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EDITORIAL 

The Ethnologue says that some 6,000 languages 

are spoken in the world, of which more than 

5,700 (95%) are spoken by fewer than a million 

people. Many linguists believe that the majority 

of these small languages will disappear 

before the end of the twenty-first century, 

as well as, perhaps, a good portion of the 239 

(3.9%) languages spoken by between one and 

ten million people. It is probable that these 

languages will be replaced by a new diversity. 

But that is no consolation for those who fear 

for their own tongue: an emotion, the pain of 

language, which explains the resistance to its 

disappearance.

Is it true that we need languages? Babel, 

which has always been perceived as a 

punishment, seems to tell us we do not, and 

would not justify the desire to return to that labium electum of our origins. But if in the beginning there was 

one language—and every day there are more who agree on that point—while today there are so many, it 

must be because diversity has brought some kind of evolutionary advantage. Someone has suggested that 

languages define spaces of collaboration and, thus, fix the limits of community. In this sense, they would 

be inevitable.

Thus, we must work towards diversity in today’s global world. From a western and thus partial 

perspective, until recently the tensions of pluralingual states were only produced between two languages: 

that of the state and the historical tongue of every territory the state needed to eliminate in order to become 

a nation-state. But today territories are not closed spaces and some degree of multiglossia is inevitable. How 

can we include the historical languages to avoid their disappearance? Some spaces are not worth fighting 

for because they are predetermined by magnitude or ethnicity (for example, the spaces of international 

relations, on one hand, or of family relationships, on the other). But there are other spaces that offer 

opportunities. The most important is that of vehicularity. In situations of multilingualism it is necessary to 

find guidelines for behavior in everyday life. Today, none of us can assume what language a stranger speaks, 

and in a situation like this a language known to everyone is necessary to serve as a vehicular language. And 

this space will determine the visibility of languages.

At the moment, migratory movements favor state languages to occupy the space of vehicularity. It is 

often thus because the states themselves benefit from the situation to expand the language of the state. 

In the case of Catalonia, unfamiliarity with Catalan by a large part of the immigrant population makes 

it a language that cannot be taken for granted and that, in consequence, cannot function as a vehicular 

language. This is why Spanish is used so often to speak with a stranger. To ensure that a non-state language 

might function as a vehicular language we must guarantee its obligatory comprehension (and this does not 

mean a state language must not be spoken as well).

But the nationalism of the states that want to become nations pushes all non-official language towards 

disappearance because the nation-state is, by definition, incompatible with multilingualism. This is why 

the attempts to make all citizens of a bilingual territory know both languages, which is the only guarantee 

that the speakers of the historical language can always use their tongue in anonymous communication, 

have become the preferred target of the attacks of state nationalism. From this perspective, if we want to 

allow some possibility for the survival of non-state languages, we must begin to change the idea of the 

nation-state: to move from the nation-state to the plural state, to forget unity in order to promote union.

 Josep M. Nadal


