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LINGUISTIC SUSTAINABILITY AND LANGUAGE ECOLOGY1

1. From ‘sustainability’ to ‘linguistic sustainability’
The concept of ‘sustainability’ clearly comes from the tradition of thinking that criticises
a perspective of economic development that overlooks almost totally the natural
environment and which thus leads it to a final end devoid of resources and clearly
harmful for the life of human beings. The academics and activists that shared this view
have worked on the perspective of ‘sustainable development’ or ‘lasting development’ in
order to practice an economic and urbanistic development respectful of, integrated into,
and in keeping with the dynamics of nature. Such principles provide a way of improving
some of the material aspects of human life while at the same time not damaging other
environmental aspects still more necessary and fundamental for the quality—and even for
the simple possibility—of human existence. In fact, this is a synthesis of possible
opposed patterns. It does not renounce material and economic improvement, but nor does
it exclude a fully healthy environment that is appropriate for the continuation of the
species. It postulates an environmental morality2, because the basis of the problem lies,
more than in legal dispositions, in the scales of value shared by society and shaped by
juridical codification.
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If we now try to apply this way of thinking to the linguistic reality, what do we see? Are
there analogies to be made? I believe there are, and ones that can be used to good
advantage. From the outset, I would underscore the will to connect apparent ‘opposites’
in an integrative conceptualisation, such as the very syntagm ‘sustainable development’.
On the sociolinguistic plane, our debate should probably be about our ‘opposites’, which
could be on the one hand the glottophagic expansion of the dominant languages and, on
the other hand, the maintenance and development of human linguistic diversity.
Let us note that the existing positions tend to polarise on these two aspects. For some, it
is necessary for peoples to abandon their original languages and adopt only the great state
or global codes of communication in order to be able to advance in their economic and
cultural development. For others, the struggle is clearly in favour of the preservation of
linguistic diversity and the maintenance of distinct collective identities as a way of
avoiding the poverty and anonymity that are the destination of disorganisation of the
traditional subsistence ecosystem, and of the continuance of the knowledge and wisdom
each culture has produced. These perspectives may seem, at first, to be irreconcilable and
antagonistic, wholly impossible to integrate and assemble.
Would there be some way of translating the procedures and the conciliating
conceptualisation of ‘sustainability’, of combining the competence and use both of
languages of greater communicative scope and of maintaining and promoting group
languages? To paraphrase Ramon Folch in an interview on sustainability in general, we
could say that linguistic sustainability should be a process of gradual transformation
from the current model of the linguistic organisation of the human species, a
transformation whose objective would be to avoid that collective bilingualism or
polyglottism of human beings must require the abandonment by different cultural groups
of their own languages. Basically, the ideology opposed to this would come from the
negative human tendency for dichotomous thinking: black or white, one language or the
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other. Today, however, from the paradigm of complexity,3 we know that there are other
possibilities. Why, then, can we not forcefully postulate a morality of maintenance and
development of multilingualism similar to that of the maintenance of species and of the
natural environment? The personal and groupal benefits of preserving languages (greater
self-esteem, greater positive self-image of the group, no shame in origins, etc.), while not
easily quantifiable, are important to the happiness of people, as many contemporary cases
show us. Large majority groups must generate a sociolinguistic ethics, a system which
will guide them in ways of acting that are respectful of linguistic sustainability.
Just as sustainable development does not negate the development and the desire for
material improvement of human societies but at one and the same time wants to maintain
ecosystemic balance with nature, so ‘linguistic sustainability’ accepts polyglottisation and
intercommunication among groups and persons yet still calls for the continuity and full
development of human linguistic groups. Just as in the general sustainability framework
we think and act in ways intended not to destroy our very biospheric context and intended
to save the natural resources we depend on, in linguistic sustainability we want to
develop ourselves and intercommunicate with each other without destroying the linguistic
and cultural resources that identify us. From a sustainability ethics, the diversity of the
ways different groups of the species communicate is clearly a value to protect, and not as
an ‘anthropological’ curio but because of the intrinsic and inalienable dignity of human
persons and societies.

2. Linguistic contact and sociocultural ecosystems
Another facet of the tenets of sustainability, which we consider important, is naturally its
ecosystemic conception of phenomena. The conception that overlooked the settings and
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contexts of things has inevitably entered into crisis, and today we see clearly how
intervening in a fact or an element means intervening simultaneously—and above all—in
the environment and the context of a fact or an element. What this signifies is that getting
right our actions in the framework of linguistic sustainability requires our in-depth
knowledge of the fundamental evolutionary dynamics and factors of sociolinguistic
ecosystems, both on the local and the global scale. To study the ‘linguosphere’, the
ecology of languages should be an ecology based on sociocultural ecosystems and the
relations among these ecosystems, because the basic unit is not language but always thelanguage-in-its-context. Making a language sustainable will mean balancing a complex
organisation in the framework of which the corresponding code can be provided with a
functional niche that is sufficient to guarantee an adequate homeostasis. Sustainability is
clearly ecosystemic and dynamic.4
From this perspective, it should be clear that languages are thus not simple objects but
rather complex ones, emergences produced and maintained at the meeting point of
different dimensions. A real language is not only its grammar or its lexis but also living
human cognition, interaction, and identification, in the simultaneous intersection of, as
Edgar Morin states, the noosphere, the psychosphere and the sociosphere.5
Sustainability is thus aware of avoiding a break in the dynamic balance of the different
elements that participate in the ecosystem. For example, Jacobs observes that
‘“sustainable” commonly applies to the practice of drawing on renewable resources at a
rate no speedier o greedier than the rate at which the resources can renew themselves’.6
Folch states that it is necessary to ‘produce only what is reasonably held to be needed and
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with the least number possible of distorting external factors.’ Thus, the aim is always to
conserve/preserve the fundamental balance that makes possible the very maintenance of
the ecosystem and of its components. If we now translate this to linguistic sustainability,
we could clearly establish principles such as that of using only the allochthonous
languages for that which is reasonably necessary and with the least cost of functions (or
with the least distortion of functions) for the autochthonous languages. Then, sustainable
linguistic contact will be that which does not produce linguistic exposure or linguistic use
in allochthonous language at a speed and/or pressure—to a degree—so high as to make
impossible the stable continuity of the autochthonous languages of human groups. We
can, then, state that the sustainable character of a massive bilingualisation comes from
the comparison between the degree of valuation and functions of the language that is not
originally that of the group (L2) and that of the language that is originally that of the
group (L1). If the first is lower, the contact massive and the bilingualisation are
sustainable. If it is greater, the bilingualisation is not sustainable and the language
original to the group will degrade and disappear in a few decades.
Also applying the terminology of sustainability to the current crisis of many of the
linguistic ecosystems of humanity, we may be able to begin to speak of assuring the
ecological [ecolinguistic] viability of linguistic groups via a socioenvironmental
[sociolinguistic] management that is made adequate to assure avoidance of an excessive
disorganisation that could be lethal for many of the linguistic codes which the different
human subgroups have built up throughout their existence. The first task is to avoid
abuses against the systems. One should not exceed their ‘charge capacity’. Therefore, as
there are toxic and nontoxic doses, we should attempt to see what degrees of linguistic
contact prove sustainable in each typology of the different ones that exist, what functions
prove to be the fundamental ones to be reserved for the autochthonous linguistic codes,
and how the changes introduced work in interaction with other changes that could be
taken place at the same time in the situation. This forces us to go into still greater depth
than is possible at present in our knowledge of the ecodynamics of linguistic contacts.
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Just as studies are carried out on environmental or ecological impact, we also should be
able to be up to studying the sociolinguistic impact of economic, political, educative
measures, of migrations, of technological innovations, etc. We need quickly to reach
clear and functional models of sociolinguistic ecosystems, to know of the interactions of
their different elements, of how to quantify them and, in so far as it is possible, to be able
to make predictions on their evolution and hence be able to propose measures that are
adequate from the perspective of a sustainable management of plurilingualism.
Being able to reach this state of practical awareness of public administrations regarding
linguistic diversity implies even today a constant and conscientious task on the political
and governmental domains. In many cases, these studies would lead us to having to
recommend important alterations in the distribution of power in many states, until now
little sensitive to their internal national and cultural diversity. This would be necessary in
order to give to different historical linguistic groups an important degree of control over
their own collective life, something at present unavailable. For example, the
generalisation of the principle of what is now known as ‘political subsidiarity’—enabling
decisions to be taken on the maximum number of topics in politically administrative
instances close to the citizens—would undoubtedly benefit the possibility of such
linguistic self-government. Applying another version of subsidiarity, in a linguistic sense,
we could say, as I have already often done, that ‘everything that a local language can do
need not be done by a more global language’, that is to say that, by default, the language
of pre-eminent use should be that of the group, the weaker, except for those cases of
external communications when the situation so requires.

3. The imbalance and maintenance of sociolinguistic ecosystems
Languages, as complex objects, will simultaneously live in the minds, in the social
interaction, and in the general communication of a given community, which will make
use of them for purposes of social relations, categorisation of reality and, when necessary,
to identify themselves in relation to other humans speaking other languages. Historically,
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if this ecosystem suffers no fundamental disturbances, it will tend to reproduce itself
intergenerationally, even though with internal change, via self-co-construction of the
codes by the new individuals. If, however, as we have already stated, the ecosystem
registers a large and powerful enough entry of exogenous linguistic elements, then there
could occur a reorganisation of competencies and norms of linguistic usage, and this
could lead to important evolutionary repercussions.7 There have been basically two main
causes of the historical disruption of linguistic ecosystems: politico-economic
integrations and migratory irruptions.

Hence, when and why does a situation of bilingualism or polyglottism in a society evolve
towards the abandonment of the weaker code by its speakers and when not? If we
compare language shift cases with others of stable balance, such as for example the
diglossia typical of German Switzerland we find, as I stated in 1997, that “very probably,
in this stabilisation of the local varieties there must intervene the fact of … the existence
of a highly positive groupal image —Switzerland is not a poor country that is little
developed economically— and the fact that the adoption of the general German standard
is not in any way a foreign imposition or the fruit of a situation of political minoritisation
but rather a decision of the language group itself—and, if they wish, a revocable one
freely taken.” I continued, then, that “fundamentally, the reason for the relative stability
of these cases of diglossic distribution must be sought in the politico-cognitive
dimension: none of the cases habitually analysed are situations of political subordination
like those of the minoritised European communities. The perception of dependence and,
in consequence, of self-deprecation, taking a group or foreign cultural elements as a main
referent of behaviour and of values, simply doesn’t need to take place. It seems clear,
therefore, that it must not be the simple fact of bilingualisation and asymmetric
distribution of functions which can lead to intergenerational language shift, but rather the
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politico-economic context in which this bilingualisation takes place and the meanings and
representations that its protagonists associate with it”. 8
Consequently, those who move more towards the abandonment of their own codes are
those human groups that live in a subordinating context in which they have no political
control of their collective life —and hence of their public linguistic functions—, that are
little developed economically but integrated into supraeconomic and perhaps more
advanced areas, that experience geographic and social mobility --even if this is internal
as, for example, from rural areas to cities—, and that maintain a non-favourable selfimage while on the other hand tending to follow the dominant group of reference, whose
language they attempt to adopt and, when possible, use to speak to their children.

4. Types of contact and sustainable multilingualism

4.1 Vertical contact
What we now wish to posit is how to avoid situations whereby people who have been
bilingualised or polyglottised have to abandon the fundamental uses of their group’s L1
in their daily life. That is, how to make it possible for these people to continue using
their habitual code and using it for the maximum number of functions. Let us distinguish,
in our analysis, between two large situation types, which, however, can also exist
together: vertical contact and horizontal contact.9 What we should consider then is
whether bilingualisation is the fruit of a territorial and group integration inside wider
8
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political and socioeconomic structures, or whether the situation has basically come about
because of face-to-face contact with other people with whom one coexists on a daily
basis.
In the first type of situation, that of ‘vertical contact’, we are referring, as mentioned, to
linguistic groups which, without having been displaced from their territory, habitually
become bilingual due to the fact of being politically integrated into a higher structure
which decides to adopt, in the simplest typologies, a language with an official character,
one which is not that of the affected group. Since there are far fewer states that there are
languages, this is a case that is far from infrequent. In extreme cases, the state, which
often consciously desires to build a homogeneous ‘nation’, will tend to put into practice a
policy in which exalt the values of the official language, presenting it as the guarantee of
national unity and the symbol of the new nation one wants to build. Reciprocally, in
many cases, the discourse will be one of disparagement or at least of public oblivion of
the other languages existing in the perimeter of sovereignty. Moreover, if this political
subordination occurs, as is often the case, in the framework of acute technoeconomical
change, which often leads to the destruction of the culture’s traditional economic
organisation, then the new language will progressively be seen as the language of the new
situation, in turn seen as ‘modern and of material progress’. The new language will then
need to be not only known well but even adopted if one wishes to become integrated in
the new ruling class or, simply, to improve one’s social status. If this process becomes
generalised gradually among the population, there may follow cases of group selfabandonment of the original language and thus an initiation of the process of linguistic
extinction.
In these situations, action should be fundamentally political to reorient the predominant
discourses in the directions of self-esteem and, at the same time, if possible, to provide
the peoples with a sufficient degree of political and economic selfhood in their collective
life. This should permit sociolinguistic self-determination and provide the freedom
necessary to distribute communicative functions between both languages. There are
organisational principles and techniques, as we know, which can organise the
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corresponding distributions of functions and linguistic rights10. Depending on the
territorial distributions of the peoples in question and on their volume, we can guide
ourselves by the by now classic criteria of ‘personality’ or ‘territoriality’, to which I
would suggest adding those of ‘functionality’ and ‘subsidiariety’, for those cases in
which the other two terms cannot be applied with their optimum force11. If the political
power involves itself in this in a sincere way and the group’s demographic volumes are
not too low, they are cases that can be solved and lead to long continuity.
These cases, however, may present more sustainability difficulties if, in a comparative
sense, their demolinguistic volume are proportionally lower and, even more, if they are
territorially dispersed. Here, the compaction of the collective plays an important role. If
the members are few but compacted, if they live in a single territorial base that clearly
enables them to have public use of their L1 and an easy and continual linguistic
interaction, then sustainability will be higher. On the other hand, if the group has been
progressively dispersed and has mixed with other groups, even if the state in question
recognises their rights and has positive official ideologies, they won’t be able easily to
use their code in daily communication, and that could play against its preservation. In
such cases, the acting mechanisms in the mixture situation can gradually lead to disuse of
the L1, in favour of the more general one employed in the community.

4.2 Horizontal contact
If we now move toward the type of contact we’ve called ‘horizontal’, that is, the type in
which bilingualism is basically produced by direct relations and face-to-face exposure,
the factors and the dynamics can be different and, it should be noted, a good deal more
difficult to make it sustainable. As we know, even though linguistic diversity, in order to
be generated, needed isolation and uncommunication between the different human
groups, these have always tended to move from their territories, in search of survival,
10
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greater well-being, or even colonising adventures. This means, and we are at present
living in a critical moment, that the encounter and the physical contact between different
populations is an old phenomenon and at one and the same time extremely contemporary.
In this type of encounter, the demographic aspects will have a very decisive weight. The
situation could evolve in a different way if the volumes are clearly unequal or even
approximately the same. Certainly, other variables could here come also into play. For
example, it won’t be the same if the demographically smaller group is an economically—
or culturally or technically—superior community, but everything indicates that the
displacements in unequal volume will tend to evolve towards the loss of the smaller
group. If the volumes are more equal, the perspectives for continuity are clearer since, if
there are no other decisive asymmetries, the effectives can tend to remain very much the
same because the statistical opportunities for mixed matrimony will be the same for both.
Other factors, certainly, can contribute to causing the evolutionary balance to shift, such
as the linguistic policies under which this encounter takes place and whom it tends,
overall, to favour. In these situations, all the factors—economic, ideological, residential,
media factors, etc—can become relevant, and in each case specific dynamics can be
produced.
In general, in this kind of situations, governmental actions should aim at making people
aware of the fact that, if it is a question of a host society that is linguistically normal and
developed, the host country’s language will be learned and that if they transmit their
original L1 then their children will have greater linguistic competence that can benefit
them in future. On the other hand, this could save the parents the inconvenience of seeing
how their children are unable to speak their own original language, a situation probably
both personally and collectively regrettable. Here also there would be room for action,
especially in dignifying the original languages and informing the populations of the
security of their effective bilingualisation at an early age.
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In all probability, then, to the extent that globalisation also increases personal interethnic
contact, it could tend to increase the ‘ethnic conscience’ of human individuals or groups.
The challenge is to organise and manage this. How are we to avoid conflicts, how inform
the population of the fact that this can be happening? How are we to make known the
need for transition phases in linguistic adaptation, etc? We have to find a way of
establishing a set of negotiated principles of coexistence that save: 1) the principle of
linguistic stability and continuity of the receiver group, 2) in consequence, the principle
of intergroupal and social adaptation of the immigrant group, and, 3) the principle of
personal freedom of the displaced in regard to the continuity of their cultural elements, at
the intragroupal level. On this point, many questions remain open and much work
remains to be done.

5. Conclusion
We must of course be realistic and thus start from the fact that there is still much terrain
to be covered in the creation of a sustainable linguistic development. At the same time,
we should also be aware that we are acting in a different and rather peculiar time in the
human adventure, one that could create obstacles in the full attainment of the aims being
proposed by those of us in favour of sustainability. Our times are characterised, as we’ve
seen, by an exponential increase in contact among peoples and languages and, hence, by
the end—or in all events the considerable reduction—of the traditional isolation that
favoured linguistic differences within the same species.12 On the other hand, now more
than ever, awareness of linguistic diversity is advancing, and high levels of international
and governmental organisations are operating in an ethics of protection and of solidarity
in regard to politically subordinate linguistic and, above all, economically less developed
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groups. The sustainability model thus offers itself as a horizon and a process on the path
to improving the linguistic life of humans, through the development of interlinguistic
equity and justice.
One special responsibility in this whole state of things falls on the international cultural
institutions, which must effectively compromise themselves to adopt the sustainability
philosophy and promote research on practical and valid organisational principles, for
example, based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights or of the more specifically
related ‘Universal Declaration of Linguistic Rights’ created in Barcelona in 1996.
Linguistic sustainability clearly seeks the concerted world action of all the peoples of the
planet, which must agree and decide how they desire to organise themselves
communicatively in this new century.
Let me finishing by simply enumerating five points, which seem to me crucial to recall
and which can guide our actions and interventions in favour of linguistic sustainability.
We should, I think, act by:
1. Stopping the abusive uses of the large interlanguages and extending the ideology of
linguistic equality and solidarity;
2. Dignify the self-image of subordinated, nonmajority language groups;
3. Allow these linguistic groups to be able to control their own communicative space,
autonomously regulating their public linguistic uses;
4. Distribute communicative functions, providing exclusive and effective functions to the
codes of linguistic groups currently in a situation of subordination; and,
5. Create awareness in governments, commercial firms, and societies in general, on the
importance of attaining linguistic sustainability, urging them to habitually incorporate
necessary studies on sociolinguistic impact in their decision-making processes.
The aims are important ones and the path may be long, but what is fundamental, as John
Rawls told us, is to recall that “...the limits of the possible are not given by the actual, for
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we can to a greater or lesser extent change political and social institutions and much
else13.”
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