Sci. Educ. Innov. Context Mod. Probl.| ISSN p(e): 27900169; 27900177

RESEARCH

ptections Language Policy in Muliilingual Countries: Between Consolidating

National Identity and Achieving Social Integration

) Researcher
. Mohamed Arbaoui
University of Mohamed Boudiaf - M'sila
Algeria
g Email Id: Mohamed.arbawi@univ-msila.dz
Researcher
. Mourad Goufli
N University of Mohamed Boudiaf - M'sila
N Algeria
y Email Id: mourad.gouffi@univ-msila.dz
Researcher
S Hakim Hallab University of Mohamed Boudiaf - M'sila
N Algeria
g Email Id: hakim.hallab@univ-msila.dz
Doi Serial https://do1.org/10.56334/se1/8.6.12
Keywords Language policy, multilingualism, cultural identity, language planning.
- Abstract

# This article addresses the issue of language policy in multilingual countries, highlighting the tension between preserving
linguistic 1dentity on one hand, and achieving national integration and development requirements on the other. The
article presents the theoretical frameworks of language policy through the concepts of language planning and the
~ functions of language in building the modern state. It also discusses comparative experiences from Canada, India, and
Switzerland, highlighting different models of managing multilingualism, their successes, and challenges. The article
concludes that effective language policies are those built on participatory foundations; consider linguistic justice, without
neglecting the need for a unifying language capable of supporting social cohesion.

- Citation

:: Mohamed Arbaoui, Mourad Gouffi, Hakim Hallab. (2025). Language Policy in Multilingual Countries: Between
:: Consolidating National Identity and Achieving Social Integration. Scrence, Education and Innovations in the Context of
-~ Modern Problems, 8(6), 123-128; doi:10.56352/s¢i/8.6.12.  https://imcra-az.org/archive/364-science-education-and-
2 innovations-in-the-context-of-modern-problems-issue-6-volviii-2025.html

:: Licensed

:: © 2025 The Author(s). Published by Science, Education and Innovations in the context of modern problems (SEI) by
:: IMCRA - International Meetings and Journals Research Association (Azerbaijan). This is an open access article under
- the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/bv/4.0/).

Received: 20.12.2024 | Accepted: 15.04.2025 | Published: 20.05.2025 (available online)

SN N

N N N

Ll

Introduction

Language 1s one of the most important elements shaping both individual and collective 1dentity; it 1s among the most
prominent cultural and social symbols that distinguish peoples and define their civilizational belonging. Language is not
merely a means of communication and expression; rather, it is a vessel of thought and a mirror reflecting a society’s
values, history, and collective memory. The relationship between language and national identity takes on a strategic
character in multilingual countries, where complex questions arise about how to manage this linguistic diversity in a way
that does not undermine state cohesion or exclude any cultural or linguistic component. Language policy—being the
organizational tool adopted by states—emerges to determine the status of each language within society and state institutions
by defining official languages, languages of education, administration, media, judiciary, and others. Multilingual countries
face sensitive political and cultural choices requiring a delicate balance between promoting an official language that unites
the nation and recognizing other languages that express the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic diversity of society. This
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challenge makes language policy an instrument with highly significant political, legal, and cultural dimensions that can
contribute to building a unified civil state founded on diversity or, if mismanaged, may fuel divisions and narrow loyalties.
Some countries adopt a multilingual language policy that guarantees the recognition of minority languages and ensures
their rights to education and communication. International models for managing linguistic diversity vary, while other
countries limit recognition to a single language as a symbol of national unity, as is the case historically in France. However,
this latter choice, in the context of linguistic diversity, may lead to the marginalization of entire cultures and the
entrenchment of social exclusion, which negatively impacts social integration.

The 1ssue of language policy 1s therefore persistently urgent in many countries, especially amid political and social
transformations. It requires a balanced vision that considers both the symbolic and practical aspects of each language,
avolding domination or marginalization. Thus, the linguistic debate goes beyond a purely linguistic dimension to take on
political and identity-related aspects, opening the door to profound questions about the future of national belonging, the
nature of the state, and the form of cultural coexistence.

The matter of language policy asserts itself in multilingual countries as a multifaceted research topic touching on
citizenship, linguistic justice, human rights, national unity, and social integration, making its study essential to
understanding the mechanisms of building multicultural states. Neglecting this aspect may lead to social and political
unrest resulting from feelings of mjustice and marginalization experienced by certain linguistic groups in society. The
challenges facing language policies in multilingual countries are multiple, starting from the choice of the language or
languages of education, through the generalization of the official language in administration and institutions, to the
recognition of cultural and linguistic rights of minorities. This raises a central issue expressed by the following question:
How can language policy in multilingual countries contribute to consolidating national identity without compromising the
rights of different linguistic communities, thereby achieving social integration and preserving cultural diversity?

This study relies on a descriptive-analytical approach by analyzing the content of language policies in several multilingual
countries and extracting their dimensions and effects. It also employs a comparative method to present successful and
unsuccessful models in managing linguistic diversity, alongside a historical approach to trace the development of language
policies over different periods in some countries, aiming to understand the political and cultural backgrounds influencing
the formulation of these policies.

1- The Conceptual and Political Framework of Language Policies in Multilingual Countries

Understanding the conceptual and political framework of language policies represents the first step toward grasping the
dynamics of managing linguistic diversity in multilingual countries. Language policy 1s not merely an administrative choice
of an official language; it 1s an expression of the state's vision of its identity and its relationship with its linguistically and
culturally diverse citizens. This necessitates pausing to define language policy and its various types, followed by analyzing
the main challenges faced by multilingual countries in building fair and inclusive policies that consider the specificities of
each linguistic component within the framework of national unity and social integration.

1-1 Definition of Language Policy and Its Types

Language policy 1s one of the most prominent mechanisms adopted by states to organize the relationships between
multiple languages within their geographical and cultural boundaries. In multilingual contexts, this policy has become a
strategic necessity that concerns not only the communicative sphere but also extends to the symbolic construction of
identity, managing diversity, and achieving linguistic justice. However, discussing language policy cannot be done without
referring back to its precise conceptual framework, which includes differences in definitions and theoretical approaches.
Definitions of language policy vary according to their scientific and 1deological references. While some definitions start
from an official-institutional perspective, others focus on the ideological and cultural aspects of language in its relationship
to power and belonging. For example, Joshua Fishman defines language policy as: “a set of procedures and measures
adopted to preserve a particular language or to promote its use in society, or conversely, to limit its use.” This definition
highlights the interventionist nature of language policy, where language becomes an object of regulation and control for
cultural, political, or economic reasons.(Joshua A Fishman, 1991, pp. 4-7)

Robert B. Kaplan and Richard B. Baldauf focus on the institutional aspect of language decision-making, considering it a
sovereign act through which the functions of language within states are determined. They define language policy as: “a set
of decisions made by governments or institutions regarding the choice of an official language or language of education, or
the use of certain languages in media, administration, and judiciary.” (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p. 61)

In the same context, Bernard Spolsky offers a more comprehensive definition, emphasizing that language policy “is not
limited to official government decisions but also includes informal language practices, collective attitudes, and orientations
toward languages.” This expansive view reflects a complex understanding of language policy, extending beyond laws into
the realm of social practices and cultural perceptions.(Spolsky, 2004, p. 7)

On the other hand, Stephen May focuses on the political and 1deological dimension of language policies, viewing language
policy as “an arrangement of linguistic power within society and an expression of official attitudes toward pluralism or
linguistic closure.” He points out that what 1s designated as an official language essentially determines who holds the
legitimacy to speak and who is granted the tools of authority.(May, 2008, p. 12)

Meanwhile, Alastair Pennycook believes that language policy should be understood as a tool of dominance or resistance,
where language 1s used either to reinforce power or to dismantle it. From a critical perspective, he deconstructs the
underlying power dimension behind states’ language choices. (Canagarajah, 2013, pp. 4-12)
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1-2 Components of Language Policy

Several researchers, including Kaplan and Baldauf, agree that language policy consists of three main components: (Kaplan
& Baldauf, 1997, pp. 62-63)

e Language Planning: This involves planning the use of a particular language in specific domains such as education,
Judiciary, and administration.

o Language Attitudes: These are the collective representations or perceptions of society toward a particular language,
representing a cultural-social component.

e Language Practices: These are the actual uses of language in daily life, which may align with or contradict official
orientations.

Bernard Spolsky points out that effective language policy 1s not limited to legal texts but requires genuine support through
education, media, and public life. When there 1s a gap between official policy and daily practices, the policy becomes
empty of content and turns into rhetoric without real impact.(Spolsky, 2004)

1-3 Types of Language Policies

According to Stephen May, language policies can be classified into two main types based on their orientation toward
pluralism or monism:

¢ Inclusive Language Policies: These are based on recognizing linguistic pluralism and granting different languages official
and educational functions. They aim to create a balance between linguistic identities and achieve inclusive national
belonging. Such policies are often associated with bilingual education, the teaching of indigenous languages, and
mstitutional representation of local languages.(May, 2008, p. 12)

* Exclusive or Monolingual Language Policies: These focus on imposing a single language as the language of the “nation”
or “identity,” often excluding or marginalizing other languages. The official language thus becomes a tool for reproducing
cultural and social dominance and 1s used as a criterion for loyalty and belonging. Spolsky argues that such policies may
lead to long-term social unrest because they delegitimize the languages of entire social groups, reducing them to “second
languages” or “marginal languages.” (Spolsky, 2004, pp. 7-9)

1-4 Challenges Facing Multilingual Countries in Formulating Language Policy

Formulating a language policy in multilingual countries is one of the most difficult tasks decision-makers face, due to the
symbolic, historical, and cultural charge language carries. Language goes beyond being merely a tool for communication; it
Is a structural element in shaping identity and belonging. While the issue may appear technical or administrative on the
surface, at its core, it i1s a profoundly political matter related to the redistribution of cultural recognition and the
determination of who is granted symbolic legitimacy and who is excluded.

e The Symbolic Challenge: Language and Collective Identity: The close link between language and collective identity
represents one of the most prominent challenges in multilingual countries. Language 1s not merely a phonetic system but a
bearer of meanings related to cultural and historical belonging and loyalty. Fishman points out that excluding a particular
language from official policy not only leads to a decline in its use but also threatens the symbolic structure of the
community that speaks it, resulting in a collective feeling of marginalization and loss of status within the national space. In
societies where multiple linguistic groups coexist, attempts to impose a single official language are often perceived by other
groups as acts of exclusion.(Joshua A Fishman, 1991, pp. 4-12)

May notes that monolingual policies create dynamics of alienation and resistance, as marginalized linguistic groups view
these policies as a direct threat to their symbolic and cultural existence.(May, 2008, p. 12)

e Institutional Challenge: Lack of Resources and Unequal Capacities: Even in countries that officially recognize linguistic
pluralism, implementing this policy on the ground requires substantial resources, long-term planning, and clear political
will. Kaplan and Baldauf point out that one of the biggest obstacles to applying language policy in multilingual countries 1s
the absence of the necessary infrastructure for teaching multiple languages, weak pedagogical training for teachers, and the
lack of curricula and books in minority languages. Often, non-official languages are oral or non-standardized, meaning that
turning them into school or administrative languages requires long and complex processes of standardization, writing, and
development. Additionally, the distribution of material resources among languages can raise political sensitivities,
especially when attention to one language is seen as a privilege for one group over another.(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997, p.
62)

¢ Political Challenge: Elite Struggles and Politicization of Language: Language often plays a central role in political
struggles among elites, being used either as a means to reinforce cultural dominance or as a symbol demanding political
recognition. Spolsky notes that language conflicts in multilingual societies often reflect a broader struggle over the
distribution of power and resources. Language becomes the front line of conflict between the center and the periphery, or
between majorities and minorities. Recognition of a particular language may be politically perceived as a concession or a
response to separatist demands, causing some regimes to hesitate in adopting open language policies for fear of
undermining state unity. Thus, language turns into a "political minefield" that 1s difficult to navigate without symbolic
losses.(Spolsky, 2004, pp. 7-8)

* Social Challenge: The Gap Between Discourse and Practice Despite many countries adopting constitutions that
recognize linguistic pluralism, there remains a significant gap between legal discourse and social practice. As Spolsky
points out, language policies are not measured by their presence on paper, but by how they reflect the real lives of
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speakers. Many experiences have shown that symbolic recognition does not necessarily translate into actual equality in
education, media, or the labor market. Challenges arise linked to weak institutional representation of minority languages
and the lack of public services in those languages, which leads to a persistent feeling of marginalization among non-
dominant linguistic groups. This, in turn, negatively affects social cohesion and deepens cultural divisions. (Spolsky, 2004)

¢ Pedagogical Challenge: Language, Education, and Equal Opportunities: Education is a central arena for implementing
language policy but is also one of the main fields of tension. The choice of the language of instruction is not a technical
matter but a political and cultural decision that determines who teaches, who understands, and who is excluded from the
education system. In multilingual societies, the official language is usually imposed as the language of instruction, causing
huge difficulties in comprehension and academic achievement for children who speak other languages. Numerous studies
have shown that education in languages not understood by the student leads to high dropout rates and weakens their
chances of academic and social success.(Spolsky, 2004)

* Identity Challenge: One of the greatest challenges in language policy is balancing a unifying national identity with
multiple cultural identities. While some elites see linguistic diversity as a threat to national unity, comparative studies
confirm that recognizing linguistic identities does not lead to separatism but rather strengthens belonging. May highlights
that inclusive policies recognizing linguistic diversity produce multidimensional citizenship that can enhance the general
national sentiment by embracing all components of the nation instead of suppressing them. Exclusive policies, on the
other hand, often produce resistant identities that view the state as a foreign entity that does not represent them. (May,

9008, p. 12)

2- Language Policy as a Tool for Consolidating National Identity

The link between language policy and the construction of national identity represents one of the most prominent
challenges faced by multilingual countries. Language becomes not only a means of communication but also a symbolic
tool for reinforcing collective belonging and shaping a unified concept of the “nation.” The official language adopted in
education, administration, and media directly contributes to forming national consciousness and determining who is
regarded as a “full citizen” and who 1s implicitly excluded from the national community. This section aims to analyze how
language policy contributes to building national identity while addressing the risks of linguistic discrimination and its
mmpact on the sense of belonging.

2-1 Language as a Central Element in Building National Identity :Language is one of the most powerful cultural elements
for consolidating national identity due to its dual function of expression and unification. It not only conveys meanings and
information but also embodies a collective worldview, carrying within its structure the narratives, history, and values of the
nation. According to Anderson, language 1s the tool through which individuals imagine the “national community,” as the
official language creates a shared space of understanding and belonging across time and place. National language policies
represent one of the clearest manifestations of this concept, where states—especially modern ones—choose a language or
group of languages with the aim of creating a unified collective identity. (Anderson, 2006)

Ricento’s study shows that countries that build their language policies on the principle of inclusiveness enhance loyalty and
belonging, whereas exclusionary policies lead to adverse effects on social cohesion. When citizens feel that their language
1s recognized in schools, institutions, and the media, they develop a sense that the state represents them and grants them a
place within its symbolic space.(Ricento, 2006, pp. 3-6)

In postcolonial contexts, language also becomes an element of liberation and national self-reconstruction. Adopting a
national language or reviving a local language 1s a political and cultural act that restores the symbolic independence of
national identity. Ngiligi wa Thiong’o points out that language is not merely a tool of expression but a "container of cultural
memory," and that lingustic colonialism leaves deep psychological effects that hinder the construction of a liberated
national 1dentity unless addressed through a liberatory language policy.(Thiong’o, 1986)

Hobsbawm provides a socio-political perspective, noting that a language acquires its national character only when
integrated into the nation-state project. Only then does it shift from being a local dialect or means of communication to a
tool for shaping modern national identity. This highlights the importance of language policy as a strategic choice that goes
beyond the technical aspect to become a symbolic practice for producing collective identity. (Hobsbawm, 1990, pp. 60-64)

2-2 Risks of Linguistic Discrimination on National Belonging: Linguistic discrimination represents one of the most
prominent threats to social cohesion and the construction of national belonging. When the state or official istitutions
favor a particular language at the expense of other living and widely spoken languages within society, they not only
reproduce symbolic hierarchies but also sow feelings of marginalization and alienation among large segments of the
population. Bourdieu’s theory of "symbolic domination" shows that those who possess officially recognized linguistic
capital implicitly hold cultural and social privileges, while others are pushed to the margins. (Bourdieu, 1991, pp. 43-45)
The language no longer remains merely a means of communication but becomes a symbol of power and social
recognition. Linguistic discrimination, whether direct or indirect, leads to "linguicide" — the eradication of languages —
when entire languages are marginalized through educational or media policies that exclude them from the public
sphere.(Skutnabb-Kangas, 2013, pp. 312-318)

The effects of discrimination are evident in the political tensions and separatist tendencies experienced by multilingual
societies. In countries such as Canada, Belgium, and India, linguistic recognition or exclusion has been a central point in
identity conflicts, where language 1s considered a fundamental factor in determining who is "Inside the nation" and who is
pushed outside it. Heller emphasizes that this linguistic conflict is not just about communication but about who has the
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right to define and represent national identity. A state that adopts a monolingual language policy risk undermining its
mternal cohesion; instead of uniting the nation’s components, the national language becomes a symbol of exclusion unless
accompanied by explicit recognition of the linguistic diversity within the country.(Heller, 2011, pp. 25-27)

3- Language Policy and Its Role in Achieving Social Integration

3-1 Linguistic Pluralism as a Mechanism for Integration and Social Cohesion

Linguistic pluralism is a strategic option for restructuring the relationship between the state and society, as it contributess to
strengthening social cohesion through recognizing diversity as a foundational element of a unified national identity.
Beyond reducing language to its functional dimension, linguistic pluralism reflects a democratic vision of identity based on
the principles of inclusion and mutual recognition among the components of society. According to Taylor, “Recognition is
not merely a moral act but a political necessity to ensure the integration of individuals within a society that acknowledges
their languages and cultures as legitimate components of the public sphere.” (Taylor, 1994, pp. 25-30) Experiences of
multilingual countries show that legal and institutional recognition of minority languages does not threaten state unity but
rather reestablishes it on the basis of symbolic justice and cultural equality.

Comparative studies cited by Laitin confirm that societies adopting organized linguistic pluralism record higher levels of
mstitutional trust and civic engagement compared to systems that implement exclusionary language policies. Pluralism is
not the opposite of unity but a means to achieve it through respecting diversity without compromising national
cohesion.(Laitin, 1992, pp. 45-49)n practice, educational policy represents one of the most important fields for activating
linguistic pluralism. Educational systems that allow instruction in multiple languages, especially in the early stages of
education, not only contribute to improving cognitive achievement but also make learners feel that their mother tongue is
a recognized part of the national fabric. Garcia explains that multilingual education enhances self-respect and attachment
to nstitutions, thereby reducing feelings of alienation and marginalization. At the level of media and public discourse,
allowing multiple languages within the media space reflects a political will to build a unifying national narrative that takes
mto account the diversity of tongues and cultures.(Garcia, 2011, pp. 137-142)

Fishman’s analysis shows that societies that provide a public space for multiple languages produce citizens who are more
willing to engage in public affairs, due to their sense of representation and recognition. (Joshua A. Fishman, 1991, pp. 92-
95)

3-2 Comparative Experiences in Successful Management of Linguistic Diversity

Linguistic diversity presents both a challenge and an opportunity. Various experiences—especially in multi-ethnic and
multicultural countries—have demonstrated that smart management of this diversity not only leads to social stability but
also contributes to building an inclusive national identity that excludes no one.

In this context, several international models offer practical insights into how linguistic diversity can be transformed from a
source of tension into a lever for integration. For example, in Canada, the bilingual language policy (English and French) is
one of the most prominent institutional language management models. Recognition of the two official languages was
enshrined in the Canadian Constitution in 1982, along with the creation of institutions such as the Office of the
Commissioner of Official Languages to ensure respect for hinguistic equality across all levels of public administration,
education, and media.(Hudon & Ménard, 2009)

A study by Bourhis showed that this legal framework led to reduced levels of linguistic tension and contributed to
increased engagement of French-speaking groups within federal institutions, especially in the province of
Quebec.(Bourhis, 1994, pp. 675-698)

Switzerland, on the other hand, has adopted a federal model based on the recognition of four (4) official languages
(German, French, Italian, and Romansh), granting the cantons the freedom to organize the use of languages within their
borders, ensuring balanced representation of the linguistic identity of their citizens. Grin’s analyses confirm that
Switzerland’s success is due to the combination of constitutional recognition of languages with balanced educational and
media policies, in addition to the absence of centralizing tendencies in managing linguistic affairs. This model highlights
how diversity can become a source of national pride rather than being treated as a threat.(Grin, 2003, pp. 102-106)

In South Africa, after decades of linguistic exclusion during the apartheid era, eleven (11) official languages were adopted
in the 1996 Constitution, with the establishment of a unified language for national administration and the creation of a
Language Council to ensure the development and promotion of local languages. Despite the challenges associated with
immplementing this linguistic diversity in daily practice, studies indicate that recognizing local languages contributed to
strengthening political trust and the status of groups that were previously marginalized. This 1s evidence of the potential to
use language as a tool for national reconciliation after ethnic and political conflicts.(Webb, 2009, pp. 115-132)

The Indian model also stands out as a unique experience in linguistic diversity, as the country recognizes twenty-two (22)
official languages constitutionally, in addition to hundreds of local dialects. The Indian federal system manages this
diversity through the principle of the "regional language," which allows states to adopt their own official language for
administration and education, while obligating the central government to provide public services in the most widely
spoken languages. In this regard, Schiffman points out that India, despite its complexity, has succeeded in avoiding the
disintegration of the state through flexible language policies that respect local particularities without compromising national
unity.(Schiffman, 2012, pp. 217-225)

These models demonstrate that successful management of linguistic diversity requires a precise balance between legal
recognition, institutional implementation, and symbolic justice. They also confirm that excluding local languages from the
public sphere only produces resistant identities, whereas integrating them into the national project creates a form of
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consensual belonging. If managed with political wisdom and strategic planning, linguistic diversity can transform from a
burden into a cultural and constitutional asset.

Conclusion

Language policies play a central role in managing linguistic diversity within multilingual countries. They go beyond mere
regulatory measures to become essential components in shaping national identity and maintaining social cohesion. When
these policies are carefully and comprehensively crafted, they reflect the state's ability to balance respect for diversity with
the preservation of social unity, directly influencing political and social stability. Theoretically, language policies vary
between those that emphasize unifying the official language and those that recognize linguistic pluralism.

This divergence entails a range of challenges faced by multilingual states. Addressing these challenges is not limited to
technical or administrative aspects but extends to sensitive political and cultural dimensions touching the core of national
identity and the rights of linguistic minorities. It requires ongoing dialogue and policies that acknowledge diversity without
exclusion.

Language 1s more than just a means of communication; it 1s a fundamental factor in building collective belonging and
national identity. The official or constitutionally recognized language symbolizes national unity and shared history.
However, discrimination in language policies weakens this sense of belonging and leads to feelings of marginalization
among groups lacking adequate recognition. Such feelings can escalate into internal conflicts and threaten stability.
Therefore, adopting language policies based on equality and mutual recognition among languages strengthens the sense of
belonging and fortifies social bonds within the community.

The mmportance of involving local communities and underrepresented languages in the process of formulating and
mmplementing language policies cannot be overlooked. The active participation of social and cultural actors in
policymaking enhances the sense of inclusion and reduces the risks of discrimination and exclusion. This reflects the spirit
of democracy and participation that should prevail in any multilingual society, where policies are not imposed from above
but built through consensus and understanding among all community members.

Language policies are not merely administrative tools; they are political and cultural practices with strategic dimensions
reflecting the state's vision for its future. Success in crafting and implementing just and inclusive language policies enhances
the state's ability to build a cohesive society that values diversity and leverages it for development and stability. Therefore,
adopting a comprehensive approach that balances recognition of diversity with the preservation of national unity is the best
path to achieving stability and social integration in a multilingual environment.
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