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Monolingualism: epidemiology, natural history, treatment and prevention.
Abstract
Although many people, particularly in the English-speaking world, perceive
monolingualism as the natural “default” state of the human brain, mind and society, a
broader historical as well as geographical examination will reveal exactly the
opposite. There are good reasons to believe that human language developed in a
multilingual context. Thus, learning and using multiple languages provides a natural
form of mental exercise. In contrast, monolingualism, like the sedentary lifestyle, can
be interpreted as a “disease of civilisation”, delaying cognitive development,
impeding cognitive recovery after stroke and accelerating cognitive ageing and
dementia. Fortunately, monolingualism is a treatable condition and learning
languages, even late in life, can have beneficial effects. Based on the concept of a
“healthy linguistic diet” I will discuss how we can develop a social and linguistic
environment which can support the prevention of monolingualism.
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