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Abstract 
This contribution aims to lead the reader to an answer to the question in the title. It must be seen as 
a meta-reflection on the results of a series of courses set up as action (intervention) research. These 
courses primarily revealed that it was important to understand the internal processes that take place 
before discourse is produced and trigger its production in situations where the interactants come from 
different cultural backgrounds. The courses will be briefly described, followed by a transdisciplinary 
theoretical development. A final course taking on board the results of our theoretical and field work 
will then be analyzed. The need for some form of introspection to understand what is described as 
transcultural behavior will justify the answer to the question in the title.  
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Résumé 
Cette contribution a pour objectif d’amener le lecteur à comprendre la réponse apportée à la question 
du titre. Elle doit être perçue comme une métaréflexion sur les résultats de plusieurs formations 
organisées sous forme de recherches-interventions. Ces formations ont révélé qu’il était important de 
comprendre comment fonctionnent les processus internes qui précèdent la production de discours et 
qui déclenchent celle-ci. Une brève analyse de ces formations suivra, complétée par un développe-
ment théorique transdisciplinaire. Une dernière formation prenant en compte l’ensemble des résultats 
de notre travail théorique et pratique sera ensuite abordée. Le besoin d’une forme d’introspection 
pour comprendre ce que l’on pourrait appeler un comportement transculturel justifiera la réponse que 
nous donnons à la question du titre. 

Mots clés : comportements transculturels ; compétence pluriculturelle ; transdisciplinarité ; cogni-
tion ; action ; interaction 

 
1. Introduction 
This contribution is a meta-reflection on what we have learned from a series of courses. It highlights 
the importance of going beyond existing conceptions in order to achieve the cultural and language 
objectives appropriate for truly pluricultural and plurilingual individuals. We gradually realized that it 
was necessary to understand the internal processes that take place before discourse is produced and 
the circumstances that determine the activation of the code(s). The findings of several research studies 
complement each other and have made us better aware of the needs of learners. 

We will start with a synthetic reference to the initial projects which prompted our investigation into 
various disciplines. This investigation gradually built up into a complex transdisciplinary theoretical 
position which will then be developed. A final experiment followed confirming our position. All this 
research led us to a functional definition of pluricultural competence more adapted to our teaching 

 
1 The authors would like to express their gratitude to Rebecca Starkey for her insightful comments when she 

read the first version of the article. 
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needs than the initial descriptive definition by Coste et al. (2006) and in keeping with recent research 
in cognition and behavior (Narcy-Combes & Narcy-Combes, 2019). 

Transdisciplinary is justified because, in order to address the challenges of course design (Narcy-
Combes & Narcy-Combes, 2019; Douglas Fir Group, 2016), this reflection is at the intersection of 
several disciplines, sociology, anthropology, psychology, cognitive science, and of course, language 
(see Narcy-Combes, 2018). Our team included researchers working in very diverse environments. We 
were aware that accessing the behavioral complexity linked to the history of individuals was difficult 
and that understanding the phenomena of culture and learning could only be done through a 
qualitative approach that prohibited any generalization. As all these research projects have been 
described in various publications, this paper will only present what is directly relevant to its objective. 

 
2. Research in European, Moroccan and Sri Lankan Contexts 
The meta-reflection focuses on the following studies. They were in the form of action research 
described in French as recherche-intervention (Castelloti, 2013; Clerc, 2015; Macaire, 2017) which 
provide highly context-dependent data. With due methodological care, such data can be used to set 
up new courses and inform meta-studies (Clerc, 2015; Macaire, 2017). 

• a Franco-German Master course2 

• a focus group of students of the Intercultural Master Course at the University of El Jadida – 
Morocco3 

• storytelling work by Moroccan students from the University of Kenitra – Morocco4 

• tasks based on viewing French series followed by interviews in a high school in Morocco5 

• focus groups followed by self-confrontation interviews with Sri Lankan students6 

To set up our courses, we relied on the following points: 

• Depending on the context, blended or distance courses were set up. 

• The projects were based on the concept of plurilingual education with an integrated 
curriculum. The courses were in language didactics and French or French alone. Focus 
groups, including self-confrontation interviews, were also organized to better access the 
understanding of personal phenomena. 

• The scientific content (which may raise affective or cultural issues) was offered in French 
and other languages, on a platform or by email. In some courses a collaborative approach 
was followed. 

• The tasks considered the relationship between discourse, content, and culture, and 
responded to the plurality of individuals, contexts, and social activities. Learners 
(co)constructed knowledge with active teacher mediation. 

 
2 See Narcy-Combes, & Narcy-Combes (2019). 
3 Idem. 
4 See El Maamri, O., & Narcy-Combes, J.-P. (2021). 
5 See Chdid (2020). 
6 See Wickramasinghe I. (2021). PhD supervised by Claire Chaplier. 
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The results of convincing research (Narcy-Combes et al., 2019) had shown that the development of 
plurilingual and pluricultural identities and the learning of individuals were favored by the mixing and 
changing of codes in order to meet linguistic, cognitive and cultural needs or to be more creative. We 
aimed to follow that lead and to determine how to bring out an awareness of what activates a 
behavior, whether it comes from familiar cultural environments or not. That is, as much as possible, 
how to make explicit the emotions and purpose/intentionality that explain behavior and discourse in 
context. 

Without developing the results of the courses and interviews which can be found in the listed 
publications, let us now mention the points which we felt needed theoretical investigation in order to 
better understand what we had come across. We were interested in a better comprehension of how 
individuals: 

• develop, learn and act, 

• act in a conscious way, 

• respond to the way other people behave, 

• think and become conscious of thinking, 

• cope with their emotions and how influential these emotions are, 

• deal with languages and what triggers the production of discourse, 

• respond to cultural environments and are influenced by them. 

We therefore gradually developed a theoretical framework which will now be described. 

 
3. Theoretical Position 
Our aim was to clarify our position and to be able to further our investigation. The organization of the 
following sections corresponds to our present understanding of the logics of our position but not to 
the, often, serendipitous way in which it evolved. However, for clarity’s sake, the above-mentioned 
points will be developed. 

 

3.1 How Individuals Develop, Learn and Act 

3.1.1 Enaction 

Regarding cognition we will focus on what Varela (1993) postulates as embodied cognition. In the 
model he proposes, enaction, cognition is not the representation of a pre-given world, but the joint 
construction of a world and a mind from what the individual experiences. However, this world remains 
specific to that person and does not correspond to what others have constructed, which calls into 
question the construct of shared culture. Enaction includes the word action, and we will now turn to 
it. 

 

3.1.2 Action and the Different Types of Action 

Action is now given a central part in the reflection on cognition. According to Goffman (1974) it is 
through (social) action that we realize and determine our identity. We can distinguish (Goffman, 1974; 
Leontiev, 2009): 
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1. conscious action, mobilizing tools and knowledge when facing a new situation, 

2. operation, automated, but expected within the framework of a large programmed complex 
action, 

3. reaction, during a less programmed event. Reaction is more or less conscious and “pre-
printed” because of previous encounters with similar situations. It responds to a less 
precise, even non-conscious aim.  

This leads us to think in terms of aims, desires, values, objectives, and therefore of intention. 

 

3.2 How Individuals Act in a Conscious Way 

3.2.1 Intention or Intentionality 

The level of deliberation of the purpose and of the intention allows us to differentiate between action, 
operation, and reaction. Intention initially results from the interaction between the individual and the 
environment for the purpose of acting (Xue, 2016). It has deep roots in the personality of this individual 
(aims, desires, values) (Clot, 2008). It can be collective. In a collective action each of the stakeholders 
has a unique personal journey that has constructed their subjectivity. There are therefore as many 
individual variations as there are stakeholders, despite the common points due to the proximity of the 
environments they share (LeDoux, 2003).  

In operation or reaction, it would rather be intentionality which prevails. It can be defined as a less 
affirmed, less conscious way of aiming at a result (Scheler, 2003).  

Irrespective of the intentionality and/or the intentions that each person has defined, unforeseen 
situations occur. They trigger different unplanned (re)actions according to the emotions, the 
convictions, and the initial objectives. In an emergency or when surprised, individuals do not 
consciously think the way they do when they verbalize their thinking (Cicurel & Narcy-Combes, 2014). 
Through the analysis of verbalizations following a reaction (self-confrontation), Xue (2016) shows that 
these reactions can be conditioned either by: 

1. the individual's own personality (unknowingly), 

2. emotions stemming from the constraints that the institution or context triggers at that 
moment,  

3. their deep intentionality. 

When conditions do not match expectations, problems arise that require a remobilization of 
knowledge and tools, and (re)actions then depend on the interplay of emotional intensity, 
reflectiveness, experience, and deep intentionality, not without internal conflicts. What they 
experienced in childhood largely conditions how individuals respond during social-emotional problems 
(Okon-Singer et al., 2015). In an unfamiliar environment, maladapted emotions can be triggered and 
lead to inappropriate feelings or behaviors that need to be understood. Jardou (2018) points out that 
during mobility experiences, it is especially during informal encounters in everyday life that 
misunderstanding is greatest and emotions are most intense. This highlights the importance of self-
reflectiveness that allows people to better understand themselves and others (Channouf, 2004), 
especially in stressful circumstances. 
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3.2.2 The Cognitive Unconscious 

The individual does not always act in full awareness, which in a way makes life easier. Norman (1993) 
describes two types of cognitive modes: 

1. the experiential mode, where (re)actions occur efficiently and effortlessly (operations) and 
where the individual does not problematize 

2. the reflective mode, where they mobilize their knowledge and experiences to find new 
solutions, which involves reasoning, decision-making and creativity 

We would add that this awareness of the need to change behavior is easy only if there is no urgency 
or pressure. In an emergency, the degree of actional reflectiveness decreases (Perrenoud, 1996), or 
even dies out. Nevertheless, reactions reveal aims that are not always clear and are manifested in the 
direction and intensity of what each person does (Channouf, 2004). Some speak of a cognitive 
unconscious that drives operations (and reactions), even in cognitively complex situations such as 
professional practice (incorporation of action, see Lenoir, 2007; Varela, 1993). The question arises as 
to how this cognitive unconscious develops, which leads us to explore how individuals construct 
themselves in the social and cultural environments in which they interact. 

 

3.2.3 A Social and Situated Development 

Socioconstructivism postulates that the cognitive development of the individual takes place in 
interaction with other participants with whom knowledge and cultures are shared (Vygotski, 1993). 
Neurobiological and psychological theories confirm the role of context in the emergence of human 
action and cognition. Sometimes imperceptible signs awaken sensations initially experienced in similar 
situations that elicit predictions (Dehaene, 2011). These predictions trigger (re)action(s) close to those 
triggered in the initial situations (Freze & Zapf, 1994). Any subsequent differences lead to reactions 
and problem solving according to the degree of urgency and emotions felt, again, more or less 
consciously. Three questions arise that need to be answered: 

1. What is the origin of these signs?  

2. What is the persistence of this similarity? 

3. What happens since there are necessarily several choices? 

Answering these questions implies understanding the relationship between what is unconscious and 
what is reflective. 

 

3.2.4 Behavioral Automaticity and Reflectiveness 

When undisturbed the brain is apparently on automatic pilot. It is the level of disturbance leading to 
inappropriate feelings or behaviors but also to reflectiveness (Norman, 1993) that activates con-
sciousness. It can be caused by: 

1. a new task, 

2. the need to solve a new problem, 

3. dissatisfaction with what we are experiencing, without urgency, 

4. an emergency (if we are not too disturbed). 
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Neuronal activity is then relatively intense. It decreases when the task is mastered, then weakens with 
the automation of operations that goes with a rate of vigilance or reflectiveness subject to the way in 
which the individual evaluates the situation (Freze & Zapf, 1994). A link is established between 
emotions and consciousness. 

These functions are described in similar terms by emergentist theories (including enaction) for 
which the human being is constructed in an interaction with the environment and thus follows the 
evolution of the latter, mobilizing other physiological organisms in order to adapt and react (Kaptelinin, 
1996). Individuals can evolve and re-automate behaviors or make choices based on how they 
experience interactions. It remains to be understood how, especially when environments change. It is 
language that separates simple experience from the ability to reflect on it. In everyday life, most 
experience remains primary and non-reflective (Varela, 1993). In unusual environments this can create 
problems. One may wonder how we think, even in such situations, without being aware of it. We 
therefore need to understand how thinking works. 

 

3.3 How Individuals Think and Become Conscious of Thinking 

Consciousness originates from the emotional system to resolve the need for a link between sensory 
information connected to a given event when this information depends on different networks that are 
active in different areas of the brain without direct neuronal connections (Damasio, 2010). The brain 
does not store data, but creates networks which, when activated, allow the corresponding actions to 
be reactivated (Rousset, 2000). A memory is therefore only a reconstruction. Different areas of the 
brain that received the information encoded at the same time, reconstruct it in synergy from a 
triggering cue. According to Damasio (2010), when automatisms are not in place, are inoperative and 
a need for adaptation is felt, consciousness has an adaptive function, especially during complex 
behaviors.  

We have seen that conditioning/automaticity and/or the transition to reflectiveness, can be 
modified, but not without new training that goes beyond knowledge. Reflectiveness is cognitively and 
emotionally heavy (Xue, 2016). Emotions have a cognitive function that humans frequently counteract 
with a set of implicit or explicit strategies that are called defense mechanisms (Payen, 2011): avoidance, 
denial, projection, etc. Most of the time, these are not intentional but appear to operate effortlessly 
and without planning, despite their emotional or cognitive cost. Explicit strategies require a more 
obvious degree of control and are dependent on the emotional situation (idem & Xue, 2016). 

Therefore, the greatest barrier to change comes from the fact that conditioned behavior un-
knowingly protects us more or less adequately from destabilization. Socio-emotional selectivity 
(Guillaume et al., 2009) and lack of motivation lead individuals to find protection in avoidance, 
rejection, or denial. The relative and subjective impression of the time ahead of them, but also the 
benefits individuals can expect from their action condition their emotional preferences. When the 
prospects of time are limited and/or the benefits are not obvious, they can privilege actions that will 
trigger pleasant emotions with immediate gratifications (idem: 249). 

Thought is inferred and reconstructed from behaviors and in observable behavioral, artistic, and 
scientific achievements. In the brain, sets of biological reactions (electrical activity, variation in blood 
flow) can be observed. They correspond to what happens when we say that an individual is thinking. 
The brain relies on similarities more than on differences. The matching of common features between 
phenomena that occur at each stage when we interpret, decide, act, remember, etc., generates 
analogy. It is the working rule in all spheres of cognition (perception, memory, language, learning), in 
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order to constantly establish links between concepts and the environment, between each individual’s 
past and the present and to establish categories which in turn serve to organize reality (which may 
result from projection). Contrary to what many think, true thinking proceeds by bifurcation and 
serendipity, understood as the ability to discover or understand things by chance. Thought is 
processual, it is not encoded. It may be encoded as a specific idiolect that is called inner speech 
(Vygotsky, 1997) and it only becomes cognitive when it is formulated in inner speech or social speech 
and becomes conscious. Thinking cannot be understood, described, and explained without referring 
to the individual’s personal, cultural, and social contexts. Vygotsky (1934) adds: thought is not only 
expressed by words, it comes to existence through words, we would say that it becomes conscious. 
Consciousness is what results when thought and language combine (Bakhtine, 1977). 

It is personally and socially useful to become aware of the fact that our thoughts and constructions 
are personal and that others do not react and construct the world as we do. A field of thought has 
been interested in this, which we will now discuss: the theory of mind. 

 

3.4 How Individuals Respond to the Way Other People Behave, Theory of Mind 

When individuals have experienced a plurality of environments, their behaviors and language 
interactions are likely to reflect the resulting plurality of identity (Lahire, Coste et al. 2009). Their 
(re)actions will reflect their “theory of mind”. Research in social cognition (Duval et al., 2011) tells us 
that everyone acquires a theory of mind of themselves and others that gives them the cognitive ability 
to interpret (more or less adequately) behaviors in terms of mental states. This interpretation will be 
based on their representations of personal and social life (Callaghan et al., 2005). This is also referred 
to as “social understanding” and often as “empathy” (Berthoz, 2015). According to Berthoz, empathy 
supposes that one, by effectively putting oneself in their place, can experience the emotion as it is felt 
by others. Humans rely more or less explicitly on these feelings in order to know how to behave in the 
social situations they experience. 

Children implicitly construct a theory of mind that allows them to see that people act according to 
their beliefs and feelings which may be different from their own. Several research studies confirm the 
role of this construct in cognitive, language, and social development and emphasize that it is culturally 
based on a person’s encounters and experiences (e.g., Bender & Beller, 2013; Shahaeian et al., 2014). 

The attribution of mental states results from two functional mechanisms:  

1. The decoding of mental, affective, or cognitive states, related to the perception and 
identification of social information and cues present in the environment, is automatic, 
spontaneous, and preconceptual and thus depends on perception, involving mostly 
primary processes. 

2. The process of reasoning makes it possible to understand, explain or predict actions. It 
requires access to knowledge or facts about either the protagonist or the contextual 
circumstances. This involves higher-level functions than decoding. Complex cognitive 
processes are triggered in parallel with other cognitive functions. 

These mechanisms are largely conditioned and lead to reactions that depend on previous experience 
and are not necessarily adapted to unknown situations. However, Dehaene (2013) postulates that 
introspection and theory of mind are two sides of the same system of mental representation which 
plays an essential role in the social dialogue. Introspection therefore needs to be developed, especially 
since language and theory of mind have a close relationship. 
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3.5 How Individuals Cope with Their Emotions and How Influential These Emotions Are 

3.5.1 Reflection on What Triggers Behaviors 

The claim that emotion and cognition are categorically different has been rejected. Nevertheless, 
cognition and emotion may be viewed as oppositional forces (Damasio, 2005). Okon–Singer et al. 
(2015), among others, show that stress, anxiety, and other kinds of emotion can profoundly disrupt 
key elements of cognition, including selective attention, cognitive control and working memory. 
Distracting emotional cues (more or less transient emotions) disturb working memory which is no 
longer capable of maintaining the representations of task-sets, goals, and other kinds of information 
(Xue, 2016). As a result, congruent thoughts and actions are disturbed (Lerner et al., 2015) which may 
lead to behavioral avoidance because it increases misleading expectations of negative results. 

Emotions determine how we manage information and make decisions that will guide our future 
(re)actions (Narcy-Combes, 2005). Kramsch (2009) stresses that emotions can be triggered by tiny 
details, and this can create a sense of identity breakdown and discomfort when encountering a new 
cultural environment or language, as highlighted by Guiora (1983). 

Learning an additional language also means accepting our incapacity to rely on our automated 
guidance (Ellis, 2008). It also affects the ego and requires adapted emotional and cognitive links 
(Guiora, 1983; Kramsch, 2009). 

Social emotions result from the impact of the cultural environment on individuals as in the case of 
Turkish immigrants in Belgium (Leersnyder et al., 2015). First generation immigrants were emotionally 
close to Turkish people in Turkey, whereas second generation individuals were closer to Belgian 
people. Language learning is also conducive to the emergence of emotions through the learning 
methods and contents (Puozzo Capron & Piccardo, 2013). Designing learning environments that help 
learners cope with such feelings is our objective in order to help them cope with such problems in real 
life, which will be more complex and more difficult to solve. 

 

3.5.2 The Effects of a Conflict Between the Rational and the Emotional 

Individuals experience an unconscious conflict between a rational system (recent) and an emotional 
system (old, universal but the expression of which differs according to environments) (Eagleman, 
2012). Perception emerges as a result of one or more stimuli, emitted by the environment, processed 
through Bayesian rules requiring sensory processing and a priori knowledge.  

A reaction results, motivated by a gain/loss calculation linked to attractors according to the goal to 
be reached. An attractor “represents the state(s) or pattern(s) toward which a system is drawn” (Bybee 
& Beckner, 2015, p. 183). The notion of an attractor is complemented by a mechanism of distancing 
from past anchors that can be described as “repulsors” (Valsiner, 2005).  

Individuals are not the passive products of the environment or of external forces, in a cultural 
environment and according to their reactions, they will therefore follow attractors (in the sense, often, 
that the social and cultural context imposes to follow) and repulsors (what is not part of the norm but 
also what has hurt at one time or another or is no longer appropriate) (this was particularly evident in 
Chdid’s study, 2020). The strength, direction and intentionality of the resulting changes are indexed to 
investment, interests, and goals. Changing involves risks, so does not changing, but that is not so 
obvious. If people do not change, it is because there is no motivation for them to do so (Guillaume & 
al., 2009). 
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What activates the changes will initially lead to conditioned reflexes that agency may or may not 
adapt to the situation. It is important to dissociate the construct of agency, which requires a form of 
self-reflectiveness, from that of intentionality which refers more to an unconscious process (Al-Hoorie, 
2014). Al-Hoorie (ibid) reminds us that the role of consciousness is primarily indirect and disconnected 
(offline) from action. Conscious thoughts do not initiate intentions (motivations) but interact with 
existing intentions. Since awareness of actions comes after they have been triggered, change consists 
in not pursuing a triggered action, or in repressing the impulse that triggers it (cf. intentional inhibition 
of action, Filevich et al, 2012). Self-reflectiveness makes us free not to do what our conditioning would 
lead us to do (“free won't” as expressed by Al Hoorie, 2014): agency is the ability to resist automatisms 
and impulses, to select among competing automatisms, or to consciously continue an ongoing action. 
The importance of self-reflectiveness is thus highlighted.  

The interplay of attractors and repulsors is the conjunction of the relational and the emotional, and 
an encounter with other people makes it possible to understand it. Awareness often requires a 
mediator such as the teacher, peers, literary or cultural texts.  

 

3.6 How Individuals Deal With Languages and What Triggers Their Production of Discourse 

Our position regarding multilingualism is that it refers to the presence in a geographical area, of more 
than one language. However, some individuals may be monolinguals. A plurilingual person has 
proficiency of varying degrees, in several languages, and experience of several cultures (see Narcy-
Combes, M.-F. et al, 2019). When learning languages, the goal is no longer reaching separate so-called 
“native-like” competence (Coste et al, 2009). Plurilingual speakers acquire and use their languages in 
social interactions and call on all their resources according to each specific social context while 
constructing it in the process (Canagarajah, 2011; Kramsch, 2006).  

The construct of translanguaging refers to such practices and proves very relevant when language 
learning and teaching is concerned. To go beyond Williams’s initial definition (1996), García (2009) 
defined translanguaging as a process which is the norm in multilingual communities, and which 
involves multiple discursive practices. Wei (2011, p. 1223) added that translanguaging “includes the 
full range of linguistic performances of multilingual language users for purposes that transcend the 
combination of structures, the alternation between systems, the transmission of information and the 
representation of values, identities, and relationships”. García et al. (2017, p. 2) would go further and 
include pedagogical approaches that draw on those complex practices.  

Translanguaging could be said to reflect the plurality and creativity of individuals: it allows them to 
overcome the uniqueness of codes, norms, and references, that was very clear in Chdid’s research 
(2020). Wei (2017) tells us that pluriculturals/linguals constantly construct their socio-cultural identities 
and values through translanguaging. Our position (Narcy-Combes, M.-F. et al., 2019), however, is that 
translanguaging reflects and translates their feelings and the behaviors that result from them, and the 
way in which feelings and behaviors are interpreted depends on their conception of what “culture” 
covers. Any translanguaging production reveals internal processes, which we will call transculturing. 
Transculturing is active in the interpretation of events and in the reaction, at the conscious and 
unconscious levels, and in turns activates discourse. This discourse can sometimes be monocode, which 
does not mean that it is not pluricultural, as Wei (2017) shows with a corpus of New Chinglish, common 
in Singapore. The utterances or terms are in everyday English, or consistent with the lexicon of English, 
with specific connotations for speakers of Chinese, or speakers of English in contact with Chinese 
people.  



Transculturing and/or Pluricultural Competence? 

https://doi.org/10.18452/28025 151 

Our interest now shifts to transculturing rather than translanguaging. Suchman (1987) argues that 
because action is situated, it should not be separated from its circumstances, and the way people use 
those circumstances for intelligent action should be studied. Producing discourse is a matter of action 
(Habermas, 1981). It follows then that it is important for learners to be able to understand the habits 
of the people in the groups they intend or are forced to join. After studying the effects of pluricultural 
experience on thoughts and behaviours, Baena (2006) proposes transcultural analysis as a register of 
the expansive dimensions of consciousness. By choosing “transculturing”, Baena places herself at the 
level of performance and highlights the importance of the action of transcultural experience on subject 
formation in a great number of domains. In the same line, Dervin (2011) questions the validity of 
referring to named cultures only. He describes mixed couples and questions analytical stereotypes for 
identities and cultures arguing that behaviors, discourses on languages and beliefs are unstable, 
transient constructions that originate in the complex and varying interplay of cultural influences.  

We concur with the researchers that focus on the cultural co-construction of the exchange, in which 
individual transculturing phenomena will play their part, rather than on interculturality. Interculturality 
remains at the level of metareflection (Puren, 2002). The level of action is more complex. In many 
areas, such as South Asia, transculturing is put forward by educationalists (Canagarajah & Ashraf, 
2013), as languages, but also cultures, are blended. Today’s multilingualism is enmeshed in 
globalisation, technologisation, and mobility. People must learn to negotiate complex demands and 
opportunities for varied, emergent competencies across their languages. Understanding such learning 
requires the integrative consideration of learners’ mental and neurobiological processing, 
remembering and categorising patterns, and moment-to-moment behaviors and use of language in 
conjunction with a variety of socioemotional, sociocultural, sociopolitical, and ideological factors. The 
tasks that will be suggested to learners will have to take this on board, but educational situations are 
different from encounters in “real” life. We will see that Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) 
can offer new situations to sensitize learners to the demands of multicultural encounters. 

As evidenced from the previous section, ethnological researchers challenge the notion of mono-
lithic culture (Descola, 2005). Some speak of a cultureless or liquid interculturality (Dervin & 
Tournebise, 2012). Behaviors, discourses on languages, identities and cultures are unstable 
constructions linked to the moment and to feelings according to contexts and experiences (Dervin, 
2011).  

Bayart (2002) asserts that culturalism (the recourse to culture in its fixed aspect to explain 
individuals) has three debatable points: (1) to believe that a culture is a set of stable representations; 
(2) to consider that it is closed on itself; (3) to postulate that it determines a precise orientation of 
actions. This was evidenced in Dervin’s research (2011). 

In the so-called culturalist approaches, the individuals disappear in favor of “external” cultural 
elements that govern their thoughts, actions and opinions (White, 2011). Identity is seen as solid 
(Bauman, 2004; White, 2018). A contrary trend has been developing for years: the context is taken 
into account, beyond culture, through a “soft” approach, where the individual is at the center of the 
analyses (Dervin, 2011). The intersubjective character of encounters, the inevitable co-construction of 
what is said, done, and staged, and the fact that discourse structures the exchange, all need to be 
considered. A process of transformation that does not correspond to a unique and fixed culture is 
triggered.  

According to Dervin (2011), culturally: 

• There is blending rather than essentialism, and therefore, no clear-cut addition of identities. 
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• Identity is constructed during interactions (identification as a process). 

• The construct of fixed culture is opposed to processes subject to the effects of interactions. 

The studies of Baena (2006) and Dervin (2011) thus confirm Bensa's suggestion to reject the notion 
that the actors completely adhere to their own world… (Bensa, 2010). Nevertheless, it seems difficult 
not to find traces of the various environments frequented by the individuals. These traces correspond 
to national traits as described in intercultural studies (Zarate, 2002).  

This transdisciplinary theoretical study clarified our understanding of what had happened in our 
various courses and focus groups and made us more confident to attempt a more complex endeavor. 

 

4. The Final Course 
As a consequence, we decided to set up a course which would take on board every aspect we now 
deemed necessary to sensitize learners to the complex interactions they would encounter in 
multicultural situations. Our objective was to assess whether our theoretical and methodological 
positioning was questioned and to determine how to invest the results of this research in a more 
appropriate cultural accompaniment, in particular before study or professional visits. 

This course included students of the University of Agadir (Morocco) and the University of Tarnow 
(Poland) from November 2021 to March 20227. Unfortunately, the circumstances (health crisis) were 
not propitious.  

A virtual environment was created: 

• Supports and resources, were mainly French-speaking articles, which aroused the interest 
of the students to foster motivation. 

• The topics covered controversial situations (economic, cultural, political, health, religious, 
etc.) of both countries in order to activate attractors and repulsors. 

• The work was done in bi-national tandems triggering translanguaging and transculturing and 
fostering intercultural awareness. 

• The tandems discussed each article/resource and wrote a joint summary published on an 
open blog (resorting to agency, to learning by doing and to their theory of mind).  

The age range of the population was between 23 and 50 years old. Participation was limited due to 
technical problems, among other things, but half the students were really involved. Oral participation 
was uneven, and some only used written communication. Language skills were varied, all Polish 
participants felt that their Moroccan partners were French-speaking and two of them pointed out 
language problems (one tandem sometimes used English to compensate for language difficulties) but 
others felt they had improved their French.  

The reception was positive. The participants liked the course. However, the technical problems did 
not allow for the analysis of the written and oral exchanges. The joint summaries were available for 
analysis as were some 20 questionnaires and 3 interviews. 

In terms of their expectations, the participants mention “opening up to another culture” and to 
diversity, an enrichment and a more relaxed practice of the language. They found the controversial or 

 
7 See Lakhmour (2023). 
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sensitive topics thought and discussion-provoking. The subjects were beneficial and interesting 
because they were discussed with someone who had a very different background. 

The relationships were cooperative and amicable between pairs. There was a climate of openness 
and positive confrontation with acceptance of the differences and understanding or discovery of the 
partner. The cultural differences were seen as a richness, and a participant noted that beyond the 
differences there were similarities, in the situations of women in particular. Two participants 
maintained their position. Another, posing as a universal citizen, said he did not need to change. Others 
admitted to having seen their conceptions evolve in the face of different conceptions. They were able 
to work together and produce common texts, even when they disagreed.  

All participants were sensitive to being culturally conditioned. The Moroccans in the group seemed 
to be more influenced by their “culture” of origin and religion. Clearly, the experience motivated 
participants to address issues that were at odds with the general values of their cultural environments.  

The course, with its limitations, did not contradict our working objectives. It could not, however, 
provide enough evidence of the participants’ experience and evolution which would have completed 
our understanding of transculturing. As said above, Chdid (2020) had sensitized the team to the 
difficulty of overcoming strong feelings resulting from specific repulsors and we had hoped to learn 
more about how to cope by organizing self-confrontation interviews. Nevertheless, there was a 
confirmation that a virtual environment can modify the relationship to culture and knowledge, favor 
their co-construction and allow for debate on varied and complex themes. Blended courses might 
prove more favorable to authentic relationships than distance courses, but both facilitate access to 
resources and provide beneficial visual contact. Though they require specific training, we observed 
that they favor creativity and personal development. Further work is necessary in different 
environments and with different participants before valid conclusions can be made on the generability 
of such courses. 

 

5. Conclusion 
Our theoretical reflection and ensueing practical experiences have made us aware that if learners are 
to perceive the diversity of cultures, and to learn to cope with it, they need to interact with varied 
cultural partners (tandems, videoconferences) in order to carry out tasks in which they feel committed. 
It will then be a question of determining with the participants what explains their behaviors, their 
discourses, the conflicts, and the values that emerge and how this reflects the plurality and complexity 
of the cultural contacts and situations that these subjects have experienced.  

When face-to-face encounters are not practicable, virtual mobility seems to be favorable to the 
redeployment of attractors/repulsors in a space of discovery/encounter and negotiation, but also of 
stepping back, taking a position and possibly modifying behaviors or at least becoming aware of these 
automated behaviors. The sometimes asynchronous nature of this mobility plays a positive role in the 
construction of knowledge by reducing the communicative pressure of the exchanges and by 
encouraging reflectiveness.  

Our position is that, in order to trigger personal and reflective construction of cultural awareness 
the learning environment must allow learners to practice and to look back on their practices. However, 
prior negotiation with participants is necessary depending on the teaching cultures.  

Our courses have confirmed the difficulty of changing automated behaviors since most learners are 
not aware of what they are experiencing. Not only is it necessary to determine with participants what 
accounts for their behaviors, discourse, conflicts, and emerging values, but it is also important that 
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they discover for themselves the gains to be had from change. The need for reflectiveness and changes 
of behaviors is rarely felt without social activities between individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds. 

Our journey has been long and arduous and has required us to go beyond the traditional areas of 
didactics. We are now conscious of the necessity for virtual mobility which is justified by the difficulty 
of organizing actual face-to-face encounters. We now can determine a methodology for the 
organization of courses that will prepare individuals to actual pluricultural encounters. According to 
Zarate (2002), intercultural competence is constructed in the relationship between languages and 
cultures, among social actors who perceive them as distinct, and not only on the basis of differences. 
It can help to manage encounters with individuals from very different environments. Intercultural 
awareness responds to the need for dialogue between cultural groups, languages, and histories in 
order to live together. It may help transcultural behavior which is experienced when coping with 
differences that need to be overcome within a shared, multicultural community. However, inter-
cultural studies tend to describe cultural phenomena by attributing them to specific cultures and 
opposing them, whereas these phenomena are combined in complex ways when people from different 
environments meet. We would now speak of pluricultural competence, combining intercultural 
competence and theory of mind, as the capacity to face the complexity of pluricultural encounters and 
to cope with it. Individuals have to manage their own pluriculturalism and that of the environments 
they encounter. Everything is mixed and blurred, and such personal meta-reflection will be necessary 
as shown by Ennassiri (2012).  

We have come to a functional definition of pluricultural competence, which, while adhering to the 
description of Coste et al. (2009), is more adapted to our objective to meet the needs of learners as 
they have been observed. Our reflection has gradually made us aware that a refined understanding of 
how the behavioral and discourse processes related to pluriculturalism are actually activated allows 
teachers to better accompany learners in their encounters with other cultural and linguistic 
environments. If learners are pluricultural, they need to be aware of it and to be aware that their 
introspective skills enable them to go beyond what intercultural competence allows. Thus, they will be 
able to cope by resorting to their theory of mind and their reflectiveness. If we now turn back to the 
title of this chapter, we can more safely say that transculturing is the way people behave and 
pluricultural competence is what enables them to deal with the way they behave in culturally diverse 
environments and to be more reflective. And is preferable to or, both need to be taken into account. 

 
Reference List 

Al Hoorie, A. H. (2014). Human Agency: Does the Beach Ball Have Free Will? In Z. Dörnyei, P. D. 
MacIntyre & A. Henry (eds.), Motivational Dynamics in Language Learning (55–72). Bristol: 
Multilingual Matters.  

Baena, R. (Ed.) (2006). Transculturing Auto/biography: Forms of Life Writing. London: Routledge.  

Bakhtine, M. (1977). Marxisme et philosophie du langage. Paris: Minuit. 

Bauman, Z. (2004). Identity. Oxford: Polity. 

Bayart, J.-F. (2002). The Illusion of Cultural Identity. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Bender A., & Beller S. (2013). Cognition is … Fundamentally Cultural. Behavioral Sciences, 3(1), 42–54. 

Bensa, A. (2010). Après Lévi-Strauss. Pour une anthropologie à taille humaine. Paris: Éditions Textuel. 



Transculturing and/or Pluricultural Competence? 

https://doi.org/10.18452/28025 155 

Berthoz, A. (2015). Empathie, un regard scientifique sur les bases de la relation à l’« autre ». 
Diasporiques, 29, 24–29. 

Bybee, J., & Beckner, C. (2015). Emergence at the Cross-Linguistic level: Attractor Dynamics in 
Language Change. In B. MacWhinney & W. O’Grady (eds.), The Handbook of Language Emergence 
(pp. 183–201). Chichester: Wiley Blackwell. 

Castellotti, V. (2013). L’articulation recherche-intervention en DDL : comment (ne pas) en sortir? In J.-
C. Beacco (ed.), Ethique et politique en didactique des langues. Autour de la notion de 
responsabilité (pp. 74–98). Paris: Didier. hal-0368993  

Channouf, A. (2004). Les influences inconscientes. Malakoff: Armand Colin.  

Chdid, D. (2020). L’apport de la compréhension sociale dans le développement de la compétence 
interculturelle d’une langue additionnelle (LA). Langues, cultures et sociétés, 6(2), 52–59.  

Cicurel, F., & Narcy-Combes. J.-P. (2014). Quelle complémentarité entre les savoirs d’action et les 
savoirs théoriques ? Quelques significations à attribuer à l’action enseignante. In J. Aguilar, C. 
Brudermann & M. Leclère (eds.), Langues, cultures et pratiques en contexte : interrogations 
didactiques (pp. 347–367). Paris: Riveneuve. 

Clerc., S. (2015). La recherche-action : ancrages épistémologique, méthodologique et éthique. In Ph. 
Blanchet & P. Chardenet (eds.), Guide pour la recherche en didactique des langues et des cultures. 
Approches contextualisées (pp. 112–121). Paris: Éditions des Archives Contemporaines. 

Clot, Y. (2008). Travail et pouvoir d'agir. Paris: PUF. 

Coste, D., Moore, D., & Zarate, G. (2009). Plurilingual and Pluricultural Competence. Strasbourg: The 
Council of Europe. 

Damasio, A. (2010). L'autre moi-même. La construction du cerveau conscient. Paris: Odile Jacob.  

Dehaene, S. (2007). Les neurones de la lecture. Paris: Odile Jacob. 

Dervin, F. (2011). Les identités des couples interculturels. En finir vraiment avec la culture ? Paris: 
L’Harmattan. 

Dervin, F., & Tournebise, C. (2012). Rendez-vous ratés de l’interculturel en éducation ? Une étude de 
cas de l’éducation à la communication interculturelle en Finlande ». Semen, 34. Retrieved 
September 1, 2023, from: https://doi.org/10.4000/semen.9758. 

Descola, P. (2005). Par-delà nature et culture. Paris: Gallimard. 

Douglas Fir Group. (2016). A Transdisciplinary Framework for SLA in a Multilingual World. The Modern 
Language Journal, 100 (supplement 2016). Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/modl.12301 
0026-7902/16/19–47$1.50/0C. 

Eagleman, D. (2012). Incognito. Les vies secrètes du cerveau. Paris: Robert Laffont. 

Ellis, N.C. (2008). Usage-Based and Form-Focused Language Acquisition: The Associative Learning of 
Constructions, Learned-Attention, and the Limited L2 End State. In P. Robinson & N. C. Ellis (eds.), 
Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition (pp. 372–405). New York: 
Routledge. 

El Maamri, O., & Narcy-Combes, J.-P. (2021). Comportements transculturels et pratique langagière en 
langue additionnelle. In Z. Afaf & R. Saidi (eds.), L'interculturel contemporain au carrefour des 
discipline (pp. 247–261). Paris: L’Harmattan.  



Jean-Paul Narcy-Combes & Marie-Françoise Narcy-Combes 

https://doi.org/10.18452/28025 156 

Ennassiri, H. (2012). Pour une conceptualisation de la communication interculturelle : choix 
théoriques, enjeux et perspectives. [Thèse de l’université d’El Jadida].  

Ethpatiyawe, I. (2021). Les effets de translanguaging et de tranculturing dans la société sri lankaise : 
un problème éducatif ? [Thèse de l’Université Toulouse 3]. 

Filevich, E., Kühn, S., & Haggard, P. (2012). Intentional Inhibition in Human action: The Power of 'No'. 
Neurosci Biobehav Rev, 36(4), 1107–18. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev. 
2012.01.006. 

Freze, M., & Zapf, D. (1994). Action as the Core of Work Psychology: A German Approach. Handbook 
of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 4, 271–340. 

García, O. (2009). Bilingual Education in the 21st Century: A Global Perspective. Malden, MA: 
Wiley/Blackwell. 

García, O. (2015). Critical Multilingual Language Awareness and Teacher Education. In J. Cenoz, D. 
Gorter & S. May (eds), Language Awareness and Multilingualism. Encyclopedia of Language and 
Education. New York: Springer. Retrieved September 1, 2023, from: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-319-02325-0_30-1. 

Goffman, E. (1974). Les rites d’interaction. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit.  

Grosjean, F. (2008). Studying Bilinguals. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Guillaume, C., Eustachen, F., & Desgrandes, B. (2009). L’effet de positivité : un aspect intrigant du 
vieillissement. Revue de Neuropsychologie, 1(3), 247–253. 

Gumpers, J., & Levinson, S. (eds.) (1996). Rethinking Linguistic Relativity. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  

Habermas, J. (1981). Théorie de l’agir communicationnel. Paris: Fayard 

Jardou A. (2018). Compétence de communication interculturelle et mobilité étudiante : le cas des 
apprenants primoarrivants en France et des classes plurilingues et multiculturelles de FLE. [Thèse 
de l’université Grenoble-Alpes]. 

Kaptelinin, V. (1996). Activity Theory: Implications for Human Computer Interaction. In B. Nardi (ed.), 
Context and Consciousness: Activity Theory and Human-Computer Interaction (103–116). 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Lahire, B. (2001). L’homme pluriel, les ressorts de l’action. Paris: Nathan.  

Lakhmour, A. (2023). Compétences langagières et rapport au savoir en ligne. Vers une compréhesnion 
du transculturing. Cas des échanges virtuels entre des étudiants marocains et polonais. [Thèse de 
l’université d’Agadir]. 

LeDoux, J. (2003). Neurobiologie de la personnalité. Paris: Odile Jacob. 

Lenoir, Y. (2007). L’habitus dans l’œuvre de Pierre Bourdieu : un concept central dans sa théorie de la 
pratique à prendre en compte pour analyser les pratiques d’enseignement. Documents du CRIE et 
de la CRCIE, 1. Sherbrooke: Université de Sherbrooke. 

Leontiev, A. N. (2009). Activity Consciousness and Personality. Pacifica: Marxists Internet Archive.  

Macaire, D. (2007). Didactique des langues et recherche-action. Les Cahiers de l’Acedle, 4, 93–119. 

Moro, M.-R. (2012). Enfants de l’immigration, une chance pour l’école : Entretiens avec Joanna et Denis 
Peiron. Paris: Bayard.  



Transculturing and/or Pluricultural Competence? 

https://doi.org/10.18452/28025 157 

Narcy-Combes, J.-P. (2005). Didactique des langues et TIC, vers une recherche-action responsable. 
Gap: Ophrys. 

Narcy-Combes, J.-P. (2018). Transculturing : un construit pour découvrir les ressorts du trans-
languaging. Language Education and Multilingualism, 1, 52–65. 

Narcy-Combes, J.-P. (2019). Le transculturing et le translanguaging : des construits pertinents au 
Maroc. In M. Essaouri, A. Mabrour & M. Sadiqui (eds.), L’enseignement-apprentissage du français 
au Maroc au XXIème siècle (13–41). Paris: L’Harmattan.  

Narcy-Combes, J.-P., & Narcy-Combes, M.-F. (2019). Cognition et personnalité dans l'apprentissage des 
langues. Relier théorie et pratique. Paris: Didier. 

Narcy-Combes, M.-F. (2018). La transdisciplinarité dans l'intervention en linguistique appliquée. Études 
de Linguistique Appliquée, 190, 183–195. 

Narcy-Combes, M.-F., Narcy-Combes, J.-P., McAllister, J., Leclere, M. & Miras, G. (2019). Language 
Learning and Teaching in a Multilingual World. Bristol, Blue Ridge Summit: Multilingual Matters. 

Norman, D. A. (1993). Things That Make Us Smart: Defending Human Attributes in the Age of the 
Machine. Newburyport: Addison-Wesley. 

Okon–Singer H., Hendler T., Pessoa L., & Shackman A. J. (2015). The Neurobiology of Emotion – 
Cognition Interactions: Fundamental Questions and Strategies for Future Research. Frontiers in 
Human Neuroscience, 9(58). Retrieved September 1, 2023, from: https://doi.org/10.3389/ 
fnhum.2015.00058. 

Payen, V. (2011). Motivation d’approche et d’évitement : effets psychophysiologiques de la couleur 
rouge sur les processus cognitifs et moteurs. [Thèse de l’Université de Toulon]. 

Perrenoud, Ph. (1996). Enseigner. Agir dans l'urgence, décider dans l'incertitude. Paris: ESF. 

Puren, C. (2002). Perspectives actionnelles et perspectives culturelles en didactique des langues- 
cultures : vers une perspective co-actionnelle co-culturelle. Les Langues modernes, 3, 55–71. 

Rousset, S. (2000). Les conceptions « système unique » de la mémoire : aspects théoriques. Revue de 
neuropsychologie, 10(1), 27–51. 

Scheler, M. (2003). Nature et formes de la sympathie. Contribution à l’étude des lois de la vie affective. 
Paris: Payot & Rivages. 

Shahaeian, A., Nielsen, M., & Peterson, C. C. (2013). Cultural and Family Influences on Children’s 
Theory of Mind Development: A Comparison of Australian and Iranian School-Age Children. Journal 
of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 45(4), 555–568. 

Valsiner, J. (2005). Attractors, Repulsors, and Directors: Making Dynamic Systems Theory Develop-
mental. Research and Clinical Center for Child Development, Annual Report 2003–2004, 27, 13–25. 

Varela, F. (1993). L'Inscription corporelle de l'esprit. Paris: Seuil. 

Vygotski, L. (1997/1934). Pensée et langage. Paris: La Dispute. 

Wei, L. (2018). Translanguaging as a Practical Theory of Language. Applied Linguistics, 39(1), 9–30,  

White, J. (2018). Apprendre à rencontrer l’autre – les effets de la réflexion guidée sur le discours des 
étudiants universitaires en mobilité. [Thèse de l’université Paul Valéry. Montpellier].  

Williams, C. (1996). Secondary Education: Teaching in the Bilingual Situation. In C. Williams, G. Lewis 
& C. Baker (eds.), The Language Policy: Taking Stock (193–211). Llangefni: CAI. 



Jean-Paul Narcy-Combes & Marie-Françoise Narcy-Combes 

https://doi.org/10.18452/28025 158 

Xue, L. (2016). Aspects évolutifs de l'agir professoral dans le domaine de l'enseignement des langues. 
Une étude à travers les discours de verbalisation de six enseignants de français langue étrangère et 
de chinois langue étrangère. [Thèse de l’Université Sorbonne Nouvelle]. 

Zarate, G. (2002). Le compromis entre innovation européenne et tradition nationale dans 
l'actualisation d'un programme de langues vivantes. In M. Guidère & Association des professeurs 
de langues vivantes de l’enseignement public (eds.), L’interculturel (5–14). Paris: Nathan. 


