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Language is far more than a neutral instrument for communication. It is a central
mechanism through which knowledge, identity, and social belonging are produced and sustained.
Nowadays, multilingualism is increasingly being recognized as a foundational condition for inclusive
education systems, democracies, and peaceful societies. This recognition was prominently
reaffirmed during the 2021 International Mother Language Day. During this event, United
Nations Member States emphasized linguistic diversity as both a human right and a strategic
resource for sustainable development. The event highlighted the idea that no meaningful vision of
social inclusion and progress can exist without respect for the languages through which individuals
and communities interpret the world.

None of this is easy work, as multiple (Dnatural and social forces combine to (7 )

exacerbate language shift, or language death. The Covid-19 pandemic, for example, exposed deep
inequalities in access to education, with linguistic minorities often facing disproportionate barriers
to remote learning and public health information. A more long-standing social mechanism
exacerbating language death is linguistic imperialism. This concept refers to powerful languages—
most notably English today—spreading and dominating not just by accident, but through historical
forces such as colonialism, globalization, education systems, technology and media. 2Dominant

languages gain prestige largely because of their close association with economic processes and the

production of wealth. In the process, local and minority languages can be pushed aside, losing not

only status but speakers.

Despite efforts to protect and promote endangered languages, the global linguistic
landscape remains deeply fragile. Of the more than eight thousand documented languages
worldwide today, only about seven thousand are still actively used, and fewer than fifteen hundred
enjoy formal legal recognition. Approximately fifteen hundred languages are at immediate risk of
losing their remaining speakers, often as a result of urbanization, educational (4 )assimilation, and
economic pressures. About half of today’s eight thousand documented languages may disappear
by 2100. More pessimistic projections suggest that up to ninety percent could eventually die out.
Despite considerable population growth during the past century, linguistic diversity has actually
dropped dramatically. In other words, as the Earth becomes over-populated, cultural and linguistic

(7 )homogenization around the world is becoming increasingly evident.

In her address at the 2021 International Mother Language Day celebration, UNESCO
Director-General Audrey Azoulay drew attention to a pressing challenge in the digital age. While
digital technologies promise unprecedented access to information, the overwhelming majority of
the world’s languages remain excluded from online spaces. Approximately ninety-eight percent of

languages today have little or no presence on the Internet. This creates a form of digital



(x )marginalization that mirrors older patterns of cultural exclusion. The vitality of languages,
Azoulay argues, depends not only on their transmission through formal education but also on their
use in everyday life, including digital communication, media, and cultural production.

The death of languages both leads to and worsens social inequality, because access to
education, academic publishing, and global influence often depends on use of dominant languages.
The erosion of linguistic diversity has profound consequences, particularly for Indigenous Peoples
whose languages are closely tied to land, spirituality, and collective memory. In light of these
growing pressures, multilingual education is increasingly being understood as a critical component
of crisis response and recovery. Ensuring that educational resources are accessible in multiple
languages is now understood as an ethical obligation aligned with the humanist principle of
(# )emancipation for all.

To curb language death, UNESCO has launched several initiatives aimed at expanding
multilingual digital content. Among these, the “Translate a Story” project stands out as a practical
response to linguistic exclusion, which was exacerbated during the Covid-19 pandemic. Through
this initiative, thousands of children’s books have been translated into more than one hundred
languages, including many that are rarely represented in global publishing markets. By enriching
the Global Digital Library with diverse linguistic materials, the project seeks to democratize access
to cultural knowledge while validating the cultural experiences of marginalized language
communities. Special attention is given to Indigenous languages, which represent a significant
portion of the world’s linguistic diversity, and most of the world’s endangered languages.

Beyond its cultural significance, multilingualism is closely linked to broader processes of
knowledge production and social transformation. UNESCO has consistently emphasized that
information and knowledge are crucial to economic development and human well-being.
Language mediates access to these resources by conditioning how knowledge is created, shared, and
evaluated within specific sociocultural and political contexts. When certain languages dominate
public and digital spheres, alternative perspectives risk being silenced. This can lead to epistemic
inequality, or unequal power and access in the production, validation, and circulation of knowledge.
Multilingualism therefore becomes essential for maintaining a pluralistic global knowledge
ecosystem, and by extension, a more equal society.

From a human rights perspective, the right to express oneself in a language of one’s choice
is firmly embedded in international legal frameworks. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
for example, affirms freedom of expression without linguistic discrimination. It extends this
principle to both physical and digital public domains. The 2003 UNESCO Recommendation
Concerning the Promotion and Use of Multilingualism and Access to Cyberspace further articulates
these rights within the context of emerging information technologies. This Recommendation
remains a unique (77 )normative instrument addressing linguistic equity in cyberspace. It will
surely gain greater importance, as society is unfortunately turning its attention to artificial
intelligence as providing technical solutions to social problems.

The 2003 Recommendation calls upon governments, international organizations, civil



society, academic institutions, and private sector actors to collaborate in expanding multilingual
digital content and infrastructure. It encourages the development of public domain resources,
equitable access to networks, and balanced approaches to intellectual property that respect both
copyrights and broader public interest. Importantly, the Recommendation recognizes that
technological innovation alone cannot guarantee inclusion unless it is guided by clear ethical and
policy commitments to linguistic diversity. While international frameworks and technological
innovations offer valuable tools, their effectiveness ultimately depends on political will, collective
responsibility, and a clear understanding of the differences between social and technological realities.

Protecting linguistic diversity is not an act of nostalgia, nor is it simply about preserving
words and grammar systems. It is about supporting the technological, social, and economic
conditions that allow languages to thrive rather than die. Education systems, media environments,
and digital platforms all play critical roles in this complex and long-term project. Multilingualism,
in this sense, occupies a central position in contemporary efforts to build inclusive, resilient,

democratic, and peaceful societies.

Higt : UNESCO (2021) “Linguistic diversity is a mirror of cultural richness and imperative for

inclusivity in education and society” X Y —&BH#Fr - &%,

Source: https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/linguistic-diversity-mirror-cultural-richness-and-imperative-inclusivity-education-and-society
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(a) the process of becoming more uniform or similar
(b) the production and exchange of knowledge
(c) establishing norms, standards, or rules (often in legal or policy contexts)
(d) to make a problem or situation worse
(e) warm, sometimes sad feeling of longing for the past
(f) the process by which minority groups adopt the dominant culture or language
(g) being freed from control, restrictions, or unfair limits

(h) the exclusion of groups from full participation in society
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(7) exacerbate: (d) to make a problem or situation worse

(A4 ) assimilation: (f) the process by which minority groups adopt the dominant culture or language
(v ) homogenization: (a) the process of becoming more uniform or similar

() marginalization: (h) the exclusion of groups from full participation in society

(#) emancipation: (g) being freed from control, restrictions, or unfair limits

(1) normative: (c) establishing norms, standards, or rules (often in legal or policy contexts)
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