may reject interethnic/ intercultural 
communication (Murphy & Gallagher, 2009; Bar-Tal, 2004) – recent research on 
teachers‟ perceptions of reconciliation in Cyprus, for example, revealed Greek-Cypriot 
teachers facing practical, ideological and emotional difficulties that seriously encumbered 
the implementation of reconciliatory ideas in class (Zembylas et al., forthcoming).  It is 
crucial for both for policy makers and teacher educators to understand these issues – 
failure to do so can endanger any peace education initiative, including „Other-language‟ 
classes like the ones described in this chapter.  
 
2) Peace and Reconciliation Pedagogies  
As we have argued, teaching a language associated with interethnic animosity involves 
complications that are not usually taken into consideration in MFL guides and training. 
There is, though, an extensive literature on Peace and Reconciliation Pedagogies and this 
can be used together with MFL theories of intercultural awareness to help teachers to deal 
with conflict.  Although it is obviously not easy, several studies suggest that addressing 
rather than ignoring conflict can help children to deal with it and to develop a more 
critical perspective (Tankersley, 2001; Bekerman et al., 2009; Zembylas, 2008; 
Gallagher, 2004) and according to Zembylas (2008: 1&5), there is evidence that engaging 
with „trauma‟ in classrooms can be a „transformative form of pedagogical engagement (..) 
[that] creates openings for different affective relations with others (…) by enabling new 
directions for a radical reinterpretation of trauma and its implications, individually and 
socially‟. 
 
3) Explore and build on students’ experiences 
Students choosing to attend Other-language classes have often either had experience of 
contact with the opposite community, or have parents who are positively inclined towards 
the possibility of this (Charalambous, 2009a; Bekerman, 2005). Teachers can draw on 
students‟ experience and exploit it constructively by, for example, developing classroom 
dialogues around on encounters that could actually happen, by asking students to use 
their contacts for classroom assignments (see e.g. Roberts et al., 2001), or by guiding 
students to draw on their experiences in critical reflection on different ideological 
representations of „us‟ and „them‟.   
 
 
RELATED TOPICS 
Language, identity, and intercultural communication; Conceptualizing intercultural 
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ENDNOTES: 

1 See http://europa.eu/eur-lex/pri/en/oj/dat/2003/l_236/l_23620030923en09310956.pdf#page=25  

2 See http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/turkish_cypriot_community/index_en.htm  

3  Other measures of the same package included the issuing official documents (id, passports etc), access to 

public health care, movement of persons, goods and vehicles across the Buffer Zone, employment of 

Turkish-Cypriot personnel etc.   

4 Negative attitudes towards the French language by Dutch speakers have been also documented in the 
literature (see Dewaele, 2005; Mettewie & Janssens, 2007 ) 
 
5  For a collection of papers dealing with situations where indigenous languages that have been oppressed 
by colonial languages see SIT Occasional Papers Series, Vol 4, 
http://www.sit.edu/SITOccasionalPapers/ops04.pdf 
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