)

Check for
updates

The Role of Multiculturalism, Multilingualism, and
Digital Literacies in Advancing the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in Indonesia

Heru Marwata*
Faculty of Cultural Sciences, Universitas Gadjah Mada
Yogyakarta, Indonesia
heru marwata@ugm.ac.id

Abstract. This paper examines how multiculturalism, multilingualism, and
digital literacies contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in Indonesia. These three domains are conceptualized not merely
as social features but as strategic forms of cultural and human capital that can
support inclusive and sustainable development. Drawing on thematic content
analysis of academic literature, policy documents, and institutional reports, the
study explores the intersections of language, culture, and digital competencies
across selected SDGs—particularly quality education, gender equality, decent
work, and peace and justice. Concrete examples from education, community
development, and the digital economy are used to illustrate how these
intersections operate in practice. The findings indicate that multilingualism and
multiculturalism enhance social inclusion and institutional trust, while digital
literacies expand economic participation and civic engagement. Together, they
reinforce Indonesia’s national identity amid globalization and offer policy-
relevant insights for strengthening SDG implementation in linguistically and
culturally diverse societies.
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1 Introduction

Indonesia is one of the most linguistically and culturally diverse countries in the world,
with more than 700 local languages and hundreds of ethnic communities spread across
a vast archipelago. This diversity constitutes a significant national asset, yet it also
presents challenges for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which
emphasize inclusivity, equity, and sustainability. Multilingualism and multiculturalism
can strengthen social cohesion, enrich cultural capital, and improve educational quality,
while digital literacies are increasingly essential for meaningful participation in
economic, political, and cultural life.

Historically, language has played a central role in Indonesia’s nation-building
project. During the colonial period, Malay functioned as a lingua franca that facilitated
communication across ethnic boundaries. The Youth Pledge of 1928 later solidified
Indonesian as the unifying national language. Under the New Order regime, language
policy emphasized Indonesian for political integration, often at the expense of local
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languages. In the Reformasi era, democratization and digital technologies have reo-
pened spaces for linguistic plurality and cultural expression. According to [10], Indo-
nesian is spoken by more than 200 million people, while approximately 400 local lan-
guages are endangered. These figures highlight the urgency of managing multilingual-
ism strategically rather than treating it as a residual cultural issue.

At the same time, Indonesia’s rapid digital transformation has reshaped patterns of
communication, learning, and economic activity. Digital technologies offer unprece-
dented opportunities for education, entrepreneurship, and civic participation, but only
when citizens possess adequate digital literacies. Without these skills, digitalization
risks deepening existing inequalities. This paper argues that multiculturalism, multilin-
gualism, and digital literacies should be understood as intersecting pillars that can
jointly advance SDG implementation in Indonesia.

2 Theoretical Framework

Multilingualism is conceptualized in this paper as a social practice rather than a simple
accumulation of discrete language competencies. It indexes flexible identities and ena-
bles speakers to draw on multiple linguistic and semiotic resources depending on con-
text. The concept of translanguaging [4] is particularly relevant for understanding how
multilingual Indonesians navigate educational and social spaces by mobilizing their full
linguistic repertoires.

Multiculturalism refers to the recognition and institutionalization of cultural diver-
sity within a society. In the Indonesian context, it entails balancing respect for local
traditions with the construction of a shared national identity. Drawing on [2]’s concept
of cultural capital, linguistic competencies and cultural knowledge can be seen as re-
sources that confer social and economic advantages, particularly when supported by
inclusive policies.

Digital literacies encompass the ability to access, evaluate, create, and circulate in-
formation using digital technologies. These competencies are not merely technical
skills but involve critical judgment, ethical awareness, and creative participation.
Theories of World Englishes [6] and English as a Lingua Franca [9] further inform this
framework by highlighting how global languages operate alongside national and local
languages. In Indonesia, English often functions as a bridge to global knowledge and
markets, yet its expansion must be balanced with the strengthening of Indonesian and
the preservation of local languages.

Figure 1 visualizes the conceptual framework guiding this study. Multilingualism is
positioned as central to quality education and peacebuilding (SDG 4 and SDG 16),
while multiculturalism foregrounds gender equality and reduced inequalities (SDG 5
and SDG 10). Digital literacies connect directly to decent work and innovation (SDG 8
and SDG 9). The triangular configuration emphasizes that these dimensions do not op-
erate in isolation but intersect dynamically to support inclusive and sustainable devel-
opment in Indonesia.
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3 Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, descriptive methodology based on thematic content
analysis. Although the paper is primarily conceptual, it follows a systematic analytical
procedure to enhance methodological transparency and rigor.

3.1 Data Sources
The data consist of three main categories of textual sources:

1. Academic literature, including peer-reviewed journal articles and scholarly books
on multilingualism, multiculturalism, digital literacies, and sustainable develop-
ment.

2. Policy documents and institutional reports, such as publications by UNESCO, the
World Bank, OECD, BRIN, and Statistics Indonesia (BPS).

3. Program and practice documentation, including reports on mother tongue—based
multilingual education (MTB-MLE), digital literacy initiatives, and community-
based development programs in Indonesia.

3.2 Sampling Strategy

Sources were selected purposively based on three criteria:

1. relevance to at least one of the three core concepts (multilingualism, multi-
culturalism, digital literacies);

2. explicit linkage to SDG-related outcomes; and

3. contextual relevance to Indonesia or comparable multilingual societies.

3.3  Analytical Procedure

The analysis followed three stages. First, the selected texts were coded to identify re-
curring themes related to language use, cultural diversity, digital competencies, and
development outcomes. Second, these themes were clustered into broader analytical
categories corresponding to specific SDGs (e.g., SDG 4, SDG 5, SDG 8, SDG 16).
Third, illustrative cases and data excerpts were interpreted to examine how the three
domains intersect in practice. This procedure allows for a grounded yet flexible analysis
suitable for interdisciplinary inquiry.
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4 Discussion

4.1  Multilingualism and SDG 4 (Quality Education)

Multilingualism plays a crucial role in promoting inclusive and equitable education. In
several Indonesian provinces, such as Papua and East Nusa Tenggara, mother tongue—
based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) initiatives have improved early-grade liter-
acy and classroom participation. [7] report that students who begin learning in their
home languages demonstrate better comprehension and higher retention rates.

Data from PISA 2022 indicate that Indonesia continues to face learning gaps in read-
ing and science compared to OECD averages [8]. However, [10] emphasizes that liter-
acy outcomes are more sustainable when children acquire foundational skills in their
first language. These findings suggest that multilingual education is not only a peda-
gogical strategy but also a tool for reducing regional and social inequalities, thereby
contributing to both SDG 4 and SDG 10.

4.2  Multilingualism and SDG 5 (Gender Equality)

Multiculturalism can foster more inclusive social environments when combined with
targeted digital literacy initiatives. In Central Java, community-based digital marketing
programs have enabled women to expand home-based microenterprises. According to
[1], more than 64% of newly established MSMEs on Indonesian e-commerce platforms
are women-led.

Nevertheless, digital gender gaps persist. Women in rural areas remain 15-20% less
likely than men to possess advanced digital skills [5]. Addressing this gap requires cul-
turally sensitive training programs that respect local norms while expanding women’s
access to economic opportunities. In this sense, multiculturalism serves a dual function:
preserving cultural values and enabling social transformation aligned with SDG 5.

4.3  Digital Literacies and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth)

Digital literacies are central to Indonesia’s rapidly expanding digital economy, which
was valued at USD 82 billion in 2023 and is projected to reach USD 110 billion by
2025 [12]. Digital literacy programs focusing on coding, content creation, and digital
marketing have equipped young Indonesians with skills relevant to emerging labor mar-
kets [11].

Despite these advances, uneven broadband access across Indonesia’s archipelago re-
mains a major constraint. Without addressing infrastructural disparities, the benefits of
digital growth risk being concentrated in urban centers. Strengthening digital literacies
must therefore go hand in hand with investments in digital infrastructure to ensure that
SDG 8 is pursued inclusively.

4.4  Multilingualism and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions)

Language plays a vital role in peace-building and institutional trust. In post-conflict
regions such as Maluku and Poso, community dialogues conducted in local languages
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have proven more effective in fostering reconciliation than those relying solely on In-
donesian. [3] indicates that regions recognizing local languages and traditions tend to
report higher levels of social trust and lower incidences of communal violence.

These cases illustrate that linguistic diversity is not merely symbolic; it functions as
a practical resource for mediation and justice. Multilingual approaches can therefore
strengthen institutions by enhancing legitimacy and inclusiveness, directly supporting
SDG 16.

To consolidate the discussion above, Table 1 synthesizes the key contributions of
multilingualism, multiculturalism, and digital literacies to selected SDGs in Indonesia.
The table highlights how each dimension operates across educational, social, economic,
and institutional contexts, supported by empirical examples and policy-relevant data.

Table 1. Contributions of Multilingualism, Multiculturalism, and Digital Literacies to Selected

SDGs in Indonesia
Dimension Relevant  Key Contributions Supporting Examples
SDGs /Data

I ly lit ; reds .

Mulitingualism 524 1% egional incquaites: suppors /7B MLE programs i

£ 16 glona’ neq > SUpPP Papua & NTT; [10]; [3]

peacebuilding
Strengthens gender empower- [1]; Dayak digital story-

Multiculturalism  SDG 5, 10  ment; supports inclusive partici-  telling; rural MSME train-
pation ing

Enhances employability; drives [12]; Gerakan 1000
Digital Literacies SDG 8, 9 innovation; expands digital econ-  Startup; digital literacy
omy communities

The model highlights how each dimension contributes to specific SDGs while reinforc-
ing one another within Indonesia’s plural sociocultural context.
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Intersection of Multilingualism, Multiculturalism, and Digital Literacies with the SDGs

Multilingualism

SDG 4 & 16
{Quality Education,
Peace & Justice)

SDG 8 & 9
(Decent Work,
Innovation)

SDG 5 & 10
(Gender Equality,
Reduced Inequalities)

Multi - - Nteracies

Fig. 1. Conceptual model illustrating the intersection of multilingualism, multiculturalism, and
digital literacies with selected Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in Indonesia.

Figure 1 synthesizes the discussion by visualizing the intersections among multilingual-
ism, multiculturalism, and digital literacies in relation to selected SDGs. Multilingual-
ism is positioned as central to quality education and peacebuilding (SDG 4 and SDG
16), multiculturalism foregrounds gender equality and reduced inequalities (SDG 5 and
SDG 10), and digital literacies connect directly to decent work and innovation (SDG 8
and SDG 9). The triangular configuration emphasizes that these dimensions operate
relationally rather than independently, reinforcing one another in supporting inclusive
and sustainable development in Indonesia.

5 Implications and Recommendations

The analysis above demonstrates that multiculturalism, multilingualism, and digital lit-
eracies are not merely contextual features of Indonesian society but strategic resources
for advancing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Building on the discussion
and the synthesis presented in Table 1, this section outlines several policy-relevant im-
plications and recommendations aimed at strengthening the integration of linguistic,
cultural, and digital dimensions within Indonesia’s sustainable development agenda.

5.1  Strengthening Language Policy Integration

Language policy in Indonesia should move beyond symbolic recognition of diversity
toward integrated and coordinated planning. While Indonesian remains essential for
national cohesion and mobility, active revitalization of local languages is necessary to
safeguard linguistic diversity and cultural knowledge. Aligning national language pol-
icy with SDG targets would position multilingualism as a form of cultural capital that
contributes directly to inclusion, education, and institutional trust rather than as a pe-
ripheral cultural concern [10].
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5.2 Scaling Up Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE)

The expansion of MTB-MLE programs, particularly in remote and underserved re-
gions, represents a concrete strategy for improving educational equity. Evidence from
Papua and East Nusa Tenggara suggests that early instruction in home languages en-
hances comprehension and learner retention. Integrating translanguaging-informed
pedagogy into teacher education would further enable educators to manage linguistic
diversity productively, reinforcing SDG 4 while reducing regional disparities linked to
SDG 10.

5.3  Mainstreaming Digital Literacies Across the Education System

Digital literacies should be systematically embedded within school curricula and
teacher training, extending beyond basic ICT skills to include critical media literacy,
online ethics, and creative digital participation. As digital technologies increasingly
shape education and work, equipping learners with comprehensive digital competen-
cies is essential to prevent new forms of exclusion. Such efforts are particularly im-
portant for ensuring that advances related to SDG 8 and SDG 9 are inclusive rather than
concentrated in urban or privileged contexts.

5.4 Expanding Gender-Focused Digital Training Programs

To address persistent digital gender gaps, community-based digital literacy programs
targeting women in rural and marginalized areas should be expanded and institutional-
ized. These initiatives can support women’s participation in MSMEs, local governance,
and cultural production, thereby strengthening economic and social empowerment. By
combining digital skills training with sensitivity to local cultural norms, such programs
can contribute simultaneously to SDG 5 (gender equality) and SDG 10 (reduced ine-
qualities).

5.5 Enhancing Cultural Diplomacy Through Linguistic and Cultural
Diversity

Indonesia’s linguistic and cultural plurality can be leveraged more strategically in
global engagement and cultural diplomacy. Scholarships, exchange programs, and in-
ternational collaborations that highlight Indonesia’s multilingual heritage can reinforce
the country’s soft power while promoting models of tolerance and coexistence. In this
sense, multiculturalism and multilingualism function not only as domestic assets but
also as resources for positioning Indonesia within global sustainable development dis-
courses.

5.6  Strengthening Cross-Ministerial Policy Coordination

Finally, greater coherence is needed across ministries and institutions responsible for
culture, education, digital development, and SDG implementation. Fragmented initia-
tives risk duplicating efforts or leaving gaps in coverage. Integrating linguistic, cultural,
and digital strategies within a unified national SDG roadmap would enhance policy
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effectiveness and institutional accountability, supporting the long-term sustainability of
development outcomes linked to SDG 16.

Comparative experiences from countries such as the Philippines, Rwanda, and Fin-
land further suggest that integrated language and digital policies can simultaneously
enhance educational quality and social cohesion, offering valuable reference points for
Indonesia’s plural context.

6 Conclusion

Multiculturalism, multilingualism, and digital literacies constitute strategic assets for
advancing the SDGs in Indonesia. Together, they support quality education, gender
equality, inclusive economic growth, and peace and justice. When integrated coher-
ently, these domains enable local identities and global development agendas to rein-
force one another. Indonesia’s experience thus offers broader insights into how cultur-
ally and linguistically diverse societies can leverage their pluralism as a foundation for
sustainable development.

Disclosure of Interests. The author has no competing interests to declare that are relevant to the
content of this article.
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