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Abstract 

We live in an increasingly globalized world, and one moreover that is 
dominated by English as the current lingua mundi (international language). 
At the same time, we are facing the rapid retrenchment and loss of many of 
the world’s nearly 7000 spoken languages, with indigenous and other 
minority languages being most at risk. 

In this context, what are the possibilities for preserving linguistic diversity 
into the next century? What role can the development and implementation of 
language rights play, at both national and supranational levels, in the 
promotion/protection of such diversity? What arguments need to be 
employed to guard against increasing linguistic homogenization, particularly 
via the international dominance of English? 

This presentation will address these questions by focusing on the following 
three key areas: the rights attributable to minority language speakers at both 
the national and supranational level; issues of identity and social mobility in 
relation to language diversity; the advantages of bilingualism in an 
increasingly interconnected world. 
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Introduction 

The prominent British sociologist, Anthony Giddens, has defined 
globalization as: 

the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant 
localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events 
occurring many miles away and vice versa. (Giddens 1990: 64) 

One of the key concerns in academic discussions of globalization is whether 
these globalizing processes will inevitably result in greater uniformity, or 
whether diversity – ethnicity cultural, linguistic, national – can still be 
maintained in an increasingly interconnected world. For many commentators, 
the forces of globalization have been viewed, however despairingly, as an 
inevitable threat to diversity – resulting in the increasing ‘McDonaldization’ 
of the world, to borrow a phrase from George Ritzer (1996).  

Concerns over the effects of globalization on diversity are especially evident 
in the area of language rights and language education, particularly given the 
close links between globalization and English as an international language. As 
the world becomes increasingly interconnected, as we watch the apparently 
inexorable march of English across the world, and related pressures for 
people to learn and speak English, often at the expense of the languages they 
already know, the prospects for maintaining linguistic diversity do not seem 
bright. The well-known predictions by linguists such as Michael Krauss 
(1992), that up to 90% of the world’s 7000 spoken languages are endangered 
and that over 50% will ‘die’ – that is, be no longer spoken – by the end of this 
century would seem to reinforce this pessimistic view about the impact of 
globalization on the world’s languages.  

While I think there are serious concerns about the state of the world’s 
languages in this age of globalization, I also believe that all is not (yet) lost. In 
fact, I believe that globalization can actually be part of the solution as well as 
the problem. This is because in my work (e.g. May, 2003, 2005, 2008), I have 
consistently argued that it is actually nationalism, and the related 
organization of the nation-state that is the greatest threat to language 
diversity, based as it is on the notion of linguistic homogeneity in the public 
realm and, often, an allied public monolingualism. This idea of a single 
common ‘national’ language (sometimes, albeit more rarely, more than one 
language) is a product of the last few hundred years of nationalism. Previous 
forms of political organization did not require this degree of linguistic 
uniformity. For example, empires were quite happy for the most part to leave 
unmolested the plethora of cultures and languages subsumed within them – 
as long as taxes were paid, all was well.  If previous forms of political 
organization were not dependent on linguistic homogeneity, it goes without 
saying that subsequent forms need not be either. The linguistically 
homogeneous nation-state model – though we still assume it to be – is neither 
inevitable nor inviolate.  
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This is where globalization has a key role to play – by linking the local and 
the global, by making the borders of nation-states (including their linguistic 
ones) more porous, by challenging nation-states to engage in the public 
domain on multiple linguistic fronts, globalization can actually bolster rather 
than undermine linguistic diversity, challenging nation-states to engage or re-
think themselves in more linguistically plural and interconnected ways. 

Of course, this won’t be easy – particularly, given the already hegemonic role 
of English worldwide. But today, I want to suggest, very briefly, three key 
principles that might lend themselves to this task: the notion of promotion-
oriented language rights; rethinking the relationship between language use 
and language value; and the merits of bilingualism. Let me look at each of 
these in turn. 

 

Promotion-oriented language rights 

The sociolinguist, Herbert Kloss (1977) introduced a distinction over 30 years 
ago that still seems highly relevant today – that is, the distinction between 
what he termed ‘tolerance-oriented’ and ‘promotion-oriented’ language 
rights.  

For Kloss, tolerance-oriented rights ensure the right to preserve one’s 
language in the private, non-governmental sphere of national life. These 
rights may be narrowly or broadly defined. They include the right of 
individuals to use their first language at home and in public, freedom of 
assembly and organization, the right to establish private cultural, economic 
and social institutions wherein the first language may be used, and the right 
to foster one’s first language in private schools. The key principle of such 
rights is that the state does ‘not interfere with efforts on the parts of the 
minority to make use of [their language] in the private domain’ (Kloss, 1977: 
2).  

On a human rights level, the extension of tolerance-oriented language rights 
would appear to be something all linguistic groups should afforded – that is, 
the right to use the language(s) one chooses in the private domain, without 
threat of censure or discrimination. Sadly, however, this is still not the case 
today in all contexts. One only has to think of the Kurds in Turkey, or 
Tibetans in China to realise this. (Recent historical examples include Franco’s 
Spain and Kosovo under Milosovich). There is still much work to be done 
here in ensuring even these basic language rights. 

If tolerance-oriented language rights are not always allowed in modern 
nation-states, then promotion-oriented rights present an even greater 
challenge. Promotion-oriented rights regulate the extent to which minority 
rights are recognized within the public domain, or civic realm of the nation-
state. As such, Kloss argues that they involve ‘public authorities [in] trying to 
promote a minority [language] by having it used in public institutions – 
legislative, administrative and educational, including the public schools’ 
(1977: 2). Again, such rights may be narrowly or widely applied. At their 
narrowest, promotion-oriented rights might simply involve the publishing of 



 3 

public documents in minority languages. At their broadest, promotion-
oriented rights could involve recognition of a minority language in all formal 
domains within the nation-state, thus allowing the minority language group 
‘to care for its internal affairs through its own public organs, which amounts 
to the [state] allowing self government for the minority group’ (1977: 24). The 
latter position would also necessarily require the provision of state-funded 
minority language education as of right. 

Promotion-oriented language rights could be applied to two key people 
groups today. The first are national minority groups – a term drawn from the 
political theorist, Will Kymlicka’s work – who have always been associated 
historically with a particular territory, but who have been subject to 
colonization, conquest, or confederation and, consequently, now have only 
minority status within a particular nation-state. These groups include, for 
example, the Welsh in Britain, Catalans and Basques in Spain, Bretons in 
France, Québécois in Canada, and some Latino groups (e.g. Puerto Ricans) in 
the USA, to name but a few. They also include indigenous peoples, who have 
increasingly been regarded in both international and national law as a 
separate category of peoples. Following Kymlicka, I have argued in my work 
that these groups can claim, as of right, at least some of the benefits that 
majority national languages currently enjoy – including publicly funded 
education in their languages. 

However, I have also argued that a second possibility for the extension of 
such rights can apply to ethnic minorities, who have migrated from their 
country of origin to a new host nation-state, or in the case of refugees have 
been the subject of forced relocation. Here, a promotion-oriented language 
right cannot be argued as of right, but can still be advanced on the basis of the 
widely-accepted principle in international law of ‘where numbers warrant’. 
That is, in order to avoid language discrimination, it is important that where 
there is a sufficient number of other language speakers, these speakers should 
be allowed to use that language as part of the exercise of their individual 
rights as citizens. Or to put it another way, they should have the opportunity to 
use their first language if they so choose. This approach allows for the 
maintenance of multiple cultural and linguistic identities in both the private 
and public domains, rather than the often forced choice between a local 
(ethnic) and national linguistic identity that is the product of nationalism and 
nation-state organization – in order to be a citizen of X you must (only) speak 
language Y. Dispensing with this forced language choice more accurately 
reflects the communicative profiles of multilingual speakers and accords with 
globalization’s recognition of both the local (ethnic, national) and the global. 

 

Rethinking language use and language value 

Still, this is not easy to achieve – particularly, when the notions of language 
value and use come into play. This is the idea that some languages – most 
prominently, English as the current lingua mundi or world language– are 
simply much more useful (and therefore, valuable) than other languages. As a 
result, so the argument goes, one should stop speaking the less valuable 
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languages and learn English. Much language shift and loss – both historically 
and currently – can be explained by this ‘language replacement’ argument; 
the idea that people shift from speaking a minority (less valuable/useful) 
language to a majority (more valuable/useful) language on the basis of the 
social and economic benefits involved. 

Central then to these language replacement arguments is the idea that the 
individual social mobility of minority language speakers will be enhanced as 
a result. Relatedly, those who promote minority languages – those, 
supposedly, less valuable and useful languages - are consistently criticized for 
consigning, or ghettoizing minority language communities within the 
confines of a language that does not have a wider use, thus actively 
constraining their social mobility. We see this for example in the arguments of 
the ‘English Only’ brigade in the US, who argue that continuing to speak 
Spanish is not only politically problematic but an inevitable recipe for social 
immobility (see, e.g., Barry, 2000; Huntingdon 2005). We can broadly 
summarize the logic of this argument as follows: 

• Majority languages are lauded for their ‘instrumental’ value, while 
minority languages are accorded ‘sentimental’ value, but are broadly 
constructed as obstacles to social mobility and progress 

• Learning a majority language will thus provide individuals with 
greater economic and social mobility 

• Learning a minority language, while (possibly) important for reasons 
of cultural continuity, delimits an individual’s mobility; in its strongest 
terms, this might amount to actual ‘ghettoization’ 

• If minority language speakers are ‘sensible’ they will opt for mobility 
and modernity via the majority language 

• Whatever decision is made, the choice between opting for a majority or 
minority language is constructed as oppositional, even mutually 
exclusive  
 

These arguments appear to be highly persuasive. In response, however, I 
believe that the presumptions and assumptions that equate linguistic mobility 
solely with majority languages are themselves extremely problematic. For a 
start, this position separates the instrumental and identity aspects of 
language. On this view, minority languages may be important for identity but 
have no instrumental value, while majority languages are construed as 
primarily instrumental with little or no identity value. We see this in the 
allied notions of majority languages as ‘vehicles’ of modernity, and minority 
languages as (merely) ‘carriers’ of identity. However, it is clear that all 
language(s) embody and accomplish both identity and instrumental functions 
for those who speak them. Where particular languages – especially 
majority/minority languages – differ is in the degree to which they can 
accomplish each of these functions, and this in turn is dependent on the social 
and political (not linguistic) constraints in which they operate (May, 2003). 
Thus, in the case of minority languages, their instrumental value is often 
constrained by wider social and political processes that have resulted in the 
privileging of other language varieties in the public realm. Meanwhile, for 
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majority languages, the identity characteristics of the language are clearly 
important for their speakers, but often become subsumed within and 
normalized by the instrumental functions that these languages fulfill. This is 
particularly apparent with respect to monolingual speakers of English, given 
the position of English as the current world language. 

On this basis, we can argue that the limited instrumentality of particular 
minority languages at any given time need not always remain so. Indeed, if 
the minority position of a language is the specific product of wider historical 
and contemporary social and political relationships, changing these wider 
relationships positively with respect to a minority language should bring 
about both enhanced instrumentality for the language in question, and 
increased mobility for its speakers. We can see this occurring currently, for 
example, in Wales and Catalonia, with the emergence of these formerly 
subjugated languages into the public domain – particularly via, but by no 
means limited to education. 

Likewise, when majority language speakers are made to realize that their own 
languages fulfil important identity functions for them, both as individuals 
and as a group, they may be slightly more reluctant to require minority 
language speakers to dispense with theirs. Or to put it another way, if 
majority languages do provide their speakers with particular and often 
significant individual and collective forms of linguistic identity, as they 
clearly do, it seems unjust to deny these same benefits, out of court, to 
minority language speakers. 

 

Promoting the merits of bilingualism 

And this brings me to the final point that I want to discuss with you today – if 
the distinction between majority/minority languages can be effectively 
critiqued, as I’ve suggested it can be, we can then begin to promote the 
importance of bilingualism/multilingualism in any combination of languages. 
This requires, however, one further step: dismantling the assumption that 
language usefulness equates directly with language reach – i.e. the more 
useful the language the greater its international reach. English is the key 
language to which this currently applies, but it can also apply to a range of 
other ‘international’ languages – French, German, Spanish, Chinese, for 
example. On this basis, learning one of these languages in addition to those 
we already know is clearly useful for one’s wider engagement in the world – 
a cosmopolitan engagement with positive implications for trade and/or 
diplomacy. However, conversely, maintaining, or learning, a ‘local’ language 
has no such obvious benefits and smacks of gheottization. 

We see this distinction regularly made in arguments against the maintenance 
of, for example, Spanish in the USA Maori in New Zealand, or Welsh in 
Wales, by proponents who instead laud the importance of international 
languages. Thus, Brian Barry, the noted US political theorist, can argue that 
Spanish in the US, or Welsh in Wales are of little use because of their 
‘localism’- he would prefer to see French taught instead. And yet, this beggars 
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belief on a number of fronts: Spanish, after all, is a majority not a minority 
language in many other national contexts (think Central and Southern 
America), as well as an international language, so to argue that speaking 
Spanish in the US amounts to gheottization is nonsense. And while French is 
clearly an international language, and Welsh is not, it goes without saying 
that Welsh in Wales, is far more useful to know than French. Indeed, Barry 
specifically bemoans the labour market advantages of those with an 
educational qualification in the Welsh language because local authorities 
increasingly require knowledge of Welsh as a condition of employment (see 
2000: 105-106). This is rich indeed, given that these exact same arguments are 
made without apology by Barry, and other likeminded critics, on behalf of 
majority languages, particularly English. They simply can’t have it both ways 
– deriding minority languages for their lack of utility, and then opposing their 
utility when it proves to be politically inconvenient. After all, as Jim 
Cummins’s once famously asked: why is bilingualism good for the rich and 
not for the poor? 

This reminds us that in any discussion of bilingualism/multilingualism, we 
must always take account of the wider social and political context in which it 
is situated, along with the positions and wider agendas of the commentators 
themselves. It also highlights the responsibility of those well versed in the 
research literature – which has for over 40 years now consistently 
demonstrated the cognitive, social and educational advantages of 
bilingualism, when that bilingualism is valued and recognized - to articulate 
clearly and consistently these benefits in the academic as well as wider public 
domains. As Mary McGroarty argues: ‘it is the job of [those] interested in 
policies that include attention to bilingualism to keep the value of 
bilingualism in the public consciousness, to continue to demonstrate that 
bilingual approaches to education are not only feasible but, in fact, actually 
exist’ (2006: 5; see also 2002). In order to achieve this, McGroarty continues: 
‘advocates for positive language and education policies must constantly 
articulate the value of bilingualism, and to be able to do so in varied terms 
that respond to a protean environment of public discussion’ (2006: 5-6).  

And this is the real challenge we face – to change the public and policy 
discussions which continue to assume public monolingualism as the norm, 
which continue to limit cosmopolitanism only to knowledge of so-called 
international languages, and which continue to relegate the local at the 
expense of the global when it comes to languages (and much else). If 
globalization can teach us anything, it is that to be a linguistic citizen of the 
world requires us to not limit our language choice but rather to extend it, so 
that we can operate fully and effectively in all contexts – the local, national 
and global. 

 

 


