Diversities or homogenisation and dumbing-down – some arguments
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Prelude: killer languages

Thesis 1. In knowledge societies uniformity is a handicap. Creativity, innovation and investment are results of additive teaching and multilingualism. Mother tongue + English is not enough.

Thesis 2. Linguistic diversity is a prerequisite for maintaining biodiversity and life on the planet.

PRELUDE: Killer languages. When ”big” languages are learned subtractively (at the cost of the mother tongues) rather than additively (in addition to mother tongues), they become killer languages. ”Being” a killer language is NOT a characteristic of a language. It is a relationship. It is a question of how a language functions in relation to other languages. Any language can become a killer language in relation to some other language. Besides, ”languages” do not kill each other. It is the power relations between the speakers of the languages that are the decisive factors behind the unequal relations between the languages, which then cause people from dominated groups to learn other languages subtractively, at the cost of their own.
English is today the world’s most important killer language, but most dominant languages may function as killer languages vis-à-vis smaller languages. There is a nested hierarchy of languages. Bigger languages ”eat” smaller languages, and are in turn ”eaten” by the even bigger languages. When speakers shift to another language (and their own language disappears), the incoming new language can function as a killer language.

CHALLENGE: How can we prevent languages, especially English, from functioning as killer languages? In Europe? In the world?

PROPOSAL: ?

1. THESIS 1. In knowledge societies uniformity is a handicap. 

Creativity and new ideas are the main assets (cultural capital) in a knowledge society and a prerequisite for humankind to adapt to change and to find solutions to the catastrophes of our own making. Multilingualism enhances creativity; monolingualism and homogenisation kill it. 
In an industrial society, the main products are commodities (clothes, food, books, fridges, cars, weapons, etc.). Those (individuals, companies and countries) who control access to raw materials and own the other prerequisites and means of production, do well.

In a knowledge or information society, the main products are, in addition to commodities, knowledge, and ideas. Those who have access to diverse knowledges, diverse information, diverse ideas: creativity, do well. In knowledge societies uniformity is a handicap. Some uniformity might have promoted aspects of industrialization. In post-industrial knowledge societies uniformity will be a definite handicap. Creativity, innovation and investment can be results of additive teaching and multilingualism. The causal chain is as follows:  
1. Creativity precedes innovation, also in commodity production.

2. Investment follows creativity.

3. Plurilingualism may enhance creativity.

4. High-level multilinguals as a group have done better than corresponding monolinguals on tests measuring several aspects of 'intelligence', creativity, divergent thinking, cognitive flexibility, etc., and, finally,

5. Additive teaching can lead to high-level multilingualism.

English and mother tongue is not enough. 'Good’ English will be like literacy yesterday or computer skills today: employers see it as self-evident and necessary but not sufficient for good jobs. Economic supply and demand theories predict that when many people possess what earlier was a scarce commodity (near-native English) the price goes down. The value of ’perfect’ English skills as a financial incentive decreases substantially when a high proportion of a country’s or a region’s or the world’s population know English well. High-level plurilingualism is the future.
CHALLENGE: What can be done for the enhancement of creativity?

PROPOSAL: Countries should promote maximal educational linguistic human rights for indigenous and minority children, not only because of ethical concerns but in their own interest. But countries, which want to do well in information societies, cannot afford to leave their linguistic majority populations in monolingual stupidity either. Countries which teach all children, not only indigenous and minority children, additively, are likely to develop most linguistic and cultural capital of a kind that can be converted to other types of capital in information/knowledge societies. Additive teaching of linguistic majority children is necessary, through the medium of indigenous and minority children's mother tongues (or though other minority languages, i.e. second languages, in immersion or two-way-immersion programmes).  No child in France would need to be taught through the medium of French during the first 6 years. Minority children would be taught mainly through the medium of their own languages, French-speakers through any of the minority languages. All would study additional languages, one of which would be English. This would raise the levels of plurilingualism, intelligence and creativity. 

2. THESIS 2. Linguistic diversity is a prerequisite for maintaining biodiversity and life on the planet.

Linguistic diversity and biodiversity are correlationally and also causally related. Knowledge about how to maintain biodiversity is encoded in small indigenous languages. Through killing them we kill the prerequisites for maintaining biodiversity and thus life on our planet.
Today, linguistic diversity is disappearing much faster than biodiversity. Around the year 2100, according to optimistic estimates. 2% of the biological species but 50% of the languages will have disappeared or are very seriously endangered; more pessimistic but still realistic estimates give a figure of 20% for biological species but 90-95% for languages. Knowledge about how to maintain biodiversity is encoded in the world's small languages. Through killing them we kill the prerequisites for maintaining biodiversity. “Ecological diversity is essential for long-term planetary survival. Diversity contains the potential for adaptation. Uniformity can endanger a species by providing inflexibility and unadaptability. As languages and cultures die, the testimony of human intellectual achievement is lessened. In the language of ecology, the strongest ecosystems are those that are the most diverse. Diversity is directly related to stability; variety is important for long-term survival. Our success on this planet has been due to an ability to adapt to different kinds of environment over thousands of years. Such ability is born out of diversity. Thus language and cultural diversity maximises chances of human success and adaptability" (from Colin Baker's (2001: 281) review of Skutnabb-Kangas 2000).

Biocultural diversity (= biodiversity + linguistic diversity + cultural diversity) is essential for long-term planetary survival because it enhances creativity and adaptability and thus stability. Today we are killing biocultural diversity faster than ever before in human history.

Most of the world’s mega-biodiversity is in areas under the management or guardianship of indigenous peoples. Most of the world’s linguistic diversity resides in the small languages of indigenous peoples. Much of the detailed knowledge of how to maintain biodiversity is encoded in the languages of indigenous peoples. Thus indigenous peoples are/have the key to our planetary survival. 

CHALLENGE: How do we stop the killing of biocultural diversity?

PROPOSAL: ?
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