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Summary

Regional languages contribute notably to the formation of societal multilingualism and
function as carriers of cultural identity. They are considered as active components of local lin-
guistic ecologies. This article examines the cultural and linguistic roles of regional languages in
multilingual communities, with a focus on Azerbaijan. Taking into consideration the linguistic
landscape frameworks and sociocultural approaches, this study synthesizes Azerbaijani and
international scholarship in order to develop an integrated understanding of regional languages
as ecological agents. The findings demonstrate that regional languages serve a key function
in translanguaging practices, intergenerational transmission and the reinforcement of commu-
nity identity. There exist some challenges as well, including limited institutional support, the
dominance of national and global languages, and underrepresentation of regional languages in
digital platforms. Furthermore, the article highlights the practical implications which play an
important role in the fields of education, policy and community initiatives targeted at maintain-
ing regional languages within multilingual communities.
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1. Introduction

It is well known that there are two main types of multilingualism: individual multilin-
gualism and societal multilingualism. Societal multilingualism refers to the coexistence and
functional usage of multiple languages within a community, area or country. In this regard, lin-
guistic diversity is embedded in social interactions, institutions and other spatial environments
(Li Wei, 2018). Regional languages are essential for the formation of cultural, as well as linguis-
tic dimensions of multilingualism, because they are closely connected with ethnic, geographic
and cultural communities.

In multilingual communities, regional languages coexist with national, as well as global
languages. Azerbaijan can also be considered as a multilingual society, as global lingua franca,
such as English and Russian are mostly spoken in the area. Some regional languages play com-
plementary communicative and cultural roles. Yet the official language of the country is the
Azerbaijani language. Despite the fact that regional languages are spoken by relatively small
proportion of people, they play an important role in the reinforcement of community identity,
local communication networks, and ecological balance within multilingual interaction. It can be
said that the roles of regional languages extend beyond the linguistic diversity, therefore, facil-
itating cultural maintenance and social cohesion. In this regard, this article examines the cul-
tural and linguistic roles of regional languages in the construction of societal multilingualism.
It integrates theoretical perspectives with Azerbaijani and international research to understand
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how these languages support multilingual practices, foster cultural identity, and interact with
dominant languages in various domains.

Language ecology theory provides conceptual framework for understanding the ways
languages interact with cultural, social, spatial and institutional settings. Originally this phe-
nomenon was proposed by Haugen (1972). In this theory, it is highlighted that languages are not
isolated systems. Their existence and sustainability rely on much broader ecological contexts.
The language ecology theory plays an important role in understanding regional languages as
active agents in the formation of multilingualism. It should be mentioned that the sustainability
of multilingualism is not only determined by individual speaker competence, but also some
interconnected factors which enable languages to survive, function and develop in all domains.
The ecological approach proposes some approaches to analyze the role of regional languages in
the process of strengthening of societal multilingualism and supporting sustainable multilingual
communities.

2. Cultural Transmission and Identity

Regional languages serve a key function in the cultural continuity, social cohesion and
intergenerational transmission. They carry not only words, but also customs and traditions,
values, history of the communities. Through traditional festivals, rituals, folktales, some oral
narratives, regional languages help to encode collective memory and social norms. The very
collective memory and social norms bind communities together. In Azerbaijan, regional lan-
guages, such as Lezgian, Tsakhur and Khinalug foster the maintenance of distinct cultural prac-
tices which are essential for supporting the local heritage, reflecting centuries of cultural, his-
torical, geographic and social evolution (Rzayeva et al., 2020; Karimova, 2017). In this article,
Lezgian, Talysh and other territorially bound minority languages of Azerbaijan are referred
to as regional languages, emphasizing their geographic concentration and ecological roles,
although they are also minority languages in demographic and political terms. Apart from cul-
tural practices, the regional languages are used in daily life, including family interaction, local
ceremonies and community governance. For example, the elder members of families frequently
use regional languages to transmit social norms and moral teachings to younger generations,
fostering a sense of identity, shaping how community members perceive themselves and how
they relate to other linguistic groups.

3. Functional Linguistic Roles

Within interaction domains, regional languages play an important role in the mainte-
nance of everyday multilingualism. These domains comprise families, neighborhoods, local
markets, religious spaces and some other settings. By being a part of these domains, regional
languages provide a functional complementarity. In this regard, it allows multilingual commu-
nities to navigate social and communicative landscapes effectively. As an illustration, in Lez-
gian-speaking villages, the regional language may be the primary means of communication in
homes and local facilities, while the Azerbaijani language is used for education, administration
and communication with the members of other ethnic groups. It can be said that such catego-
rization is not rigid but flexible, reflecting the ecological principle that language adapts to the
specific affordances of their environment (Hult, 2017; Li Wei, 2018). Furthermore, the regional
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languages foster the negotiation of social relationships. By doing so, they maintain solidarity
within a community and define social boundaries with outsiders. They have a crucial impact
on the development of collective multilingual practices, as speakers utilize multiple languages
depending on the setting, communicative goals and interlocutors involved. By fulfilling diverse
social functions, regional languages maintain their relevance, acting not merely as markers of
heritage but as active tools for complex social and economic interactions within multilingual
communities.

4. Translanguaging and Hybrid Practices

It can be said that by smoothly blending elements of regional, national and global lan-
guages, speakers in multilingual interaction often engage in translanguaging in their daily lives.
This practice extends beyond simple code-switching, as it entails the creative, as well as stra-
tegic usage of multiple linguistic resources to transmit meaning, express identity, and navigate
through social contexts. For the sake of clarity, we can give Azerbaijani multilingual setting
as an example: in a Talysh-speaking village an interaction may combine Talysh for familial
intimacy, Azerbaijani for formal or administrative references, and English or Russian for tech-
nical or educational terms. The regional languages enrich these multilingual practices with the
usage of unique lexical, syntactic resources, mainly introducing culturally embedded concepts
in the dominant languages. “By incorporating regional languages, translanguaging expands the
collective multilingual repertoire, reinforcing community identity while promoting cognitive
flexibility and linguistic creativity” (Li Wei, 2018, Hult, 2017). These hybrid practices establish
a conducive environment for fostering language maintenance, and sustaining their functionality
and relevance in social life. Additionally, translanguaging further develops intergenerational
engagement, in turn, allows younger speakers have an access to cultural knowledge encoded in
regional languages. Meanwhile, the regional languages remain competent in national and global
languages. Through the medium of this dynamic, societal multilingualism is not only preserved,
but actively reshaped by the interplay of linguistic resources within the communities.

5. Spatial and institutional presence

The way languages are represented in public spaces, social media, institutional com-
munication and other settings is important for national and regional languages. In this regard,
regional languages act as a major influence. Signage that schools, government offices, commu-
nity centers, markets and other amenities reflects not only the languages which are being used,
but also the concept of the visibility perceived by other members of the community. In multi-
lingual Azerbaijani contexts, regional languages are confined to certain localized spaces, such
as community events, cultural centers. In this way, they demonstrate their ecological role in
everyday communication. However, strong institutional support appears to be limited, which
constrains the broader influence of these languages in different spheres, such as administra-
tive, public and digital spaces (Rzayeva et al., 2020; Hanalieva, 2024). The usage of regional
languages will remain limited, if there is no official recognition, curricula integration, or media
representation. Regional languages will experience risk being restricted to private or ceremo-
nial domains. Then, it will be difficult for them to contribute to functional multilingualism.
If regional languages are visible in public settings, they will be easy for speakers to experience
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multilingual practices in these languages. It will foster cultural identity, and motivate younger
generation to value and continue using regional languages in their everyday communication.
The interaction between space, policy and social practice underlines the ecological principle
which clearly states that the survival and vitality of regional languages rely on their close con-
nection and integration into both physical and institutional environments. By reinforcing the
existence of regional languages across multiple ecological layers, members of communities
can strengthen societal multilingualism. In this way, they will ensure linguistic diversity in the
community.

6. Challenges to regional languages

Despite the fact that regional languages have attained cultural and linguistic roles, they
face some challenges within contemporary multilingual communities. These are as follows:

* Sociopolitical marginalization

* Dominance of national and global languages

* Digital underrepresentation

One if the challenges that regional languages encounter today is sociopolitical marginali-
zation. The reason is that many regional languages lack formal recognition in national language
policy. In addition, they have limited representation in educational systems. When regional
languages are excluded from schooling, literacy development, administration, younger people
are not prone to learn and use them. This will be an obstacle for intergenerational transmis-
sion. Meanwhile, as national and global languages grow rapidly, they exert strong pressure on
regional languages. There is no doubt that global as well as national languages provide greater
access to education, employment, social mobility. These opportunities make global and national
languages attractive for everyday communication, making regional languages less attractive.
As aresult, regional languages are often sidelined in different domains, such economic, public,
institutional spaces, thus reducing their prestige. Another challenge, which is considered as a
major one, is digital underrepresentation. As it is known, nowadays modern communication
tools are widespread, it is almost impossible to imagine life without them. In the contemporary
communicative settings, digital platforms are essential for language use, individual identity
construction and global communication. Despite the fact that we live in a globalized world,
many regional languages lack digital content, technical support and digital visibility. It affects
their participation in transnational and youth-oriented communication spaces. This digital gap
is a barrier for regional languages being represented in online spaces, thus limiting their ability
to adapt to modern communication practices. In this respect, it is difficult for regional languages
to contribute to the evolving ecology of societal multilingualism.

In Azerbaijan, linguistic diversity is acknowledged. Regional languages in this area
often appear to be limited to informal and domestic domains. However, it should be noted
that regional and minority languages are formally recognized within education system. Their
existence surely differs by regions as well as level of instruction. According to the Ministry of
Education in Azerbaijan, the main language of instruction is Azerbaijani. There is a proportion
of schools which offer education in Russian as well. The Azerbaijani language is taught as an
official state language. In areas with significant population of national minorities, the instruc-
tion of native languages, such as Lezgian, Talysh, Tsakhur, Udi, is offered as a part of school
curriculum. The programmes for instruction of minority languages have been developed by the
state, and with state support textbooks, some other teaching aids have been prepared. These
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languages are usually being taught for a limited number of hours per week (Baku International
Multiculturalism Center, 2024). In many regions, children have an access to instruction of their
native language alongside the official state language. In this way, both linguistic diversity and
cultural transmission are preserved. Despite this, the extent of this instruction can be limited:
regional languages are usually taught only in primary or lower secondary classes, and are taught
as a native language subject. They are not the primary language of instruction for all subjects.
However, these conducive conditions still help native learners to maintain the regional lan-
guages and contribute to societal multilingualism in the region.

Table 1
Regional languages taught in Azerbaijani schools and their institutional coverage

Number of schools teaching
Languages 1
anguage
Lezgian 95-101 schools Taught in I1X grades
in regions with Lezgins.
Mostly offered as a native
Talysh about 251-254 schools language subject in primary
schools.
Taught mainly in primary
Avar about 19 schools
classes.
Tsakhur 34 schools Limited usage but officially
included.
Udi 3 schools Taught in selected regions.
Kurdish 1-2 schools Rare but present.
Khinalug 1 school Taught mainly in primary
classes.

It should be noted that the numbers represent schools where each language is formally
offered as a part of curriculum. They do not demonstrate full language of instruction status
in the area.

Regional languages contribute significantly to the cultural and linguistic dimensions of
societal multilingualism. They play an important role in the preservation of heritage, the rein-
forcement of cultural and social identity, the maintenance of functional multilingual repertoires.
Despite the fact that there exist some challenges, they remain vital components of multilingual
communities. Policy, education and digital platforms can be helpful for supporting these lan-
guages and ensuring that societal multilingualism remains dynamic and culturally grounded.
Furthermore, regional languages are of great importance for promoting linguistic diversity by
creating opportunities for expressing local knowledge, values and worldviews. Their usage in
public institutions and digital spaces is a way for enhancing social inclusion and intergenera-
tional transmission. In multilingual societies, regional languages act a major influence on the
prevention of the dominant languages, thus, paving the way to the improvement of cultural
continuity and social cohesion.
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7. Conclusions

The results of the study. The analysis reflects that one of the functions of the regional
languages is to act as ecological agents within multilingual communities. By doing so, they
aid to sustain local linguistic diversity and maintain sustainable patterns of language use.
They have a crucial impact on the construction of cultural identity and the transmission of
values, knowledge, customs and traditions through generations. There is no doubt that regional
languages are actively participating in multilingual practices as well as translanguaging prac-
tices. By combining regional, national and global languages, speakers foster the development
of societal multilingualism. At the same time, it should be mentioned that their potential is
sometimes restricted by the existence of limited institutional support and increasing dominance
and demand for national and global languages. Insufficient digital presence should be included
here as well. It limits the visibility and functional usage of regional languages in modern com-
munication settings.

The relevance of the study. This study is highly relevant in the context of linguistic and
cultural diversity, which are growing day by day. Meanwhile, regional languages face some
challenges, such as socio-economic pressures, limited institutional support, and the preemi-
nence of national and global languages. Thus, understanding the role of regional languages is
considered essential for the maintenance of balanced multilingual ecologies and the prevention
of language shift and attrition. Additionally, regional languages serve as transmitters of local
knowledge and, cultural heritage, making their study crucial for strengthening cultural resil-
ience and community cohesion. Finally, by demonstrating the ecological importance of how
regional languages contribute to societal multilingualism, this study provides evidence-based
insights for educational planning, language policy, and digital inclusion. In this way, they pro-
vide conducive conditions for more inclusive multilingual communities.

The novelty of the study. While previous researches have largely addressed individual
multilingualism or national language use, this article introduces a novel perspective by integrat-
ing language ecology theory with regional language study in the Azerbaijani context. The study
highlights the dual linguistic and cultural functions of regional languages and put them within
the system of ecological agents. Furthermore, by drawing on international theoretical frame-
works, this article develops a conceptual, multi-layered framework for understanding how
regional languages function within communities. In this way, a more nuanced understanding of
the roles of regional languages is further explained.

The research methods. This study adopts a theoretical and conceptual research design
based on qualitative literature synthesis. In order to examine the linguistic and cultural roles of
regional languages within societal multilingualism, this article draws on key works in sociolin-
guistics, language ecology, and multilingual policy studies. The comparative analysis is applied
to situate the Azerbaijani context within broader ecological perspectives on multilingualism.
It should be mentioned that the article develops a conceptual ecological model which give fur-
ther explanation how regional languages act as major influences within different domains, such
as institutional, cultural, spatial and digital spaces.

The practical implications of the study. Having greater insight into the roles of linguis-
tic and cultural roles of regional languages yield useful information which can be taken into
consideration in language policy, education, community engagement, and digital development.
In order to provide conducive conditions for the institutional visibility and functional use of
regional languages, inclusive language policies should recognize regional languages within
public services, media platforms, more importantly education systems. The integration of
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regional languages into educational programs and community-based learning initiatives can
be helpful for the promotion of sustainable multilingual ecologies and the reinforcement of
support to the intergenerational transmission. Additionally, digital initiatives are of great impor-
tance. The presence and availability of regional languages in modern communication spaces
can further foster the development of multilingualism. Online dictionaries, learning platforms
and social media content may contribute notably to this process. Active community attendance
in maintaining and valuing regional languages plays a significant role in the sustenance of both
cultural heritage and linguistic diversity. As a result, it ensures that societal multilingualism
stays as a living and dynamic social resource.
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