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The occurrence of multiple languages in a state usually indicates its cultural
complexity which comes with various cultural or ethnic identities. National bonding
and unity is often hindered due to the miscommunication and segregation between
different cultural groups. A national language, adopted and recognized by the
government and its people, should therefore be forged to improve the cohesion in a
nation. This essay is going to argue for the necessity of a national language in order to
strengthen the development of a desired national identity by stating its advantages of
lowering communication barrier, improving citizens’ sense of belongings and later
evaluating its effectiveness.

A common national language is necessary to facilitate communication and minimize
friction between citizens of different backgrounds. A language can be said as a
particular system of representation that mirrors and reinforces the ‘world’ of its
speakers (Thomas et al., 2004). The existence of a language barrier could create a
mental barrier and lead to conflicts. Malaysia is a multi-lingual country with three
variations of identity: ethnic, national, and supernational which cause constant
disputes among different groups (Gill, 2014). Germany is another country consists of
different identities: Swabians, Saxons, and Frank, each with a distinct spoken dialect,
causing great inconvenience and communications between the groups can only be
aided by a single standard written language (Hobsbawn, 1996). Different languages
are often accompanied by different values and attitudes towards certain matters, and
not being able to convey them properly due to the presence of a language barrier are
likely to give rise to misunderstandings and conflicts. Using the same language rather
than communicating through translation can also minimize any miscommunication
caused by meanings lost in translation or certain words and concepts that exist only in
a culture but not in others. Creating a national language that includes specific words
from different cultures should enhance communication between different cultural
groups. Therefore, a uniform, national language is not only needed for effective
communication, but is also crucial to form a mutual understanding among citizens of
different cultural backgrounds.

Using the same language also helps developing a sense of belonging which in turn
promotes the formation of a national identity. As social animals, humans tend to stay
in a familiar group with shared traits to maintain a sense of security, meaning

segregation of group identities is not purely geographical, but also virtual in terms of



language as it is an element of one’s identity (Jackson, 2014). By sharing the same
language, it is possible to create shared experience (e.g. collective memories) that is
essential in forming one’s cultural identity (Guibernau, 2004) or just a general sense
of belonging towards the nation among different cultural groups. Besides, the
knowledge of a national language is a kind of delegation of responsibility, reminding
one of their national identity despite one’s language background (Verschik, 2016).
Citizens have to first acknowledge their nationality in order to establish a bond (be it
emotional or not) with the community so as to separate the ‘us’ from the ‘others’, and
eventually position themselves in the world as a collective with a uniform national
identity. The keyword being ‘eventually’, given that a national identity cannot be
fabricated overnight, but is to be constructed overtime, especially if the language is
implemented in primary education which is a critical period for first language
acquisition (Fromkin, 2014) which could strengthen the bond of the next generation.
The purpose of a national language is simply providing common grounds for
experience be shared, understanding be made, so that a national identity can be built.

Despite the advantages brought by having a common national language, concerns are
raised of its detriment and effectiveness. Some consider it ‘unfair’ to make a
particular language into the national language as it could make other existing
languages obsolete. Yet, having an official national language does not necessarily
mean forbidding the use of other languages and identities. There is no enforcement
for one to use the official language at all times. In fact, China has 55 official ethnic
minorities which usually undergoes Mandarin education, but their dialects are still in
use and have not ‘extinct’ yet. In Taiwan, the official language is Mandarin Chinese,
however, about 73% of the Taiwan population now still speak the group of Southern
Min dialects that is usually known as Taiyu and other languages such as Hakka still
exist (Kloter, 2004). It is possible to for multiple languages to coexist if their speakers
intend to preserve them, but without one to lead, chaos ensues. If all the
documentation in a company, or even the government, are done in different
languages, it would be extremely inefficient to translate the documents into different
versions of different languages. Hence, regardless of what the actual language citizens
are using, an official, common national language is certainly needed.

Rome is not built in a day, and so is not a national identity. Multiple languages
coexisting in a country without the lead of a common national language could cause



miscommunication and misunderstandings between different cultural and ethnic
groups which caused much friction and further widens the gap between them. The
establishment of an official common language is not aimed to eradicate or
‘homogenize’ other existing languages, but is to provide a way for groups to convey
their ideas, experience and values to create reciprocated respect and appreciation
within the country. With time, it shall smooth the discord and unite the nation as a
while, developing a true national identity.
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