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A Tale of Two Cultures: Nomadic and Settler 

By Sala Sihombing 

How can mediation help bridge the culture divide between two cultures in 

conflict? Whilst mediation is often concerned with interpersonal relationships, it is 

incumbent on ADR professionals to consider how ADR techniques could be used to 

address issues in society, which reveal fractures and distortions. One such cultural 

conflict was that surrounding Dale Farm. 

The Dale Farm eviction is the largest planned eviction in the history of the United 

Kingdom (UK), with 86 families and 100 children facing eviction from their homes.1 The 

Irish Travellers living on the site have been at odds with the local Basildon Borough 

Council (Basildon Council) since the 1990s.  

Irish Travellers have lived legally on land at the Dale Farm site since the 1960s.2 

The current conflict goes back to 1994 when a group of Irish Travellers bought land 

adjacent to the then existing Traveller settlement at Dale Farm (parts of which had been 

in use as a scrap metal yard).3  The Travellers bought the land even though Dale Farm 

was in an area designated as green belt, which prohibited the development of housing 

units.  Within the UK, the green belt policy is designed to “prevent urban sprawl by 

																																																								
1 THE ADVOCACY PROJECT, (Oct 14, 2011 at 3.15pm), 

http://www.advocacynet.org/page/dalefarm. 
2 RACHEL STEVENSON, DALE FARM TRAVELLERS: ‘WE WON’T JUST GET UP AND LEAVE’, THE 

GUARDIAN (Jul. 26, 2010), http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2010/jul/27/dale-farm-essex-
travellers-eviction. 

3 THE ADVOCACY PROJECT, (Oct. 13, 2011 at 10.31pm), 
http://www.advocacynet.org/page/dalefarmtimeline. 
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keeping land permanently open.”4 Basildon Council’s view is that they are performing 

their duties in protecting the greenbelt and maintaining the equal treatment under the law 

of all groups.5   

You or I wouldn’t be able to build a house without planning permission. It’s 

just a question of equality and being treated the same.6 

The first enforcement notice from Basildon Council requiring the Travellers to 

quit the site was issued in 1999. 7  The dispute between Basildon Council and the 

Travellers has continued over the years with a series of unsuccessful attempts by the 

Travellers to obtain planning permission and further enforcement notices from Basildon 

Council.8  

																																																								
4 DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITIES AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT, PLANNING POLICY GUIDANCE 

NOTE 2 GREEN BELT (2006). 
5 BASILDON BOROUGH COUNCIL, AREN’T YOU DISCRIMINATING AGAINST TRAVELLERS AND 

THEIR LIFESTYLE?,  (Oct.13 2011 at 10.39pm), 
http://basildon.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=3976&faqdetailid=400&inplace=true. 

6 Id. 
7 THE ADVOCACY PROJECT, supra note 3. 
8 Id. 
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Basildon Council has been working to evict the Travellers. The planned evictions 

have attracted the attention of various groups including the United Nations Committee on 

the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD).  CERD has recently released a 

statement on the Dale Farm issue in which it calls on the UK to suspend the planned 

eviction as disproportionate to the negative impact on the families and urges the UK to 

find an alternative solution.9  The High Court ruled against the Travellers on 12 October 

2011: 

Giving his judgment, Mr. Justice Ouseley said: "The conclusion has been reached 
time and again that this is just the wrong site for Travellers. It is the residents of 
Dale Farm who have to comply with the obligation to leave voluntarily. If the 
removal becomes forcible it would be because of decisions made by the residents 
not to comply. "The criminal law applies equally to all – Travellers and others 
alike," he said.10 

Irish Travellers represent a distinct ethnic group and have a long history in England.11  

According to McVeigh, the culture’s dominant characteristic is nomadism.12 This leads to 

a specific set of cultural norms that are different to those of the settled community. 

Nomadism as embodied by the Irish Travellers is more than just moving from place to 

place. For example, the way in which the community supports itself is one of the key 

differences from settled communities.  Traditionally they have supported themselves 

through work that can be done on a freelance basis such as “horse trading, seasonal farm-

																																																								
9 COMMITTEE ON THE ELIMINATION OF RACIAL DISCRIMINATION, CONSIDERATION OF REPORTS 

SUBMITTED BY STATE PARTIES UNDER ARTICLE 9 OF THE CONVENTION, (Sep. 1, 2011). 
10 KEVIN RAWLINSON, TRAVELLERS LOSE LEGAL FIGHT AGAINST EVICTION, THE INDEPENDENT, 

(Oct. 13, 2011), http://independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/dale-farm-travellers-lose-legal-
fight-against-eviction-2369533.html. 

11 COLM POWER, ROOM TO ROAM ENGLAND’S IRISH TRAVELLERS 6 (2004). 
12 ROBBIE MCVEIGH, ‘ETHNICITY DENIAL’ AND RACISM: THE CASE OF THE GOVERNMENT OF 

IRELAND AGAINST IRISH TRAVELLERS, TRANSLOCATIONS 110 (SUMMER 2007, VOLUME 2, 
ISSUE 1). 



 4

work, rural crafts,…hawking, and as tinsmiths.”13  This lack of being tied to a regular 

salary and a fixed employer facilitates an independent and nomadic lifestyle that 

characterizes Traveller culture.  

Nomadism impacts other aspects of their culture as well, including a strong sense 

of identity as separate from the settler community.  Allen emphasizes the nature of their 

“close-knit community, which supports traditional family values,” 14 including a 

“patriarchal culture.”15 Given that they move with their social group, it makes sense that 

the ties of loyalty are to fellow Travellers rather than to those settlers encountered along 

the way much like the landscape. 

Acton and Davies highlight that “use of [the Irish Traveller’s dialect] is intimately 

connected with their use of English.” 16  For example, McVeigh explains that “Irish 

Travellers have a common language that is peculiar to the group …Gammon,”17 further 

he explains that Gammon is a “hidden language” i.e. Travellers keep the language secret 

from people outside the group.18 Acton and Davies give examples of Traveller children 

being viewed as “surly and uncommunicative” by teachers within the settler community, 

																																																								
13  POWER, supra note 13, at 6.  
14 MARY ALLEN, DOMESTIC VIOLENCE WITHIN THE IRISH TRAVELLING COMMUNITY: THE 

CHALLENGE FOR SOCIAL WORK, THE BRITISH JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK 7 (2011). 
15 Id. at 12. 
16 THOMAS ACTON AND GERWYN DAVIES, EDUCATIONAL POLICY AND LANGUAGE USE AMONG 

ENGLISH ROMANIES AND IRISH TRAVELLERS (TINKERS) IN ENGLAND AND WALES, 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF LANGUAGE 93 (1979, VOLUME 19). 

17 MCVEIGH, supra note 12, at 113. 
18 Id. at 114. 
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however they urge teachers to be cognizant that what they interpret as “a hostile attitude 

is …a culturally inculcated individualism.”19 

Another strong cultural tradition is the reliance on an oral history, which is linked 

to a corresponding “nonliteracy.” 20  This is compounded by the “lack of continuous 

primary and virtually no secondary education among young Irish Travellers in Britain.”21  

This will have a direct impact on the Travellers ability to navigate contemporary English 

society.   

In terms of cultural preferences for dispute resolution, Okely identifies 5 major 

strategies22: avoidance; informal negotiation through an intermediary; gossip (potentially 

through a meeting of matriarchs); escalation of conflict up to and including formalized 

violence and an appeal to the judgment of respected elders. None of these strategies refer 

to the use of outside mechanisms which a settled person may consider engaging e.g. 

police, courts, etc.  For Irish Travellers involving a gorgio (an outsider) is only a last 

resort.23 

The Dale Farm conflict places the Travellers in contradiction to Basildon Council 

as representatives of primarily English culture. A key cultural characteristic of many 

English people is their romanticized view of the English countryside and their place in 

																																																								
19 ACTON ET AL., supra note 16, at 103. 
20 MCVEIGH, supra note 12, at 114. 
21 POWER, supra note 11, at 13. 
22 JUDITH OKELY, GYPSY JUSTICE VERSUS GORGIO LAW: INTERRELATIONS OF DIFFERENCE, THE 

SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 697 (2005). 
23 OKELY, supra note 22, at 701. 
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it.24  Although most city dwellers will never set foot in a field, they have a strong sense of 

attachment to a rural idyll of green fields and open vistas.25   

In addition, the English are generally committed to the equal application of rules 

to all.  This love for the rule of law is one, which they have successfully communicated 

and imparted to several former colonies and dominions.26  

Both of these characteristics are combined in an attachment to legal rights 

concerning land. The nomadic lifestyle as exemplified by the Irish Travellers is difficult 

for most English people to understand.  The connection with and enjoyment of their land 

is a key concept for most English people. Successive waves of legislation have hindered 

and hampered Travellers from maintaining their nomadic lifestyle.27  

Basildon Council through their own statements value the application of principle 

to this situation.28  Whilst CERD has warned of what they perceive to be inappropriate 

consideration of the human factors, the Council has reiterated that: 

it is important the law is applied equally and fairly to all people and if we do 
not take action in this case, we would have little moral right as a planning 
authority to take action against future unauthorized developments.  That 
would set a very dangerous precedent.29 

																																																								
24 DAVID LOWENTHAL ET AL., ENGLISH LANDSCAPE TASTES, GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW 187 

(Vol.55 No. 2). 
25 Id. 
26 AMIR N. LICHT ET AL., CULTURE RULES: THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE RULE OF LAW AND OTHER 

NORMS OF GOVERNANCE, JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE ECONOMICS 661 (Vol. 35). 
27 POWER, supra note 11, at 10. 
28 BASILDON BOROUGH COUNCIL, supra note 5. 
29 Id. 
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As an organ of state, their focus is on the legitimacy of their position and the enforcement 

of the rules in respect of planning.  Basildon Council and the dominant English culture 

are also demonstrated by the legal system within which this conflict has played out. Hall 

makes comments about characteristics of the American legal system that can fairly be 

ascribed to the English legal system, for example he states that for those who have not 

grown up within the societal context experience the law and its administration as “not 

only discriminatory but cold, impersonal, and unjust.”30  This accords with the comment 

on the Dale Farm community website that “experience shows that judges, the legal 

system and planning regulations are weighed against Travellers.”31 

Given the observations above about Irish Travellers and Basildon Council, some 

of the cultural orientations which, will impact the conflict include: 

Monochronic/Polychronic: monochronic cultures reverence schedules and the linear 

completion of tasks, but polychronic cultures focus on personal interaction and multiple 

events occurring at the same time.32 Basildon Council and the English settler community 

may be viewed as primarily monochromic.33  The justification for the High Court in 

dismissing the Travellers’ application for judicial review relies on the concept of 

timeliness.  Based on their freelance employment characteristics and emphasis on 

personal relationships, I think that Travellers may be viewed as polychronic.  

																																																								
30 EDWARD T. HALL, BEYOND CULTURE 107 (2d ed. 1989). 
31 DALE FARM SOLIDARITY, http://dalefarm.wordpress.com/ (last visited Oct. 14, 2011). 
32 HALL, supra note 30, at 17. 
33 YVONNE M. VAN EVERDINGEN ET AL., THE EFFECT OF NATIONAL CULTURE ON THE ADOPTION 

OF INNOVATIONS, MARKETING LETTERS 224 (Vol. 14, No. 3). 
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High/Low Context: one key characteristic of high context cultures is their view of 

outsiders, they will expect outsiders to be able to understand points which are made 

impliedly or social constructs which are not expressly explained.  In a low context 

culture, differences can be explained to outsiders directly.34 In my opinion, the Travellers 

have a high context culture. There are unwritten rules, which cannot be communicated to 

outsiders. The secrecy surrounding language is one example of their high context bias.  

However, this compares to Basildon Council and the English in general who are typically 

low context.35  Basildon Council has set out various documents, pamphlets and FAQs to 

explain their expectations form the Traveller community.  Essex Council has a Code of 

Conduct for Travellers available on their website36 which sets out their expectations for 

Travellers conduct.  

Individualism/Collectivism: Individualistic societies are composed of individuals who 

are responsible for their own fates, as opposed to collectivist societies where individuals 

belong and owe loyalty to specific groups who will look after members.37 The English 

are an individualistic society 38  whereas the Travellers who may typically be 

individualistic are in my view in the context of this conflict likely to have a collectivist 

orientation. The English expect that values should apply to all and emphasize the 

																																																								
34 HALL, supra note 30, at 108. 
35 Id. at 127. 
36 ESSEX COUNTY COUNCIL, CODE FOR TRAVELLERS IN ESSEX, (Oct. 13, 2011 at 11.35pm), 

http://www.essex.gov.uk/Environment%20Planning/Environmental-Issues/local-
environment/Gypsy-Traveller-Services/Information-Communities/Pages/Code-of-conduct.aspx. 

37 GEERT HOFSTEDE, CULTURE’S CONSEQUENCES 225 (2d ed. 2001). 
38 Id. at 215. 
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importance of the individual’s identity as opposed to a group identity.39 According to 

Okley 40  there is a clear duty owed by all Travellers to other travellers in distress 

particularly when they are in conflict with outsider, their key affiliation is to their family 

group or groupings. In this sense the Dale Farm conflict is a direct threat to the group and 

in my opinion will lead to a collectivist reaction.   

Masculine/Feminine: according to Hofstede, a masculine society is one in which the 

gender roles are clearly defined and where competition is important whereas in a 

feminine society the gender roles may overlap and there may be greater emphasis on co-

operation.41 With its focus on traditional male roles,42 the Irish Travellers’ culture may be 

categorized as more masculine.  The English and thus the Council’s orientation are also 

masculine. 43   Given that both parties will view the negotiation competitively, the 

mediator will need to be focused on reinforcing the collaborative nature of the mediation. 

It is unsurprising that with these key differences in orientation, “the everyday 

social relations between Gypsies and the settled population are often shaped by conflict 

and antagonism.” 44   Powell highlights some of the historical and contemporary 

stereotypes that have been used to justify discrimination against Gypsies (and also Irish 

Travellers), explaining that in settlers’ views: 

																																																								
39 Id. at 225. 
40 OKELY, supra note 22, at 704. 
41 HOFSTEDE, supra note 37, at 297. 
42 ALLEN, supra note 14, at 12 
43 HOFSTEDE, supra note 37, at 286 
44 RYAN POWELL, CIVILISING OFFENSIVES AND AMBIVALENCE: THE CASE OF BRITISH GYPSIES, 

PEOPLE, PLACE & POLICY ONLINE 112 (2007). 
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their behavior is characterized by incivility in contrast to the high standard 
of manners and refinement attained by the middle class of the developed 
West. Gypsies and their way of life have been constructed in opposition to 
civilization: a civilization based on, and expression of, the dominant world-
view of the Western middle classes.45 

In Powell’s view, settled lifestyles are perceived to be the norm and therefore nomadism 

is viewed as “alien”, nomadic groups are seen as “living outside social norms.”46  As 

such the potential for conflict between Irish Travellers and the state organs of the settled 

community is strong.  The Essex Human Rights Committee has commented that “the 

hostility directed against Gypsies and Travellers from the general population has 

encouraged local authorities to deny access to camping / living sites and to pursue and 

carry out forced evictions.”47 

The United Nations and Basildon Forum of Faiths a multi-faith group (created in 

partnership with Basildon Council) have separately offered to mediate the dispute, 

although the offers have been rejected by the UK government48 and Basildon Council49 

respectively, what would such a mediation look like?  How could it be structured to 

ensure the best possible chance for a successful resolution between the parties?  

Given that a solution would most probably lead to some form of co-existence 

between the parties, mediation does seem like an appropriate mechanism, according to 

																																																								
45 Id. at 112. 
46 Id. at 119. 
47 ESSEX HUMAN RIGHTS CENTRE, PROVISION OF INFORMATION ON THE SITUATION OF GYPSIES 

AND TRAVELLERS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM WITH REGARD TO FORCED EVICTIONS 1 (2010). 
48 ALEXANDRA TOPPING, DALE FARM: EVICTED TRAVELLERS WILL BE FORCED TO LEAVE AREA, 

THE GUARDIAN (Sep. 19, 2011), http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2011/sep/19/dale-farm-
evictions-un-negotiation. 

49 Id. 
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Gold, “mediation accommodates more collectivist, particularist values, and high-context, 

polychronic communication.”50 In mediation, a skilled third party neutral will work to 

facilitate a negotiated agreement between the parties.  Ideally, a mediator would be able 

to effect a transformational mediation i.e. one in which the relationship of the parties is 

transformed from one of conflict to peace.  With the rhetoric and history to this dispute 

that may be too ambitious.  However, even a traditional mediation will lay the 

groundwork for both parties to work together in future.  Also given the nature of this 

dispute, a mediation provides the most flexibility in possible solutions.  Courts are 

limited to injunctions, costs, orders for eviction, however a mediation may lead to novel 

and context specific solutions.51     

Another form of mediation, which could be beneficial in this conflict would be 

narrative mediation.  This focuses on the telling of stories and experiences to facilitate the 

decision-making. There are significant benefits to narration, Delgado highlights the 

benefits of story-telling to both the dominant and subservient groups in an interaction.52  

For the Travellers, story telling is a therapeutic tool for healing and an opportunity to 

impact Basildon Council by providing an alternative to their constructed reality.53 In 

																																																								
50 JULIE ANN GOLD, ADR THROUGH A CULTURAL LENSE: HOW CULTURAL VALUES SHAPE OUR 

DISPUTING PROCESSES, JOURNAL OF DISPUTE RESOLUTION 301 (2005). 
51 Id. at 300. 
52 RICHARD DELGADO, STORYTELLING FOR OPPOSITIONISTS AND OTHERS: A PLEA FOR 

NARRATIVE, 2411 MICHIGAN LAW REVIEW (Vol. 87 1988). 
53 Id. at 2425. 
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Gold’s view, “culturally competent mediators will allow storytelling or overlapping 

styles of communication that would not be tolerated in court or arbitration.”54 

Barkai identifies the communication differences between high and low context 

cultures as “probably …the single most important cultural difference in many cross-

cultural mediations.”55 Given the lack of experience with formalized language due to 

educational deprivation experienced by most Travellers it will be key to ensure that the 

mediator is mindful of potential issues with formal language.  As Travellers have low 

literacy rates there will need to be added sensitivity to ensure that documents are prepared 

in Plain English and that time is given to ensure comprehension. In terms of language, a 

mediator will need to work to establish a common language for the negotiation. 

The potential for power imbalance between the educated and structurally 

sophisticated Council members and the Travellers is high.  As Travellers typically exist 

outside the settler community, it may be difficult for them to navigate formal procedures.  

In recent years, Travellers have set up groups and worked to raise their awareness and 

group profile.  Some groups are highly politicized and have mobilized social media to 

publicize their cause, and Dale Farm is no exception.56  

																																																								
54 GOLD, supra at note 50, at 301 
55 JOHN BARKAI, WHAT’S A CROSS-CULTURAL MEDIATOR TO DO? A LOW-CONTEXT SOLUTION 

FOR A HIGH-CONTEXT PROBLEM 56 CARDOZO JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION (Vol. 10 
2008). 

56 There are a number of Traveller and Gypsy groups for example, The Irish Traveller Movement, 
the Traveller Law Reform Project, the All Party Parliamentary Group for Gypsy Roma 
Travellers, etc. 
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Given my view that both cultures will be oriented towards the masculine style of 

competitive negotiation, the mediator will also need to be cognizant of the competitive 

positions of both sides.  The Council has spent a significant sum on legal action and the 

planned evictions, if a solution could be found to their concerns for the property this 

could be of real benefit to them given current straitened economic circumstances.  For the 

Travellers, they face the real possibility of a forced eviction.  Any solution short of this 

will be of benefit to them.  A mediator will need to highlight the potential benefit of a 

negotiated settlement to both parties. 

As an example of individualistic Western culture, it is likely that Basildon 

Council will have a “self-serving bias of fairness.”57 The likely results of such a bias 

include a reduction in the ability to solve problems creatively and an increase in the 

‘cynical perceptions’ of the other side.58 The mediator may need to discuss this with the 

Council directly which would be best done in private caucus to avoid any embarrassment 

or the perception of bias on the part of the mediator.   

A transformative mediation would be the best result for the community as a whole 

however, given the tenor of discussions and the latest legal results it seems improbable 

that this will occur.  The problems in this particular case go beyond Dale Farm and 

highlight issues which continue to impact society.  

Though overtly barbaric practices have receded alongside changes in 
people’s sensibilities and processes of functional democratisation the state 
has continued to oppress the Gypsy population through policies which have 

																																																								
57 MICHELE GELFAND ET AL., CULTURE AND EGOCENTRIC PERCEPTIONS OF FAIRNESS IN 

CONFLICT AND NEGOTIATION JOURNAL OF APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY 833 (2002 Vol. 87 No. 5). 
58 Id. at 834. 
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eroded cultural practices such as nomadism and the pursuit of traditional 
employment opportunities.59 

Until this construct of civilization is adjusted Dale Farm will remain one example in a 

continuum of such cross-cultural conflicts. 

Postscript 

This article was originally written in 2011, and since then the eviction of the Dale Farm 

travellers has taken place.   

 

																																																								
59 POWELL, supra note 44, at 121. 


