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It is now almost six years since representatives of the language academies and central 
language institutions from ten European states met here in the Accademia della Crusca to 
discuss the issue of a multilingual Europe and its future. At the end of the meeting the
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representatives discussed the Mannheim-Florence Recommendations, which had been 
drafted in Mannheim one year earlier. This document contains the following key passage:

With the maintenance o f  linguistic diversity, as well as the developm ent and
adjustment o f  languages to the requirements o f  the m odem  world, the cultural
wealth o f  Europe as a basis for a European identity w ill be retained1".

Similar passages can also be found in official documents of the European Union and the 
EU Institutions. The link between linguistic diversity and cultural diversity in Europe has 
really become one of the basic themes of debate in Europe. And this link is by no means a 
trivial matter. We háve to repeatedly set out the case why linguistic diversity should not be 
regarded as an impediment to the coexistence of nations and social groups in Europe but 
should rather be seen as representing something which is of considerable value and which 
needs to be safeguarded and protected. The most significant argument in this context 
continues to be the fact that the coexistence of many languages in Europe helps to bring 
about a cultural and social diversity in our continent. However practical and attractive from 
an economic point of view it may, at first sight, appear to adopt a single language for use in 
the EU, this course of action would also ultimately lead to drab cultural uniformity in 
Europe and presumably further afield.

The history of Europe since the Middle Ages teaches us that linguistic diversity is 
not a barrier to scientific and economic progress. The emancipation of the various national 
languages once Latin ceased to play a dominant role and the progress made by these 
languages in becoming fully-fledged languages of culture were both a prerequisite for the 
spiritual emergence of Europe into the modern age -  characterised, inter alia, by the wealth 
of literatuře created in these national languages -  and a means of bringing about this 
transformation. The many authors whose works comprise the classic canon of books 
reflecting the literary heritage of modern Europe did not write in Latin but rather in the 
various national languages, which they thereby also helped to shape. Translations, which 
initial ly involved the rendering of texts of the ancient world into modern languages, made -  
and still continue to make -  a growing contribution towards creating a reciprocal awareness 
and appropriation of works in the various languages. Since the 18th Century, Latin has 
barely been ušed any more to describe the major scientific discoveries and technical 12

12 «La ricchezza culturale dell’Europa, sulla quäle si fonda 1’identitá europea, puö essere salvaguardata solo 
mantenendo la diversitá linguistica del continente e quindi curando lo sviluppo delle singole lingue e il loro 
adattamento ai bisogni di comunicazione del mondo modemo». In: Stickel, Gerhard (Ed.): Europäische 
Hochsprachen und mehrsprachiges Europa /  Lingue standard europee ed Europa plurilingue. Mannheim, 
2002, p. 245.



inventions; the descriptions were, instead, written in the various languages of the major 
European scholars and engineers and, before long, also translated into other European 
languages.

At the present time, there is a growing trend for scientific creativity, which is 
expressed in a variety of languages, to be cramped by a move towards a drab, monolingual 
world of science. This trend is less in evidence in the natural Sciences in which. in addition 
to languages, other semiotic Systems are in use, such as mathematical formulas, diagrams 
and illustrations. 1t is more clearly the case in the context of the human Sciences; in this 
field the basic principles and procedures are formulated and passed on in a number of 
individual languages and the same is also more and more the case with regard to new 
developments in this field. The trend towards the use of an almost universal single language 
is now being stepped up, from as early as school level, in most European States, including 
here in Italy. The opportunity to learn at least two foreign languages in school is 
increasingly being abandoned in favour of concentrating on one compulsory foreign 
language. The fact that this trend may, in the longer term, also háve a detrimental effect on 
a pupil's own language and his or her language-related cultural knowledge is also 
regrettably not realised by many parents, who háve a say in the language teaching given to 
their children.

What initially brought together the abovementioned representatives of the language 
institutes of ten European States here in Florence was their concem over the way in which 
their own national languages were developing. The fact that the responsibility of the 
language academies and institutions involved is really confined to a concem for their own 
individual languages would, at first glance, suggest that these representatives were not the 
right people to address the issues of territorial and individual multilingualism. These 
representatives did, however, soon become united by the realisation that the languages with 
which they were concemed formed an integral part of the liAguistic diversity of Europe 
which, in itself, provides the foundation of Europe’s cultural richness.

The follow-up Conferences held in other European cities witnessed a rapid 
expansion of the network of central language institutions of European States. At the meeting 
held in Stockholm, our Organisation officially adopted the title of the European Federation 
o f National Institutions for Language (EFN1L). At our next Conference, to be held in the 
Latvian Capital of Riga, we are also expecting to welcome representatives from the new EU 
Member States of Romania and Bulgaria, together with representatives of States which have 
not yet joined the EU. With a view to safeguarding and developing their own languages, the 
members and supporters of EFNIL do not confine their efforts to seeking to promote their



own languages; they also Champion the leaming and use of other European languages. 1t is 
clearly in the interests of everyone in Europe to be multilingual. Our common goal is to 
bring about a multilingual Europe whose citizens are themselves multilingual13.

We therefore congratulate Francesco Sabatini, one of the joint founders of the 
EFNIL, who came up with the excellent idea of naming the square in front of the oldest 
language academy in Europe in honour of the languages of Europe and European linguistic 
diversity. The true home for languages is, of course, in the heads of the people who have 
leamed them, either as their mother tongue or as a foreign language. With a view to 
promoting the grand goal of achieving a multilingual Europe populated by plurilingual 
Europeans, it is, however, both important and a good idea to have a tangible place which 
reminds us of this goal and gives concrete, visible expression to it. I like to think that, over 
the years, this Piazza will become a place of pilgrimage, not just for members of the EFNIL 
but also for politicians, linguists and teachers who are working to achieve linguistic 
diversity in Europe and a multilingual population. I am probably not the only person to 
express satisfaction over the fact that here in Florence, where the roots of the Italian 
language can be found in Tuscany, a symbolic location is also being created for all other 
European languages. I no doubt echo the sentiments of all members of the EFNIL in 
offering my most sincere thanks to the Accademia della Crusca and, in particular, to our 
esteemed friend and colleagues Francesco Sabatini for this initiative.

13 For further information see: European Federation o f National Institutions for Language: Brussels 
Declaration on Language Leaming in Europe -  in the 20 ofFicial languages o f the European Union, 
Mannheim, 2006.


