
Local and Global Linguistic Diversity: 

what is it and what can we do about it?

Peter K. Austin

Department of Linguistics

SOAS, University of London

Central University Rajasthan Linguistics Seminar 31 October 2020



© Peter K. Austin 2020

Creative commons licence

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs

CC BY-NC-ND

www.peterkaustin.com

Thanks and absolution to: Julia Sallabank, David Nathan

http://www.peterkaustin.com/


Let me introduce 

one of our former 

SOAS PhD 

students



◼ Yingying Mu (Sophie) PhD student at SOAS 

(2012-2016)

◼ MA in Language Documentation 2011-12

◼ From Yunnan province, China

◼ Mother Zaiwa, Father Jingpo (both Tibeto-Burman 

languages) – Sophie speaks Zaiwa

◼ she speaks south-west Mandarin to friends and 

neighbours; in school and for official purposes she 

speaks Putonghua; at university and in London 

she speaks English



◼ Her PhD project was “Documentation of Pela and 

language contact between Pela and Zaiwa in 

lexical and syntactic borrowings”

◼ Pela is her grandmother’s language – she 

understands it but does not speak it fluently 

(semi-speaker)

◼ She received a scholarship from ELDP at SOAS, 

and did fieldwork in China, with family members

◼ She deposited her materials at ELAR at SOAS







In April 2016

◼ At an event about China in London, Sophie 

met another PhD student at SOAS and was 

amazed to discover that he was also half-

Zaiwa and half-Jingpo

◼ But he grew up on the Burmese side of the 

border and only speaks Jingpo (and Burmese)

◼ So they had lots of shared background and 

interests, but 

◼ they had to communicate in English



In microcosm

◼ Sophie’s background and experiences reflect 

movements and trends taking place globally:

❑ Some languages are bigger and more powerful than 

others

❑ Members of linguistic minorities speak many languages 

for different purposes to different people (for Sophie: 

Zaiwa, Pela, s-w Mandarin, Putonghua, English)

❑ Minority languages are under pressure from larger 

languages and undergoing language shift and loss

❑ For transnational minorities (like Jingpo), national or 

global languages may be needed for communication



So how many languages are there?

◼ Difficult question, because there is no easy 

way to distinguish ‘dialect’ and ‘language’

◼ In some regions of the world we have very 

unreliable data – this is particularly true in 

South Asia, including India (see SEL talks by 

Prof Abbi and Prof Mishra, available on 

YouTube)

◼ International survey by Ethnologue shows …





Global distributions are skewed

◼ The actual size of populations who speak 

these 7,000 different languages is often hard 

to calculate but it varies widely, from over 1 

billion to just a single individual

◼ What are the top 10 largest languages in the 

world today?



Major world languages

Numbers of speakers in millions (2010)

Mother tongue Wider communication

1 Mandarin 875 1,000+ mostly China

2 Hindi/Urdu 366 490 mostly India and Pakistan

3 English 340 600+ *global

4 Spanish 325 420 *multinational

5 Arabic 280 350 *multinational

6 Bengali 205 211 India and Bangladesh

7 Portuguese 176 200 *multinational

8 Russian 167 280 mostly former Soviets

9 Japanese 125 126 mostly Japan 

10  German 121 130 *multinational



Size of languages

• largest 10 languages each have 100+ million speakers

(Mandarin, Spanish, English, Bengali, Hindi, Portuguese,

Russian, Arabic, Japanese) and together have 2.6 billion

speakers (40% of world total)

• largest 20 languages have 3.2 billion speakers (> 50% of world

total)

• 4% of world’s languages are spoken by 96% of world’s

population, ie. only 4% of world’s population speaks 96% of

world’s languages so there are many languages that are very

small (50% have less than 10,000 speakers, 25% have less

than 1,000)



Distribution of languages (Ethnologue)



Geographical distributions

Area Languages Number of speakers

Count Percent

Asia 2,296 32.4 3,929,931,706

Africa 2,139 30.1 847,791,487

Pacific 1,313 18.5 39,314,049

Americas 1,062 15.0 49,090,069

Europe 287 4.0 1,672,591,291

Total 7,097 100 6,506,259,160

Source: Lewis, Paul M. et al. 2013. Ethnologue. SIL International



Number of languages by area
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Linguistic genetic diversity

language groups

S. America 93

N. America 50

PNG 40+

Africa 20

Australia 15

C. America 14

N. Asia 12

S/SE Asia 10

Europe 6

Pacific 4

World 251

Source: Nettle, Daniel and Suzanne Romaine 2000. Vanishing Voices, 
p37. Oxford University Press.
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Speaker community profiles

1. intergenerational language transmission

2. percentage of speakers within total population 

(not absolute numbers)

3. domains and functions of languages in use

4. language attitudes and ideology of wider 

community, including recognition and status

5. speakers’ attitudes toward their own language 

(pride, shame)



Typology of language situations

• Viable (safe, strong) - spoken by all age groups, 

learnt by children, actively supported (can be large or 

small populations)

• Endangered - socially and economically 

disadvantaged, under heavy pressure from larger 

language, spoken by reducing population and could 

disappear without community support

• Moribund - languages no longer learnt by children 

with few older speakers, little social function

• Extinct - no native speakers



Language shift

◼ Some languages have become extinct as a result of wars, 
genocide, disease or loss of population, e.g. Great Andaman

◼ Many languages have seen a radical reduction in speaker 
numbers in past 40 years across many regions of the world, 
often within one or two generations, as speakers shift to 
dominant languages with more economic, social, political power

◼ increasing age profiles of remaining speakers — lack of 
tramsmission to children

◼ Krauss 1992 “the coming century will see either the death or 
the doom of 90% of mankind’s languages”

◼ less extreme estimate is 50% (only 3,500 languages!)

◼ Endangered Languages Project (Hawaii) estimates one 
language is lost every 2.5 months



Language shift

◼ World-wide pattern of language loss - languages move 
safe --> endangered --> moribund --> extinct

◼ Historical evidence, eg. Italian peninsula: Oscan, 
Umbrian, Piceni, Etruscan, Gaulish all replaced by 
Latin

◼ In last 200 years and especially last 65 years process 
has speeded up through colonialism, rise of 
hegemonic nation states (with monolingual 
ideologies), migration, urbanisation, and globalisation



Should we care?

1. NO we shouldn’t — fewer languages are better — loss of 
languages leads to mutual understanding and global peace and 
would be economically rational (but: naive and counter-
examples, also whose language will be the chosen one?)

2. YES, because we need diversity (ecological analogy)

3. YES, because languages express identity

4. YES, because languages are repositories of history and culture

5. YES, because language contributes to the sum of human 
knowledge (each language represents a different view of the 
world)

5. YES, because languages have economic value

6. YES, because languages are inherently interesting



Is it a hopeless situation?

NO, there is evidence that language shift can be reversed, 
eg

Welsh now has increased speakers; because of education 
more children now speak Welsh than past 50 years

Maori, New Zealand - kohanga reo ‘language nests’ have 
created new generation of speakers

Hawaiian - similar model created new speakers

Taiwan - reversal of monolingual language policy, 
introduction of languages in education, training of 
aboriginal speakers

Etc etc



How can we respond?

◼ Do nothing – the response of the majority of 
researchers and academics in Linguistics

◼ Say it’s a terrible shame languages are 
disappearing, and maybe give some money to 
SEL etc.

◼ Make noise publicly and organise events but 
nothing else



Noisy lamentations



Noisy lamentations

◼ Unesco International Year of Indigenous 
Languages – lots of international events, 
workshops, publicity. But how will this impact on 
language shift?

◼ Much of this activity uses rhetoric of death, dying, 
disappearance, loss, ancient languages and 
cultures

◼ Tendency to objectification, treating languages 
(and speakers) as things divorced from their 
human, social and cultural context – example: Lena 
Herzog’s “Last Whispers” link

http://www.lastwhispers.org/


Other ways to respond

◼ Be interested and find out if and how we can get 
involved – do some research, speak to others, join 
networks of concerned communities and scholars, 
get some relevant training and preparation

◼ Combine our Linguistics studies with reading and 
studies on anthropology, politics, ethics, social 
justice, de-colonialisation



What else can we do?

◼ work with members of language communities

◼ try to understand language use patterns and 
language attitudes

◼ see if there are ways to address the underlying 
social, political, economic, health, welfare, and 
social justice factors that trigger language shift

◼ provide reliable and comprehensible information 
to communities

◼ inform relevant stakeholders, including 
international organisations, governments, and 
general public



Documenting language ecology and 

vitality

• Sociolinguistic survey of community language use: 

who speaks what to whom when, where and how?

• Survey of attitudes and beliefs about languages: “our 

language is useless because we can’t write it”, “it’s 

better for children to learn Hindi or English before 

they begin school to help them learn”, “if you learn 

English you’ll get a good job and become rich”

• Participant action research engages community 

members and trains and empowers them (SEL talk 

by Prof Suraratdecha)



Del Hymes ‘Ethnography of Speaking’

• Setting and Scene: "Setting refers to the time and place of a 
speech act and, in general, to the physical circumstances". 
Scene is the "psychological setting" or "cultural definition" of 
a scene, including characteristics such as range of formality 
and sense of play or seriousness (Hymes 1974: 55-56). 

• Participants: Speaker and audience. There may be 
distinctions within these categories, eg. some of audience 
can be distinguished as addressees and others as hearers. 

• End: Purposes, goals, and outcomes. 

• Act Sequence: Form and order of the speech event. 

• Key: Cues which set the "tone, manner, or spirit" of the 
speech act. 



Del Hymes ‘Ethnography of Speaking’

◼ Instrumentalities or channels: Forms and styles of 

speech. 

◼ Norms: Social rules governing the event and the 

participants' actions and reaction. 

◼ Genre: Such as monologue, narrative, 

procedurals, etc. 

Saville-Troike (2003) offers a more comprehensive 

compilation of analytic units in the ethnography of 

communication.



What else can we do?

◼ If the conditions are right and the community is 
supportive, work on documentation, protection, 
and support of local language ecologies in a 
respectful and collaborative manner

◼ within Linguistics there is a new sub-field called 
“Language Documentation” which aims to record 
a range of language use by a variety of speakers 
in a variety of social and cultural contexts, to 
create a multi-functional and long-lasting record of 
the languages in use in a given community

◼ This is a specialist area that requires training, like 
that which Sophie did at SOAS



What else can we do?

◼ If the conditions are right and the community is 
supportive, it may be possible to revitalise or help 
to maintain and strengthen the local languages

◼ Revitalisation involves: (1) increasing and 
strengthening the domains of language use, 
especially in digital contexts; and/or (2) increasing 
the number of speakers by teaching it to children 
and adults (as a second or third language)

◼ Language maintenance involves strengthening 
and supporting languages, developing educational 
materials and curricula, mother-tongue education, 
expanding literacy, and use in spoken and written 
media



March 2013 workshop, 4 generations



Spreading information

▪ disseminate information on all aspects of 

language diversity as widely as possible within the 

heritage language community and internationally

▪ raise awareness of endangered languages inside 

and outside communities where they are spoken 

through all channels and using the media

▪ use social media, exhibitions and the arts to 

promote awareness of linguistic and cultural 

diversity



Information sharing

◼ Books and publications for general public

◼ Exhibitions and displays (outreach)

◼ Use of new media (blogs, Facebook, YouTube) 

and old media (press, TV, movies)

◼ Training courses – CIIL Mysuru, online webinars

◼ This can be challenging for academics and 

researchers not used to having to explain their 

work in terms that educated ordinary persons can 

understand



Information sharing



Exhibitions



Endangered Languages Week



Blogs

https://jiwarli.com/2015/06/18/what-does-jiwarli-sound-like/




On-site training courses



Local perspectives

◼ work on documentation, protection, and support of local 

linguistic diversity in a respectful and collaborative manner

◼ work with members of language communities, including 

immigrant groups, and people in diaspora communities

◼ understand language use patterns, language attitudes, and 

community aspirations for education and language and 

cultural maintenance

◼ provide reliable and comprehensible information

◼ inform relevant stakeholders, including government policy 

makers and general public



Local community education

▪ help communities to understand the situation of

their languages

▪ provide research training opportunities to

members of the community

▪ provide language teacher training opportunities

for community members

▪ support communities to foster the position of their

languages

▪ support the use of the languages in a range of

different contexts



Challenges

◼ In a globalising world, no country is isolated, and 
no country can escape linguistic and cultural 
issues/rights

◼ No country can afford to adopt a mono-cultural 
ideology – political and economic costs are high, 
and missed opportunities are too great

◼ There is a need for better education and 
information about the values and benefits of 
multilingualism and multiculturalism – intercultural 
communication becomes paramount

◼ Dangers of ghetto and siege mentality on several 
sides



Conclusions

▪ We need more training at all levels to deal with

the socio-politics of language and cultural

developments in the rapidly changing world we

now live in, including ethical, moral and social

justice aspects

▪ There are both local and global opportunities to

contribute to the continuation of the richness of

the world’s linguistic and cultural diversity, and

in the process reaffirm identities while opening

up avenues for communication and increased

respect for minority and endangered languages



Conclusions

▪ And it is students and early-career scholars, like

Yingying (Sophie) Mu, especially indigenous

researchers and activists, who can help lead the

way to a future that respects and appreciates

multilingualism, top-quality research, and

concern for the rights and needs of minority

communities to help document, preserve, and

develop their linguistic and cultural heritages,

both locally and globally



Thank you!


