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1. the background

The communications revolution is transforming today the world society, inevitably  breaking down the economic, social and cultural barriers of the past. The socio-political and economic transformations of Armenian society lead to changes in all fields of education, including language and culture training. As a result of these ongoing changes,  the educational system in Armenia presents a favorable soil for implementation of new concepts both for education in general and its further humanization and democratization. The new democratic process requires a solid establishment and strengthening of international links in all spheres of life. For this purpose the actualization of intercultural awareness and competence development is quintessential as it will serve a guarantee of maintaining fruitful international relations by means of the revelation and acquaintance with other cultures.

2.  Armenia on the path To pluriculturalism

Today Armenia is in transitioning process from a Soviet ideology and is now on the new path of democratic development. This process is accompanied by the actual globalization which in its turn imports the western ideology and adapts it to the Armenian culture and mentality.

The democratic direction of development promotes the acceleration of the actual acceptance of such attractive models of western values and cultures as progress, technology, emancipation of the individual, awareness of human rights, etc.  

One of the vital changes in the culture of the Armenian society is the transition from so-called post-soviet collectivism to modern democratic individualism. It is revealed by the inclination of the contemporary highly-developed western society for individualism with such peculiarities and values as pragmatic and individual approach to life, competitiveness, egocentrism and implication of elements of expressed egoism. Whereas in the eastern society collectivism still underlies the  social relations: group-based community, a strong inherence of such values like collective cooperation, hierarchical subordination with elements of tendency to corruption, slow speed of development,  adherence to national customs and traditions, as well as historically established and traditionally predestined family  membership roles, duties  and responsibilities. 

Nowadays Armenian society carries in itself traditional features and national peculiarities, which are reflected almost in every aspect of Armenian reality. These features become apparent in the Armenian community, family, various strata of society, internal and external relations, as well as are reflected in politics, economy and other spheres of social life.

Nevertheless, the process of entering Armenia  the European community is  accompanied by a positive shift in the mentality and attitude of the Armenians towards the perception and adoption of the new idea of creation of the European plurilinguistic and pluricultural citizenship. Thus knowledge of European languages and awareness/competence in the target country culture will serve major tools to achieve this goal by more effective mutual understanding.

 Now there is a long-term need to underpin language learning with culture learning. The promotion of language learning and the target country culture for participatory democratic citizenship in a fully interactive society is a permanent concern of Intercultural Education.

Therefore educational exchanges in language learning and culture comprehension have an important role to play in developing international tolerance and respect for linguistic and cultural diversity. Acting in a framework of common values and freely agreed common objectives, the interaction practice will be developed through transcultural dimensions of education. 

The key role of modern languages is a fully democratic response to the challenges of the internationalization of European life in consequence of the information and communications revolutions. Therefore, there are increased necessities for the further development of the concept of plurilingualism and pluriculturalism in Armenia which will lay down the foundations for the application of the European idea in practice in Armenia  which in the near future will serve as sure ground  for its effective fusion with the European identity.

3. Cultural diversity as a component of european identity

According to the basic principles of the Council of Europe, “…the rich heritage of diverse languages and cultures in Europe is a valuable common resource to be protected and developed, and the major educational effort is needed to convert that diversity from a barrier to communication into a source of mutual enrichment and understanding:...” and “…it is only through a better knowledge of European modern language that it will be possible to facilitate communication and interaction among Europeans of different tongues in order to promote European mobility, mutual understanding and cooperation, and overcome prejudice and discrimination…”

Modern Armenia is small but strategically located country in Caucasus, on the crossroads of Europe and Asia. This geographic and demographic position enables Armenia to synthesize Asian and European cultures and perform a role of a crosscultural transmitter between Armenia and outside world.  This undermines the urgency and importance of development of the aspect of Intercultural Competence within Armenia. To  achieve this it is important to work out the necessary skills and abilities which will promote successful communication with people of other cultures and any interaction among other nations. For a productive intercultural communication are required not only social skills but also the acquisition of tolerance and respect for other values, the improvement of sensitivity and understanding, views, ways of living and thinking, as well as the ability of transferring their own values among cultures. 
 For a newly independent country, such as Armenia, which has taken the democratic path and since then has been working towards achieving European unity, rapid activities targeted on the promotion and actualization of a positive  perception of interculturalism are required.

This actualization will serve a favorable ground for the further international educational exchange and intercultural fruitful cooperation by means of constant involvement and collaboration based on the exchange and contribution of solid experience of international specialists and organizations in this domain.

Acquiring knowledge of different cultures will enhance our capacity for further learning and literacy as we are constantly required to update and extend our communicative and interactive repertoire in response to new or changing circumstances. Could thus in effect contribute towards a more active and responsible multinational European citizenship, which would be truly multilingual and sensitive to the cultural diversity within Europe through a more efficient and holistic approach to both language and cultural education and training.

4. Language Learning for European Citizenship

 Language and culture barriers, which block the very process of communication, are perhaps the most resistant to change and the most formidably challenging to individuals. Language learning and culture awareness are the proper goals of education. They develop competences that learners can use throughout their lives.

Languages are the best keys and ways to reveal and comprehend other cultures. Through the investigation of languages it can be possible to cast a glance on the historical development of mankind, as languages reflect the history of the nations, their essence and cultural heritage. 

As it is known, nothing marks the identity of a nation better than the creation, possession and maintenance of the nation’s own language. Armenian is an ancient language, belonging to the Indo-European family of languages, which has persistently been maintained throughout 2000 years and is still being developed.  Today Armenian is the mother tongue of more than 5 million people, of whom over 3 million live in Armenia and the rest live elsewhere in the world. The language itself is very ancient, but only in the fifth century the Armenian alphabet was created by Mesrop Mashtots, famous Armenian scientist, philosopher, linguist and cleric. The alphabet letters express all the sounds of the Armenian language so thoroughly that they have withstood the centuries and are in use today without any essential changes. The profoundness and lexical richness of the language constantly  develops and enhances necessary linguistic skills and flexibility for foreign language acquisition. This is why most foreigners are pointing out the linguistic versatility and the strive of Armenians toward learning foreign languages. At present in Armenia there is an actual and burning demand for learning European languages. The State Linguistic University where  I work, is an excellent proof of that, meeting this demand of the time by including into its educational programme acquisition of all European, as well as two Eastern languages (Chinese, Persian). This programme is realized through modern innovative European methodologies of foreign language teaching and learning.

The acquaintance of the Armenian learner with other languages and cultures will advocate for the intercultural mutual understanding, thus enhancing a potential for a new and distinctive contribution to the promotion of language learning and intercultural competence. This will help to eliminate clichés and to give the learners access to the foreign language, literature and culture in response to the challenges and opportunities presented by developments and achievements in the new millennium. 

5. Summary

The idea of creating a community, free from violence and wars can be  achieved by the development of policy of understanding and good- neighbourliness. This can be achieved by good acquaintance with other cultures. In the light of the latest developments the idea of Human Rights defense and popularization, an idea of culture of peace and nonviolence are vital factors in overcoming the misunderstanding among different nations and are particularly actual and urgent. Especially today, when terrorism and (inter)cultural conflicts are spreading all over the world acquiring horrifying and cruel forms of violence, the application of certain activities will promote and develop intercultural competence in plurilingual society thus serving a base for an establishment of mutual understanding, which will create a tolerance and respect for different cultures  among nations.  

Authoritative international organizations pay heightened attention to the defense of Humanity from the cruelty, hatred and violence.  Those things are more dangerous, when become mass manifestations such a national extremism or terrorism. The General Assembly of the United Nations Organization proclaimed the period of 2001-2010 the International Decade of culture of peace and nonviolence, caring of children's future.  UNESCO considers the concept of the culture of peace prevalence. Culture of peace is the culture of conflict's settlement, directing to the transition from the logic of power and fear to the ethic of nonviolence and the logic of Reason, mutual understanding and respect. The citizen's education in intercultural competence and awareness issues and further the development of stable psychological direction in the Armenian and worldwide society towards the nonviolence and tolerance, perception of peace as a positive process, tightly connecting with the Human Right defense and democracy, mutual solidarity between nations and countries.

 The main purpose of European citizenship is the development of a type of education in Europe which will meet the needs of the present-day society, and will draw the European peoples closer together by fostering their awareness of a sense of a common European identity. Knowledge of languages and cultures will enable all citizens to get the mutual understanding, personal mobility and the access to information in a plurilingual and pluricultural European community.

( Yerevan State Linguistic University Lecturer / Armenia
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