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Evgeny Kuzmin: Multilingualism in Cyberspace: Now and What Next? 

Dear сolleagues and friends, 

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The agenda of our meeting is rich in many topical issues, and it is symbolic that multilingualism is the 
one theme opening it. Apparently, multilingualism has made itself felt as a burning topic on both the 
intuitive and rational levels. 

The value of languages is inestimable for the people who speak them. Languages are amazingly rich 
and versatile systems born by the creative human mind. Languages reflect historical and social 
experience of nations. Languages act as socialization factors and means of human self-identification. 
Languages are unique tools that enable people to comprehend and describe the world; they are 
repositories of information about the ethnos and its culture, about the nature of humans as a 
biological species. The significance of languages is also manifested by their use as factors of 
domination and separation in relation to individuals and nations for the purpose of changing their 
identity. History and contemporaneity can provide us with many such examples. 

We all have to realize that almost half of the world’s languages are facing the risk of extinction, and 
still more languages are facing the risk of losing their role in many fields, i.e., education, science, mass 
media, culture, politics, record keeping, business and tourism. The future of these languages often 
depends on their ability to resist the pressure of the bigger and more aggressive languages or those 
of economically dominant countries. 

In what follows, I would like to make a general survey of the languages – from the smallest 
and weakest ones, destined to die due to the assimilation of their few speakers, up to the major global 
ones. How is the language picture changing in different countries and in the world in general? What 
tendencies have become trends and what new tendencies have appeared? What changes may 
happen? What forecasts may be made? Each question needs an individual insight and professional 
answer. Who is capable of giving them? Who is going to do the respective international research; who 
is going to be the customer and sponsor? 

Today, there is one and only worldwide organization responsible for a comprehensive 
institutional study of languages as global (not only national) issues – the U.S.-based SIL International 
(formerly known as the Summer Institute of Linguistics). SIL International has more than 6,000 
members from 50 countries. It publishes the results of its research of the world’s languages in its own 
database, Ethnologue. 

SIL International is a powerful, authoritative and highly professional organization which can 
boast of many achievements. However, starting early 1980s, it has been severely criticized by 
anthropologists and public figures who claim that it exerts a negative influence on indigenous 
communities of various countries and creates conflicts there in an attempt to change local cultural 
patterns. Several countries have ceased official cooperation with SIL. Nevertheless, SIL’s data (though 
doubtful at times) is still used in almost all publications dedicated to the world’s languages because 
no one else collects language data on such a global scale. 

As for the intergovernmental level, there is also one organization authorized to analyze the 
world’s languages, UNESCO. Within UNESCO, this activity is undertaken only by the Intergovernmental 
Information for All Program, the flagship UNESCO’s program on communication and information. 
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In its activity, UNESCO relies to a large extent on the data of SIL International because – here 
I will repeat myself and say that there is no other organization in the world which collects data on the 
use and proliferation of the world’s languages. 

Over the last ten years, within the Information for All UNESCO Programme, Russia has initiated 
and held six (out of ten) major global conferences and meetings dedicated to language preservation 
and linguistic diversity in cyberspace. Three of them were convened in Yakutsk in 2008, 2011 and 2014, 
one was in the UNESCO’s HQ in Paris in 2014, and two in Khanty-Mansiysk in 2015 and 2017. These 
events were attended by the leading experts from 100 countries. A significant volume of documents 
has been accumulated and published on the web-site of the Russian Committee of the Information 
for All UNESCO Programme. 

Five of our forums resulted in adoption of significant international documents which I consider 
fundamental for understanding the world’s language processes and for drafting adequate 
international policy aimed at language preservation and promotion. In 2015, we combined these 
documents within a bilingual Russian-English collection under the title «International Meetings on 
Multilingualism in Cyberspace: Final Documents». In 2017, still another document was drafted: «Ugra 
Declaration on Preserving Languages and Promoting Linguistic Diversity in Cyberspace for Inclusive 
Sustainable Development». 

Within the Information for All UNESCO Programme, we have gone a long way in 
comprehending the problems of multilingualism: from formulating the significance of the preservation 
and development tasks for minority languages (autochthonous languages in the first place) up to the 
profound discussions of language policies used by individual countries and regions for preserving 
these languages; of the tools used while implementing this task; and of the efforts of the respective 
agencies to be undertaken to shape a favorable environment for the preservation of autochthonous 
languages. 

At the 2014 Conference, we adopted the Yakutsk Declaration on Linguistic and Cultural 
Diversity in Cyberspace. Today, this document is considered fundamental and is even called «A Concise 
Bible of Multilingualism.» It contains the description of almost all problems around languages and 
paves the way to their solution. 

Language problems in the world cannot be narrowed down to minority and autochthonous 
languages, but the content, scale and topicality of these problems are felt differently in different 
countries. 

In multilingual countries like Russia, language policy is focused on maintaining the high quality 
and the dominating status of the national language, on using it in education, on its relationship with 
minority languages and on the support of the latter. In other countries, Switzerland for example, it is 
essential to support several national languages. In the economically developed monolingual countries 
like Germany, the problem of multilingualism is raised in a way that allows for ignoring the languages 
brought by the migrants, teaching them fast and attracting them to the national language 
environment. In the multilingual countries of Africa and Asia, the problem is different: the major 
languages spoken there by tens and even hundreds of millions are deprived of national status and are 
either not represented in the educational systems or represented there very poorly. 

Large forums are essential in letting the leading national experts feel and understand better 
the hierarchy of linguistic problems in other countries, so that they get an opportunity to produce 
joint international documents which are required for shaping the global agenda and comprehending 
the ongoing events. 
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We are gradually coming to the consensus on understanding which language problems should 
be considered the most significant ones not only for one country but for many countries taken 
together, irrespective of their history, culture, economics, linguistic situation, educational systems and 
internal/ external political goals. 

Formerly, linguistic problems were formulated mainly by experts from the richest countries of 
Europe and America, while the representatives of other countries participated in the international 
discussions de-facto and played supportive roles there since they did not make the agenda and 
programs of those forums and shape their discourse. Today, it is unfortunately becoming clear that 
some papers and ideas promoted by leading western experts and were allegedly profound and 
universal turned out to be superficial and inadequate for the analysis of the processes going on in 
Russia, India or China. 

Some 10–15 years ago, global discussions of multilingualism were focused on a single aspect: 
the need to preserve endangered minor autochthonous languages because the situation could result 
in a serious reduction in cultural diversity which has always been the basis of the human life on our 
planet. Moreover, the extinсtion of minor languages means the extinction of vast and essential 
knowledge embedded in them, especially the knowledge of nature, climate, diseases, and outlook of 
the peoples living, for instance, in the Far North, in the hardly accessible regions of the African jungles, 
or in high mountain areas, that is, in the territories that are now in the limelight of attention of large 
businesses and politicians. 

The number of the world’s languages is variously estimated at approximately 7,000. The exact 
number is unknown because it is sometimes hard to tell a dialect from a language. According to the 
most optimistic forecasts, by 2100, only 50% of the currently used languages will be left; according to 
the pessimistic forecasts, there will be only 10% left, i.e., 600–700 languages. 

It is indisputable that minor languages must be taken care of, however hard and expensive it 
may be. Supposedly, ICTs will help us ensure and strengthen the representation of autochthonous 
languages in cyberspace and, by doing that, they will not only slow down the weakening and extinction 
of these languages but also revive them. These opportunities may be taken when the power of the 
Internet and other ICTs is skillfully and fairly used for the good purpose of preserving and stimulating 
the diversity of cultures and languages and not for the purpose of suppressing them. 

The result of our international conferences and expert meetings was the understanding of a 
still another big international problem which is shamefacedly concealed by the international political 
circles. This is a problem of the growing domination of the English language and of the fate of other 
major European languages living in its shade, the languages of great cultures, literatures, sciences and 
education: German, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and Russian. 

English has established itself as the leader in international relations, negotiations and business 
communication, in global management, business, science and technology, especially in scientific and 
technical communication. Research institutes of the world increasingly publish the results of their 
studies in English, and do not supply them with translations into the respective national languages. It 
seems as though very soon engineers will communicate in English only and will not be able to discuss 
their professional tasks in their national languages. 

English is actively taking over educational systems of various countries, including universities 
and schools. Universities offer more and more courses today exclusively in English. In Italy, the 
intention was expressed to conduct all university training in English. It met the indignation of Italian 
professors and dissatisfaction of students. Italian professors whose English did not meet the required 
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standards were replaced by the American ones. But the humanity subjects like art, design, fashion, 
folk crafts and others, which have made Italy famous all over the world, cannot be adequately 
translated into English due to the absence of the necessary terms. 

A similar situation may be observed in many European countries. Holland is now busy 
establishing the Dutch University in Vietnam. Teaching will be delivered there in English (today, 99% 
(!) of the Vietnamese school children study English as a compulsory language, while only 1% (!) study 
other languages). Russian university in Egypt also delivered courses in English. Young well-educated 
Dutch more and more often speak English even at home! Many Frisians cease speaking either Frisian 
or Dutch, and strive to speak English. French schools which have always been studying German as the 
language of the nearest neighbor are now switching to English and Chinese. In Germany, this is 
perceived as a disaster. 

For me, a Russian, this is also perceived as a disaster, and even a graver one: the Russian 
language is losing its position in a more dramatic way than any other language in the history of 
humanity. 50 million speakers have been lost over the last 25 years due to geopolitical changes, and 
this process has not stopped yet. 

The issue of official and working languages of international agencies is getting more acute. De 
jure, the equality of the major languages (English, French, Spanish, Chinese, Russian and Arabic) is 
proclaimed in them, but de-facto, only two languages are being used as working ones, English and 
French. In reality, however, the work on official documents is more often done in English only. It is 
clear that English-speaking countries get significant dividends from this – political, cultural and … 
economic. 

According to Winston Churchill, the wide spread of English will be a conquest much more long-
term and valuable than the annexation of vast territories. This idea has been not only supported but 
actively promoted and even imposed by the influential political and economic figures of the Anglo-
American world. As a result, English has become a source of income for the United Kingdom. According 
to the Latin Union, thanks to the dominant status of the English language, the UK saved annually up 
to 20 billion US Dollars on translations when the European Union documents were drafted. 

Such is the state of things. On the one hand, we have to learn to live in conditions where 
English enables people to communicate (like at our meeting) and where people cannot do without it. 
But on the other hand, we have to provide protection to other major languages, especially those of 
great cultures and sciences. 

If we all start thinking in English we may be able to become brilliant economists and more 
effective managers than we are today, but how will we live without our fine spiritual and intellectual 
national concepts which do not have an analog in English? 

In a more distant prospect, 200 years from now, according to the estimates of some 
outstanding linguists who watch the global situation, there will be only 10–15 languages left. What 
languages will be left? English? Chinese? Might it be a subvocal and speechless communication of 
cyborgs who will replace us on the Earth as a result of technological transformation of our body and 
mind in the course of the 4th, 5th, 6th and, then, 10th industrial revolutions? 

It is no wonder that a severe struggle is going on today in the world for the languages of 
education and instruction and for the language studied as the first foreign one. Undoubtedly, we have 
to learn many languages. No country should restrict the knowledge of its population by only one 
national language and/or one foreign language, which is most often English. 
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Unfortunately, there is a big English bias in Russia. We seldom study French, German, 
Portuguese, Italian or Spanish, to say nothing of the languages of our neighbors – Polish, Ukrainian, 
Kazakh and others. However, studying Chinese is getting popular, and this is a new global trend. I 
believe that Russia is facing the need to change its language policy, as well as the policy in education. 
This requires a huge amount of work, a profound revision of standards, laws, teachers’ training 
programs and many other things. 

In those countries with a high share of immigrants, especially in megacities, the problem of 
the native language is going to get more severe. To what extent should the host country support 
migrant languages? And should it? To what extent should it strive to teach migrants its national 
language as soon as possible? 

Practically, all countries, though to a different extent, are worried by the problems of 
multilingualism. In my opinion, the task is to arrange our joint work so that we could start looking for 
general and individual answers to all of the above questions because the sustainability of our 
development depends on their resolution. 

The idea of multilingualism has both supporters and influential opponents. For some, support 
of linguistic diversity in a broad sense in both the real world and in cyberspace is a valid and noble 
idea, while for others it is unreal and utopian, and for still others it is even harmful because it does not 
allow for implementing their political, economic and cultural goals. 

As you know, the UN proclaimed 2019 the International Year of Indigenous Languages and 
instructed UNESCO to act as its leading agency responsible for the event. This opens up new 
opportunities for us to attract the attention of the public to multilingualism and linguistic diversity. 

We have to use these opportunities to the full and offer the world such a vision of the value 
of the languages which could bring this problem to the forefront. We have to offer the world a human 
and noble language policy which will let people use their potential in the languages of their choice, so 
that their dignity is not derogated, and languages are not used for the purposes of domination, 
suppression and separation. 
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Evgeny Kuzmin: New Information Environment 
 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Whatever we discuss here we talk about the direct and indirect effects of information and 

communication in this digital age. We should realize that throughout its history humankind developed 

under the impact of information passed from man to man from group to group, from nation to nation 

and from generation to generation. We should recollect that people formed written culture at a 

certain stage to fix and pass on important and useful information. From then on, information was fixed 

on material carriers through symbols coding particular meanings and emotions and was received as 

brain decoded those symbols in reading. 

 

We are certainly formed by our entire environment - by whatever we saw, heard and felt. We were 

also formed largely under the impact of information we obtained from written texts - mainly books, 

magazines and newspapers. We were formed by what we read. 

 

It is perfectly clear that we live today in a principally new information environment, which is changing 

under our very eyes rapidly and cardinally. Its changes influence us in most diverse ways - overt, direct 

and tangible which we are aware of, and covert, indirect and intangible which we have not yet grown 

to realize in full. 

 

What, now, are the differences between the new information environment from what existed 25 to 

30 years ago? What are the differences between the era I will term here Internet Age and Digital Age, 

and the previous era, which I will call Paper Age. 

 

Let us regard those changes from the point of creation, dissemination and circulation of information, 

its passing into public use, and its consumption. 

 

Let us start with the creation of content. What was it like in the Paper Age? Who created the textual 

content which was later circulated far and wide for everyone to use? 
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As a rule, these were the most educated people – professionally competent, with excellent command 

of the language – that is, its lexical treasury and expressive means; people who could find precise 

words for profound, sublime and subtle ideas. Before texts appeared in the public environment, they 

were thoroughly selected in publishing houses. The text brought by authors were selected for quality 

and topicality, and either were accepted for further work or turned down. Next they were edited to 

improve their composition, language and style, and thoroughly checked by qualified people – 

reviewers, editors, proofreaders, and, last but not least, censors, who were almost all people of 

excellent education. 

 

Authors and editors were responsible for the content and style of the text. Editors and publishers 

turned down texts devoid of content and even poor of content, and texts badly worded or even not 

beautiful enough, let alone texts provided by graphomaniacs. 

 

Publicly available content was mainly good in the Paper Age. Its authors were professional people – 

writers, journalists, scholars, politicians and officials. They were rather few – at least, their number 

was finite. 

 

Content was circulated by specially established structures – publishing and broadcasting companies, 

bookshops, and newspaper stalls. All these establishments were also rather few. At least, they could 

be counted. 

 

Today, texts are circulated most of all by their authors and copyright holders. The functions of the 

writer, editor, proofreader, verifier, publisher and trader – and often also of the custodian – all belong 

to one person. 

 

Today, practically every literate person with access to the Internet plays all these parts in every 

country of the world. These are parts we could not even think of in the Paper Age. 
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They are mostly played by people of no special education or no education at all, and we mostly do not 

know their real names. We do not know their real intentions and their mental health. They bear no 

responsibility at all for information they launch into the public unless it blatantly clashes with the law. 

 

In the Paper Age, information was mostly circulated in a limited area – within one country or region, 

one culture and one language. The number of printed copies was also limited, as was the time when 

a particular content was circulated. 

 

Now, information is circulated worldwide instead of being limited to a particular area or culture. It can 

be passed in an instant to innumerable users. One man`s message can shake the whole world and 

bring most unexpected results. 

 

Only topical content was publicly circulated in the Paper Age. Newspapers carried information about 

current events, and people read today`s or yesterday`s newspapers, not ones of a month or a year 

ago. Newspaper content went out of circulation as information grew old, and finally concentrated in 

libraries and the largest archives. Now, all information, the latest and stale, is available to all in any 

time on the Internet, obsolete on a par with topical and recent. Such obsolete information might be 

refuted many times and be a blatant lie even the instant is was first pronounced – still it is circulated 

together with the latest essential news. 

 

Whenever I open the Internet, I see several materials at once on the topic that interests me. They all 

have loud headings and I see that the heads most often do not reflect the actual content. But I can 

see it only after I have read the messages. Sometimes I can distinguish today`s news from what was 

written a month or even a year ago. However, all too often I understand it only later, after I have 

wasted lots of precious time on trash. Despite myself, I come from time to time under the impact of 

unreliable information and even sheer lies, though I think I am a more or less educated and critically 

minded person. 

 

But then, information is created and circulated today not only by humans but by computers! 
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Communication has become instantaneous and all-pervading. We communicate in the social networks 

not only with people of the like mind but also with obscure persons we possibly would not even 

exchange a few words with in reality. They all send us messages to a majority of which we respond. 

We grow angry sometimes, and answer back. Most of such messages do not carry any useful 

information but are mere spam that makes the information chaos even worse, takes our time and 

unduly occupies our mind. 

 

Today`s communication literally draws you in however anxious you might be to resist it. They say you 

are ousted into the margin unless you are in all this. More than that, Internet activity is in no way 

connected with real action. On the contrary, people most active in the social networks are often the 

most passive in reality – they spend up their energy in the virtual environment. The longer one remains 

in cyberspace the closer one is watched not only by telecommunication companies and special 

services but also by machines that form one`s ideas and conduct. 

 

As we talk about the changing influence of the information environment, which includes the Internet, 

the media, the cinema, video games, social networks, etc., we cannot but mention the technology that 

breeds those changes. Extremely aggressive advertising and marketing campaigns made by giant 

corporations mention ever new and ever greater opportunities of such technology. Corporations say 

that it makes one stronger, freer, more creative, assured, protected and even prosperous; that 

technology helps one implement one`s potential, make friends, conquer loneliness, etc.; that it makes 

life rich and creative. 

 

All this is true sometimes. We also see the evident use of technology in mining, industry, transport, 

healthcare, infrastructure development, and so on. But today, we talk not so much about it but about 

the development of built-in systems, artificial intelligence, computerized education, the Internet of 

things, enriched and virtual reality, analysis of big data and cloud computation, block chain, etc. – all 

that stimulates the transition to a new technological order which inspires optimism in many with 

hopes for a better future. 

 

But then, what is the impact of technology and the entire new information environment on every 

particular person, on his or her everyday, occupational, social and political mentality, subconscious 
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and philosophy, mode of life, conduct, consumption, thinking, memory, physical and mental health, 

picture of the world, and ideas of history and current political, economic and cultural events? 

 

What is the impact of overflowing information on social groups and societies organized on the grounds 

of shared professional interests, hobbies, and preferences, on social strata, companies, organizations, 

nations, the entire world and essential decision making? 

 

The development of ICT makes the share of texts steadily shrink in the general information flow. Today 

we observe a cardinal shift in the history of civilization as written culture, book culture, text culture is 

ousted by audiovisual culture, and real culture by virtual culture. The information environment is 

dominated not by text, as was the case mere thirty or forty years ago, but by picture and sound-films, 

video footages, photos, music and computer games. 

 

However, humanity has hitherto been developing on the basis of written culture, it formed written 

culture to preserve and circulate socially important information. A major part of such information, 

knowledge, values, meanings and experience is to be found not in visual images or oral speech but in 

written sources. All this can be found only by qualified reading – that is the ability to select texts, 

understand them, and seek answers to personal questions. 

 

Despite all that, we see a global crisis of reading in the contemporary information society. Employed 

adults and children – all are losing interest in reading, though nothing but reading develops the 

dynamic intellect and creative imagination so effectively. Unlike the cinema and TV, reading makes 

everyone give personal interpretation to words and their combinations and form the visual idea of the 

material instead of consuming the offered visual images. Reading promotes the development of 

individuality, self-respect, broad-mindedness, tolerance (that is, acceptance of others) and adaptation 

to the environment. As we read texts, we learn more words, and ways to express our ideas than in 

oral communication. Readers are better in oral speech. Reading promotes emotional development, 

and forms empathy and compassion, without which proper communication and education are 

impossible. 
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Excess of information devalues it and robs the professional media of authority. Man gradually gives 

up the creation of meanings to degrade into a functional addition to communication flows. The 

boarder between the real and the virtual washes off, and simplified virtual imitations and simulacrums 

prosper. The truth and the lie existed in mutual contrast in the human mind of the Paper Age. Now, 

the whole world talks about the burgeoning “post-truth”, with objective facts losing their weight in 

the public mind before the impact of emotions and personal convictions which prove the stronger in 

forming the public opinion. 

 

A great many tools have been invented for the formation of so called post-reality. But then, what is 

post-truth and what is post-reality? Is there any difference between them and a pack of lies? 

 

Almost the whole world has recognized by now the human right of self-expression. All talk about that 

right, but there is no ethic of self-expression. 

 

The polluted information environment has its effect on us whether we like it or not. We are just 

becoming aware of the danger in contrast to physical environmental pollution, which is a long-

recognized challenge to the world. 

 

How shall we combine freedom of speech and expression with responsibility in communication 

behavior and with information security of the person, community and nations? 

 

The contemporary information environment obliterates the ideas of the normal and the ideal in 

behavior, pronouncement and oral and written speech. 

 

In the Internet people of one culture face ever more often terms, meanings, standards, models, clichés 

and stereotypes elaborated by another culture to borrow and operate them, all too often without a 

due critical approach and sometimes even mechanically. This brings not only mutual cultural 

enrichment but also cultural expansion and occasionally degradation. Open information environment 

has robbed many nations of sovereignty even now. 
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How to make cultures prosper in the global digital environment and at the same time avoid isolation 

while retaining identity? 

 

The world is working to preserve personal data, but the use of almost all on-line services demands the 

provision of personal information to service providers of whose reliability you have no idea. You also 

remain ignorant on who might eventually use your information and to what purpose. 

 

People young and not so young, who communicate in the social networks, often with total strangers, 

voluntarily give up privacy, mostly unaware what it might bring to. Private information – huge volumes 

of it – is stored somewhere, processed and used. Technology allows detect our whereabouts, travel, 

acquaintances, habits, preferences and prejudices, and the little specifics of behavior. Internet 

pastimes and video cameras make us objects of observation whether we like it or not. How does 

permanent observation influence the human nature? 

 

As we know, the Internet and global media are the arena of mass consciousness manipulated on grand 

scale. The amount of information has grown many trillions times. It is common belief that there are 

many times more basic information resources than ever before, and the more diverse information is, 

and the greater its amount, the more pluralism is gained to the benefit of democracy, home-grown or 

imported. But then, the hundreds of ever-multiplying digital TV channels purchase information – texts 

and pictures from the two dozen families who own almost all leading media outlets. That is why the 

media feed the same content to people of all nations. 

 

The ICT sphere is changing too rapidly for a profound and all-round analysis of its changes, let alone 

an adequate response to them. In preparation for this meeting we realized that studies mostly concern 

obsolescent reality. Attempts to describe and analyze the present-day situation and to forecast 

possible trends of development and its result base on outdated approaches and models. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
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This meeting is dedicated to discussing those and other trends and phenomena which became 

pronounced in the decade. We have to be discussing process less visible for now but which might have 

an impact on the social and cultural environment quite soon. 

 

It is essential, at any rate, to gradually improve our ideas of current trends and processes in all their 

contradictory complexity. We should make this understanding more profound and extend it on the 

basic of analysis and generalization of knowledge we possess. All this will enable us to make 

recommendations helping us all to build society of justice and security. Better society than that we 

are enjoying now. 
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