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Abstract

The contemporary ecological crisis compels us to undertake research and adopt measures that will ensure the
sustainable development of humanity. The main point here is that while satisfying the needs of current generations,
it is necessary to respect the needs of future generations as well as nature’s capabilities. Works on a concept of
development that would allow this task to be accomplished have been carried out for the last several decades. They
resulted in the formulation of the still-evolving idea of sustainable development. With the current state of
knowledge, it seems vital that this idea should comprise protection of biocultural diversity since, as clearly evi-
denced by the research conducted, the interrelated biological, cultural and linguistic diversity affects development.
This article aims at highlighting the necessity of incorporating biocultural diversity into the idea of sustainable
development and it points out the need for integral concern for the diversity of Earth’s heritage. Only integral care
of all types of diversity gives hope for the protection of each of them and increases the chances of building a
sustainable world.
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Streszczenie

Wspotczesny kryzys ekologiczny sktania do podejmowania badan i dziatan, ktore zapewnig trwaly rozwdj ludz-
kosci. Chodzi o to, by zaspakajajac potrzeby aktualnego pokolenia respektowaé potrzeby przysztych pokolen oraz
mozliwosci przyrody. Prace nad koncepcja rozwoju, ktora pozwoli zrealizowac to zadanie trwaja od kilku dekad.
W ich wyniku powstata idea zrbwnowazonego rozwoju, ktora wciaz ewoluuje. Przy obecnym stanie wiedzy wazne
wydaje si¢ uwzglednienie w niej ochrony réznorodnosci biokulturowej. Badania jednoznacznie wskazujg bowiem
na korelacje pomiedzy rozwojem a wzajemnie ze soba powigzanymi réznorodno$ciami: biologiczna, kulturows i
jezykowa. Artykut ten stawia sobie za cel ukazanie potrzeby wiaczenia r6znorodnosci biokulturowej do idei zrow-
nowazonego rozwoju oraz wskazanie na konieczno$¢ tacznej troski o r6znorodnos¢ ziemskiego dziedzictwa, tylko
integralna troska o wszystkie rodzaje roznorodno$ci daje bowiem nadziej¢ na ochrong kazdej z nich i zwigksza
szanse na zbudowanie zrobwnowazonego $wiata.

Stowa kluczowe: réznorodno$¢ biokulturowa, bioréznorodno$é, réznorodnosé¢ kulturowa, réznorodnosé lingwi-
styczna, zrOwnowazony rozwoj

Introduction achievements in this regard. For several decades, the
idea of sustainable development has been a subject
of in-depth reflection of scholars, politicians and en-

vironmental activists. This reflection allows for a

Recognition of the scale of risks posed by the mod-
ern ecological crisis led to a number of studies on the

relation of man to the surrounding world. Formula-
tion of the idea of sustainable development, which is
meant to define the proper style of human presence
in the world, proved to be one of the greatest

more thorough recognition of the emerging threats
and for the development of ever more subtle ways of
curbing them. As a result of the research conducted,
the idea of sustainable development is constantly
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evolving, taking into account the ever-new perspec-
tives of reflection on the ecological crisis. It seems
that, at the current stage of research, it is necessary
to link the idea of sustainable development with bi-
ocultural diversity, since it gives us hope for the pos-
sibility of developing a more friendly human rela-
tionship with the environment and a more effective
way of overcoming the ecological crisis.

The importance of biocultural diversity was first
acknowledged in the 1980s. One of the first interna-
tional initiatives aimed at providing comprehensive
protection of endangered species and threatened cul-
tures was undertaken at the First International Con-
gress of Ethnobiology (1988). The assembled scien-
tists, environmentalists and representatives of en-
dangered cultures jointly issued the Declaration of
Belém, in which they called for concrete and imme-
diate action to protect the cultural and biological her-
itage of our planet (FICE, 1988).

Since then, interest in the protection of diversity, un-
derstood as a comprehensive concern for preserving
the richness of species and cultures, has been stead-
ily growing. This is confirmed by studies that point
to a link between linguistic, cultural and biological
diversity and to similar challenges faced today by all
those diversities. A good illustration of the ever-
growing interest in and popularization of integral
care for the diversity of our planet is a document is-
sued by the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) in 2007. The chapter on biodiversity clearly
shows the link between biological and cultural diver-
sity. Biodiversity encompasses more than just varia-
tion in appearance and composition. It includes di-
versity in abundance, distribution and in behaviour,
including interactions among the components of bi-
odiversity. Biodiversity also incorporates human
cultural diversity, which can be affected by the same
drivers as biodiversity, and which has impacts on the
diversity of genes, other species and ecosystems
(Ash, 2007).

Luisa Maffi seems to have been the first to provide a
clear definition of biocultural diversity, describing it
as the diversity of life in all its manifestations: bio-
logical, cultural, and linguistic — which are interre-
lated (and possibly coevolved) within a complex so-
cio-ecological adaptive system (Maffi, 2007). Maffi
pointed to three important characteristics of biocul-
tural diversity: (Maffi, Woodley, 2010).

v The diversity of life is made up not only of
the diversity of plant and animal species,
habitats and ecosystems found on the
planet, but also of the diversity of human
cultures and languages.

v The diversities do not exist in separate and
parallel realms, but rather are different
manifestations of a single, complex whole.

v The links among these diversities have de-
veloped over time through the cumulative
global effects of mutual adaptations, proba-

bly of a co-evolutionary nature, between

humans and the environment at the local

level.
Thus understood, biocultural diversity constitutes a
set of values motivating us to take initiatives to pro-
tect both endangered species of flora and fauna and
endangered cultures.
The present study aims at highlighting the necessity
of integral concern for preserving biological, cultural
and linguistic diversity and including it in the con-
cept of sustainable development. There is ample ev-
idence that biological, cultural and linguistic diver-
sity directly, or at least indirectly, interact with one
another, condition one another and, together, provide
the basis for the development of our civilization. The
building of a truly sustainable world must, therefore,
take into account all those components, since it is
only by protecting the widely understood heritage of
our planet, that we can cherish hopes for optimistic
forecasts for the various forms of earthly life, in all
its manifestations.

1. Diversity of Earth’s heritage

The heritage of our planet manifests itself in an ex-
traordinary diversity of both animate and inanimate
nature. A special place in this nature is taken by man
who stands out in his unique character, revealing it-
self, among other things, in the ability to create cul-
ture. While undertaking an analysis of the diversity
of Earth’s heritage, one can, therefore, identify three
main categories: biological diversity, cultural diver-
sity and linguistic diversity.

1.1. Biological diversity

The term biodiversity (biological diversity) was first
used in scientific literature in the early 1980s. Usu-
ally, biodiversity is defined as a variety of life on
Earth, ... [which] includes all organisms, species,
and populations; the genetic variation among these;
and their complex assemblages of communities and
ecosystems (UNEP, 2015; UN, 2016d).

The definition of biodiversity presented in UNEP
documents points to three important elements
(UNEP, 2015):

v’ Species diversity — describes the wide vari-
ety of plants, animals and microorganisms
that exist on the planet.

v Ecosystem diversity — ecosystems repre-
sent a dynamic complex of plant, animal
and microorganism communities and their
non-living environment interacting as a
functional unit.

v Genetic diversity — genetic material repre-
sents any material of plant, animal, micro-
bial or other origin containing functional
units of heredity. Genetic diversity im-
proves the ability of each species to adapt
to disease, pests or habitat variation. The
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lower the level of genetic diversity, the

more vulnerable a population is to changing

environments or disease.
Until recently, it was assumed that 5000-50 000
million species lived on Earth throughout all its his-
tory while, nowadays, there are approximately only
50 million species. These figures indicate that more
than 99% of flora and fauna species had become ex-
tinct long before the advent of man (McKinney,
1997). In light of research from May 2016, the sta-
tistics prove to be far worse. In fact, it is estimated
that Earth could have been home to as many as 1 bil-
lion species (NSF, 2016).
Analyses of paleontological data show that in the
history of our planet there were big five mass extinc-
tions and many minor events that led to the disap-
pearance of such a large number of species (Hallam,
Wignall, 1997). With the advent of man, an acceler-
ated loss of biodiversity referred to as the Holocene
extinction took place and it was mainly induced by
the destructive style of human presence in the envi-
ronment (Kolbert, 2014).
In its publications, UNEP highlights both the dan-
gers associated with loss of biodiversity and the ben-
efits issuing from its protection. UNEP reports stress
that short-term economic and social benefits result-
ing from irresponsible use of the environment lead-
ing to loss of biodiversity are not commensurate with
the long-term costs associated with that loss (UNEP
2010; UNEP 2015).

1.2. Cultural diversity

Reflection on cultural diversity was undertaken with
the realization of the challenges faced by today’s cul-
ture. Technological development, liberalization of
trade and of the cultural goods market and, espe-
cially, development of new communication technol-
ogies created conditions for both deepening of diver-
sity and cultural unification. It is difficult to tell
clearly what the final result of this process will be.
However, there are indications that the tendency to-
wards unification will prevail, since the direction of
changes seems to be in fact supported by globaliza-
tion processes (Voiskounsky, 1998). In order to
highlight the importance of cultural diversity, the
UN General Assembly proclaimed the years 1988-
1997 the World Decade of Cultural Development
(UN, 2016€).

The UN established UNESCO, whose task is to pro-
tect the cultural heritage of humanity. One of the
most important initiatives of UNESCO in this regard
was the World Conference on Education for All
(1990). Conference participants pointed out that cul-
ture determines effective education and confirmed
the importance of caring for the diversity of cultures
and cultural identity (Power, 2014, 108). In 1993, in
turn, the World Commission on Culture and Devel-
opment (Cuéllar Commission) was established. Its
main task was to prepare a World Report on Culture
and Development and to prepare proposals both for

urgent and long-term action to meet cultural needs
in the context of development (UNESCO, 1993). The
report pointed out that many development failures
and disasters stem from an inadequate recognition
of cultural and ethnic complexities (WCCD, 1996).

Another important initiative for the protection of cul-
tural diversity was the Intergovernmental Confer-
ence on Cultural Policies for Development, whose
participants pointed to a close relationship between
respect for culture and development (Stockholm,
1998). The UN commitment to protect cultural di-
versity resulted in the adoption of the Universal Dec-
laration on Cultural Diversity in 2001, which also
drew attention to the links between cultural diversity
and development. The purpose of this declaration
was to prepare a discussion on development during
the World Summit on Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg. Another important document on cul-
tural diversity is that from the Convention on the
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cul-
tural Expressions adopted in 2005 (UNESCO,
2005).

The UN activities for the protection of cultural diver-
sity were summed up in the report UNESCO and the
Question of Cultural Diversity 1946-2007. Review
and Strategies (UNESCO, 2007). One of
UNESCO'’s last important achievements in the field
of cultural diversity protection is the report Investing
in Cultural Diversity and Intercultural Dialogue.
This report takes into account the recent global eco-
nomic crisis and in its perspective shows both the
temptation to reduce spending on culture and empha-
sizes the importance of culture in sustaining devel-
opment (UNESCO, 2009).

1.3. Linguistic diversity

Just as in the case of biological and cultural diversity,
the disappearance of linguistic diversity was also
generally acknowledged with time. In order to de-
scribe this phenomenon, the Index of Linguistic Di-
versity (ILD), which allows for measurable evalua-
tion of the disappearance of linguistic diversity, was
developed. This index refers to the concept of biodi-
versity. Language richness can be thought of as be-
ing analogous to species richness, the number of spe-
cies found in a given area. In addition to richness,
a second component in species diversity is evenness,
or the distribution of individual organisms among
species. In the case of linguistic diversity, evenness
is the distribution of individual speakers among lan-
guages. For example, two regions in both of which
ten languages are spoken each have the same rich-
ness, but the region in which each language is spoken
by 10% of the population has greater evenness, and
therefore higher linguistic diversity, than one in
which 91% of the population speaks one language
and only 1% of the population speaks each of the
other nine (Harmon, Loh, 2010).

According to the data from 2016, the diversity of liv-
ing languages in particular regions of the world pre-
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sents itself as follows: Europe — 287; both Americas
—1062; the Pacific region — 1313; Africa— 2139 and
Asia — 2296 (Lewis et al., 2016). It is estimated that
in 2005 there were 7299 living languages in the
world. However, as in the case of biological and cul-
tural diversity, linguistic diversity is systematically
decreasing. In the years 1970-2005 the number of
living languages in the world decreased by 20%. It is
also worrying that the disappearance of languages is
proceeding at a growing pace. In the 1970s, the de-
crease of linguistic diversity was noted to reach 0.3%
per year, now this decrease exceeds 1% (Harmon,
Loh, 2010).

2. Integral character of Earth’s heritage diversity

The existence of interrelationships between culture
and nature has long been acknowledged, and contrib-
uted to the formulation of a number of concepts
showing the nature of those links. Today, there is a
broad consensus that culture and the natural environ-
ment mutually interact, although the nature of those
interactions is still the subject of ongoing debates.
Current research on biocultural diversity leads to the
conclusion that biological, cultural and linguistic di-
versity are interrelated, they mutually condition one
another and constitute an integral whole, in which
the diversity of our planet is manifested. This is con-
firmed by a recent study cited in UNEP documents —
cultural diversity and biodiversity are intimately re-
lated to each other. If we lose one, we risk losing the
other. The diversity of societies, cultures and lan-
guages that has developed throughout human his-
tory is intimately related to biodiversity and its use
(UNEP, 2010).

Today, we are more and more aware of the fact that
life’s diversity manifests itself in both biological di-
versity through many forms of living organisms and
in cultural diversity through numerous concepts of
human beliefs, systems of values and worldviews.
Culture and nature are interrelated due to a number
of co-dependencies. There are many indications that
the natural environment provides conditions for the
occurrence of cultural processes and formation of
human systems of beliefs. As a result, the environ-
ment is a kind of cultural archive documenting hu-
man activity throughout history (Pretty et al., 2009).
A strong link between culture and nature is also re-
flected in the similarity of threats that both those re-
alities face nowadays. Also, the effects of the threats
that can be observed both on the natural and cultural
plane have a similar character (Pretty et al., 2009).
Relationships between cultural and biological diver-
sity can also be seen in different worldviews of var-
ious human communities, since the concept of the
world is largely dependent on the dominant culture,
the language and the level of civilization of a given
community. It seems that man’s culturally condi-
tioned perception of himself as an interdependent el-
ement of nature or as a being separate from nature or

even dominant over nature significantly affects the
shape of the human relationship to the environment
(Harmon, 2002).

A close connection between the natural world and
the world of culture is also reflected in the fact that
any interference in one of these worlds often causes
changes in the other one. The relationship between
cultural and biological diversity can also be clearly
seen in the convergence of areas that are crucial for
both types of diversity. Many regions which are rich
in the wealth of biological species also abound in dif-
ferent ethnic groups, characterized by enormous cul-
tural and linguistic diversity (Sutherland, 2003;
Gorenflo et al., 2012). Knowledge of nature gathered
by various communities also constitutes a confirma-
tion of the link between culture and nature. This
knowledge is present in customs, religious rituals,
stories, traditions and language of communities
which in this way work out answers to questions
about the functioning of the world and man’s rela-
tionship to it. Fikret Berkes defined this phenomenon
as a knowledge—belief—practice complex and pointed
to its essential role in indicating the link between na-
ture and culture (Pretty et al., 2009; Berkes, 2012).
An important role in this phenomenon is played by
linguistic diversity. The multiplicity of human lan-
guages exerts its impact not only on the various ways
of shaping culture but also on biodiversity. Scientists
generally agree that degradation of the natural envi-
ronment has a direct influence on the loss of cultural
and linguistic diversity. Recent studies indicate that
there is also an inverse relationship, i.e. loss of lin-
guistic diversity has a negative impact on biodiver-
sity. This phenomenon results from strong links be-
tween language and traditional knowledge on biodi-
versity, since local communities often developed a
complex system of describing the natural world
based on a thorough knowledge of their local envi-
ronment. This knowledge is embedded in indigenous
names, oral traditions and taxonomies. With the dis-
appearance of a given language, this knowledge will
be irretrievably lost (UNESCO, 2016). The im-
portance of traditional knowledge for the preserva-
tion of biological diversity is confirmed by numer-
ous projects aimed at protecting or restoring endan-
gered species of flora and fauna. Acquaintance with
that knowledge or taking it into account often de-
cides the success or failure of environmental projects
(Nabhan, 2001).

Research into linguistic diversity clearly points to its
significance both in the context of environmental
concerns as well as in the development of civiliza-
tion. The role of linguistic diversity in the conserva-
tion of biodiversity is now better recognized and ap-
preciated. Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, in a report for the
Council of Europe addressing the issue, states that
linguistic and cultural diversities are the storehouse
of historically developed knowledge. He also claims
that linguistic and cultural diversity is connected to
biodiversity (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2002). This report



Sadowski/Problemy Ekorozwoju/Problems of Sustainable Development 2/2017, 37-45 41

indicates that linguistic diversity is now even more
threatened than biodiversity. Experts estimating the
state of biological and linguistic diversity for 2100
show its significant impoverishment. Depending on
the adopted methods, it is estimated that at the be-
ginning of the 22"century, the diversity of Earth’s
species of flora and fauna will constitute 80-98% of
the species living at the beginning of the 21%century.
The estimates for linguistic diversity are much
worse. In 2100 people will use only 10-50% of the
currently used languages (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2002).
The links between linguistic diversity and cultural
diversity are stronger than those with biodiversity.
The impact of language on the shape of culture is in
fact more direct (Kim, 2003). The language used by
man affects the way in which he expresses his ideas
and beliefs which shape culture (Elmes, 2013). Each
language has its limitations, which results in the fact
that a person who speaks a given language perceives
the world differently than a person using a different
language. This, in turn, has an impact on the diver-
sity of cultures shaped in different linguistic tradi-
tions. Each language has its own mentality, which
accentuates certain ways of viewing the reality. In
some languages, for example, it is important who,
where, how many times and when an activity is per-
formed, while other languages do not pay so much
attention to numbers and time, but put more empha-
sis on communicating how the speaker acquired in-
formation on a specific activity, i.e. whether he wit-
nessed it personally, formulated his own conjectures
on the basis of various facts or heard about it from a
third party (Bloom, 2002).

A good illustration of the ways in which specific lan-
guages affect different worldviews is provided by re-
search conducted by Lera Boroditsky. As the scien-
tist notices, some indigenous tribes say north, south,
east and west, rather than left and right, and as a con-
sequence have great spatial orientation. The Piraha,
whose language eschews number words in favour of
terms like few and many, are not able to keep track
of exact quantities. In one study, Spanish and Japa-
nese speakers couldn’t remember the agents of acci-
dental events as adeptly as English speakers could.
Why? In Spanish and Japanese, the agent of causal-
ity is dropped: the vase broke itself, rather than John
broke the vase (Boroditsky, 2009).

Current knowledge shows that Earth is one big and
integrated system of interrelated and mutually con-
ditioning elements, where biocultural diversity plays
an important role. Loss of any diversity affects oth-
ers and brings dramatic consequences both to hu-
manity and to Earth (Maffi, 2005).

3. Diversity of Earth’s heritage for sustainable de-
velopment

Recent studies clearly highlight the importance of bi-
ological, cultural and linguistic diversity in building
a sustainable world. It has long been attempted to

work out a concept of development which would en-
able realization of this project. However, only in re-
cent years, can we perceive that different types of di-
versity are being included in the concept of develop-
ment.
Numerous UN conferences have devoted a lot of at-
tention to the issue of development. Their goal was
to work out a concept of development which would
meet the needs of the present generation in such a
way as not to endanger the needs of future genera-
tions. The principle of sustainable development for-
mulated by the UN is aimed at improving the life
quality of all people, taking into account the needs of
the environment. Realization of this task will only be
possible provided that the following questions are in-
tegrally taken into consideration:

1) economic growth and equitable distribution

of benefits;
2) protection of natural resources and of the
environment and

3) social development.
In order to accomplish this task, the UN prepared
documents that specify the way of building a sustain-
able world. An important step in this direction is
Agenda 21, a comprehensive plan of action for the
21st century, and the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). To emphasize the importance of this
issue the UN announced the years 2005-2014 a Dec-
ade of Education for Sustainable Development, later
referred to as the Decade of Change, aimed at pro-
moting sustainable behaviour and at inspiring criti-
cal and creative thinking which would allow a solu-
tion to be found to the problems preventing sustain-
able development (UNESCO, 2016c). Another im-
portant UN document is the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, which sets itself the task of
continuing the MDGs by identifying 17 Sustainable
Development Goals. The new objectives are to help
in the further fight against poverty and to lead to sus-
tainable development before 2030 (UN, 2016).
An outline of the UN initiatives presented above
shows the determination of international structures
to build a sustainable world. Despite an apparent
lack of connection between the principle of sustain-
able development and biocultural diversity, the ex-
istence of such a link must be taken for granted. If
we understand sustainable development as a type of
development that takes into account the balance of
three planes: economic, social and natural, a link be-
tween biological, cultural and linguistic diversity
and all these planes becomes evident.
Most evident is the relationship of biodiversity with
nature. This link is clearly present in the document
Agenda 21, Chapter 15 of which is entitled Conser-
vation of Biological Diversity (UNCED, 1992). The
link of biodiversity with the seventh MDG, Ensure
Environmental Sustainability also seems obvious.
To achieve this objective, the UN sought to achieve
by 2010 a significant reduction in the rate of biodi-
versity loss by protecting ecosystems covering
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15.2% of land and 8.4% of coastal marine areas
worldwide (UN, 2016c). A direct connection bet-
ween biological diversity and the principle of sus-
tainable development is also evidenced by the
15%sustainable development goal of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development. This objective
bids us to: sustainably manage forests, combat des-
ertification, halt and reverse land degradation and
halt biodiversity loss (UN, 2016b).

The link between cultural diversity and the social
component of sustainable development also seems
quite obvious. A world UNESCO report on cultural
diversity states that this diversity is a key dimension
of sustainable development. An important role in
grasping the importance of cultural diversity for sus-
tainable development can be ascribed to the World
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannes-
burg. It was indicated, though, that cultural diversity
should not be considered as the fourth pillar of sus-
tainable development, but rather as a significant
cross-cutting factor, since it plays a substantial role
beginning with poverty eradication and the safe-
guarding of biodiversity to resource management
and climate change (UNESCO, 2009).

The report worked out in Johannesburg points to the
fact that the importance of cultural diversity for such
issues as loss of biodiversity and climate change is
underestimated. It also highlights the fact that the in-
itial focus on technical measures which were meant
to resolve the above issues was insufficient. Today,
the need to include cultural diversity in the creation
of a sustainable world is more and more often em-
phasized (UNESCO, 2009). Cultural diversity is
now recognized as one of the roots of development,
understood not simply in terms of economic growth,
but also as a means to achieve a more satisfactory
intellectual, emotional, moral and spiritual existence
(UNESCO, 2002). In order to fully grasp the impact
of culture on the development of modern civilization
it is necessary to think of culture as the values, be-
liefs, and norms that a group of people share. In this
sense, culture conditions individuals’ perceptions of
the world, influences what they consider important
and suggests courses of action that are appropriate
and inappropriate. Cultural factors can, for example,
influence consumption behaviour and may be a par-
ticularly important driver of environmental change
(Nelson, 2005). Moreover, the Universal Declara-
tion on Cultural Diversity points to the importance
of cultural diversity for human creativity and foster-
ing of international solidarity and stresses the indi-
visibility of culture and development. This document
simply states that cultural diversity must also be seen
as a motor of development (UNESCO, 2002).

The link of linguistic diversity with development is
less evident. The most frequently highlighted effects
of the loss of linguistic diversity refer only to its neg-
ative impact on the acquisition of scientific, tradi-
tional and ecological knowledge and loss of cultural
heritage encoded in the language. The association of

linguistic diversity with human rights and social jus-
tice is also mentioned here. Although all of these
have an important role to play, the economic
significance and consequences of the global loss of
linguistic diversity have not yet been seriously
studied or appreciated (Romaine, 2016).

In its recent documents, UNESCO stresses, how-
ever, the relationship of linguistic diversity to sus-
tainable development. Languages are of strategic
importance for people and the planet. There is
growing awareness that languages play a vital role in
development, not only in ensuring cultural diversity
and intercultural dialogue, but also in attaining
quality education for all and strengthening
cooperation, in building inclusive knowledge
societies and preserving cultural heritage and in
mobilizing political will for applying the benefits of
science and technology to sustainable development
(UNESCO, 2016b).

According to Suzanne Romaine, conservation of bi-
odiversity, cultural-linguistic diversity, sustainable
development and the welfare of the poor are inextri-
cably linked. Just as biological diversity increases
the resilience of natural systems, cultural-linguistic
diversity has the capacity to increase the resilience
of social systems. Loss of linguistic diversity has,
therefore, serious social and economic consequences
for the well-being and resilience of individuals and
communities (Romaine, 2016). Romaine also indi-
cates that implementation of the MDGs calls for a
new approach to the key role of language in human
development. In her view, only by placing language
at the central point of development will the MDGs
and other global agendas such as Education for All
and Education for Sustainable Development be
achieved (Romaine, 2013).

Documents issued by the European Union also high-
light the major importance of linguistic diversity for
sustainable development. The Committee of the Re-
gions emphasizes that sustainable development of a
region is always based on its cultural heritage and
identity, that language is the most important factor
supporting the cultural identity of localities and re-
gions and hence support for linguistic diversity is es-
sential for the sustainable development of Europe’s
regions (Council of Europe, 2002).

It seems that nowadays we begin to realize that
biocultural diversity constitutes a key element in
building a sustainable world. Recognition of its
significance is an important prerequisite for ensuring
sustainable development. Development models pro-
duced since the 1970s have clearly failed, despite
constant revision, to live up to the expectations they
raised. The new challenges arising from globaliza-
tion are making it increasingly important to redefine
the relationship between culture and development or,
to be more precise, between diversity, dialogue and
development: the three Ds. Cultural diversity is a site
that induces continuously flowing and unifying dia-
logue open to each and every expression of identity.
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Acknowledgement of that daily dialogue as a found-
ing principle is what needs to be asserted and pre-

served. Diversity and dialogue are mutually interre-
lated. The causal link that binds them cannot be sev-
ered without undermining sustainability. Cultural di-
versity, far from being divisive, unites individuals,
societies and peoples, enabling them to share in a
fund made up of the heritage of bygone ages, the ex-
perience of the present and the promise of the future.
This shared fund, with all parties being both contrib-
utors and beneficiaries, is what underpins the sus-
tainability of development for all (UNESCO, 2002).

Conclusion

Building a sustainable world appears to be the great-
est challenge faced by man in the contemporary
world, since it is not only the survival of humanity
but perhaps of all life on Earth that is threatened. Re-
flection on the styles of human presence in the world
becomes, therefore, an extremely urgent and im-
portant task. Only by changing man’s destructive at-
titude towards nature and by adopting an approach
that would take into account human needs and the
capabilities of nature may give us hope for a propi-
tious future for humanity. It is generally acknowl-
edged that adoption of the principle of sustainable
development provides a guarantee of such a change.
This principle, however, evolves with the ongoing
reflection on the ecological crisis. This allows us to
shape the model of human attitude to the world and
increasingly respect the needs and capabilities of na-
ture.

It seems that at the present stage of this reflection,
inclusion of the heritage of our planet in all its man-
ifestations is an important element conditioning the
possibility of working out an adequate concept of de-
velopment. The point is that it is necessary to protect
both biodiversity as well as cultural and linguistic di-
versity. All these types of diversity are in fact inter-
related and mutually dependent. Only integral con-
cern for the diversity of all manifestations of life on
Earth gives hope for effective protection of this
wealth. Contrary to some opinions, biocultural diver-
sity should not, however, constitute a fourth pillar of
the principle of sustainable development, since bio-
logical, cultural and linguistic diversity penetrates all
its three traditional pillars: economic efficiency, en-
vironmental concerns and social balance (UNESCO,
2009). Acknowledgement of the key role of those di-
versities points to the complexity of the contempo-
rary ecological crisis and of the global ecosystem as
well as to the multiple conditionings and relation-
ships of their individual elements. This, in turn,
makes it possible to develop strategies more effec-
tive than ever in overcoming the crisis and building
a sustainable world.

The call for integral care of all aspects of Earth’s her-
itage precludes antagonizing culture and nature. Cul-
ture must respect nature because, otherwise, it de-
generates into a sort of anti-nature and, conse-
quently, turns against man. However, it is important
to point to the risk of identifying the ways in which
nature and culture develop, since their evolution has
an analogous, not homologous, character (Lepko,
1991).

A homologous view of nature’s and culture’s func-
tioning leads to reducing culture to nature. Using the
concept of biocultural diversity, one can conse-
quently speak of two dangers resulting from the
ways in which we define culture and nature. Putting
too much emphasis on the differences between them
as well as their antagonization can lead to degenera-
tion of culture, which results in a destructive rela-
tionship of man to nature. Overemphasizing similar-
ities, on the other hand, and treating them as homol-
ogous concepts may lead to an inadequate concep-
tion of culture, which also implies negative conse-
quences for both man himself and nature. Therefore,
an adequate definition of culture and nature calls for
a balanced definition of the differences and similari-
ties between them. Only their adequate definition
will allow for proper use of the concept of biocul-
tural diversity and create conditions for more effec-
tive building of a sustainable world, which will pro-
tect human needs while respecting the needs and ca-
pabilities of nature.

Proper use of the concept of biocultural diversity
gives us hope not only for the possibility of changing
the destructive relationship of man to nature but also
of shaping this relationship in such a way as to en-
sure that life on Earth can be protected in both its
biological and cultural manifestations. Built in this
way, a sustainable world will be a place where man
will live in a human manner, i.e. he will be sur-
rounded by a healthy natural environment and he
will be creatively involved in the world of culture,
and this means, in turn, that the humanity of man will
be protected (Lorenz, 1973).
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