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0. Introduction

How many languages are there in the world? In a region or a particular country? How
many speakers does a given language have? Are there more speakers of English or
Mandarin? How are the numbers of these speakers changing, in the world, in a country or
on the Internet? Linguists are often asked questions such as these, whether by members
of other disciplines, lay-people, or policy makers. Yet despite the interest in and obvious
importance of these questions, they are not easy questions to answer, and there are few
sources one can turn to for definitive answers.

Since the early 1990s, new awareness of a number of language-related issues have
foregrounded the need for good answers to these questions. On the one hand, there is the
economic trend of globalization, which requires people from a variety of different
countries, ethnicities, cultures and language backgrounds to communicate with one
another. Globalization has been accompanied by claims about the economic importance
of one language vis-a-vis another, and the importance of specific languages in global
communication functions or for scientific and cultural exchange. Such discussions have
led to re-evaluations of the status of many languages in a range of contexts, such as the
role of English globally and in the European Union, and the role of Mandarin Chinese in
the Pacific Rim and on the Internet.

On the other hand, there is an increased social consciousness around the importance of
language diversity in the development and maintenance of knowledge, cultural heritage,
and human dignity, under the related causes of linguistic human rights and the protection
of endangered languages. These social concerns raise new questions: when is a language
endangered? When can it still be protected, and when is it already extinct beyond hope?
How are the language rights of world’s citizens best served? And what can one expect
for the evolution of the complex system represented by the world’s languages in all their
contexts of use? In short, what will be the contribution of language to the next century of
humanity’s existence?

Questions such as these underscore the need for good sources of information about
language statistics, and in particular, language population statistics, as the answer to all of
these questions, whether asked in specific for a given locale or in general for the world as
a whole, is likely to begin with an assessment of what is known about the affected
populations. For this reason it is essential that we survey the available information about
language populations and seek to evaluate its worth. In what ways is the existing
information adequate for our needs? In what ways might it be improved? Are there
countries of regions in which the information we have is better than others? If there are
multiple sources of information, how well are these to be trusted? Are some sources more
trustworthy than others?

This report seeks to answer this latter set of questions, through a systematic evaluation of
available information on language populations. Unfortunately, there are very few
comprehensive sources of information about language populations at present.
Consequently this report focuses principally on two different catalogues of language



information: (1) the Ethnologue, compiled by SIL International, and (ii) the Linguasphere,
compiled by David Dalby of the School of Oriental and African Studies in London. Both
catalogues have been actively compiled for more than 50 years, and both have reasonably
recent activities, with dedicated websites and ongoing development. Of the two, the
Ethnologue has more specific information about language populations, whereas the
Linguasphere mainly is concerned with cataloging linguistic relatedness among different
varieties of speech.

This report is organized as follows. Section 1 describes the linguistic issues that define
the context collecting, reporting and interpreting language statistics: the definition of the
notion “language”, its relation to family relatedness and linguistic structure, the
phenomenon of language death and disappearance and the process of linguistic fieldwork.
Section 2 describes the main currently available sources of information in which
comprehensive language statistics are presented. Subsections describe the Ethnologue
and Linguasphere publications specifically, followed by a final subsection in which other
sources of language statistics, in particular for endangered languages, are discussed.
Section 3 presents an evaluation of currently available language statistics, focusing on
data availability and currency, as reflected in the existing sources. Section 4 presents a
global linguistic profile based on the existing language statistics, to ascertain what can be
learned form this information, and what other sorts of information would be desirable.
The fifth and final section suggests how the existing statistics might be developed and
improved in the future.

1. Language statistics: the challenge

1.1. The notion of “language”

Before one can discuss language statistics and the number of speakers of the world’s
languages, one must define what one means by the word “language”. While we all think
of a language as being a variety of speech which one can use to express oneself verbally
and be understood, identifying the boundaries of a language — a crucial issue if
languages are to be counted and their speakers enumerated — is not a trivial matter.
People may mean many different things by “language”. For some, “language” means the
linguistic form of a substantial literature. Such a definition is unsatisfactory for the simple
reason that writing is only a few thousand years old while humanity, and the distinctly
human attribute of speech, is far older. Further complicating the issue is that in some
societies, including the Arabic-speaking world, Greece, the German-speaking part of
Switzerland, and in many parts of India, written language employs a different linguistic
system from everyday speech.

Sometimes languages are regarded as associated with a particular nation or
country, as if each nation had only one language. While nation states and other forms of
nationalism have done much to spread particular languages, there is scarcely a country in
the world citizens that speak a single language and most countries have tens and even
hundreds of languages. Languages are also regarded as varieties of speech with a wider



currency than dialects: speakers of English, for example, may speak different dialects of
their respective languages, depending on their locale; the speech of someone from the
British Midlands is different from that of Newcastle, London, New York, Atlanta, Lagos,
New Delhi, Port Moresby, Sydney, or Auckland. We nonetheless recognize all of these
forms of speech as English.

But again, there is a problem: many so-called “dialects” are in fact different
languages. A common example is that of Chinese, for which Mandarin Chinese is the
most widely known variety, and is the closest to the written form of Chinese, but whose
varieties such as Cantonese, Fukkinese, Shanghai, Wu, and others, are actually related
languages as different from one another as French, Italian, Portuguese, Romanian and
Spanish. Because these languages are spoken in a single (although very large) country,
and because they share a common writing system, there is a tendency to regard them as a
single language, rather than the distinct language systems that they are.

The situation for the English dialects is also unclear: many of the speakers of the
different varieties of English listed would have a great deal of difficulty understanding
one another (for example, Newcastle and Atlanta speakers of English). Moreover, the
varieties of English spoken in each of those places is not a unitary thing; markedly
different varieties of English can be found across socio-economic strata and ethnicities in
all of these places. Furthermore, in West Africa and Port Moresby, language varieties
exist that are quite clearly based on English, but which are highly divergent in structure
from most other varieties of English. Linguists generally concur in treating these speech
varieties, such as West African Creole English and New Ginea Tok Pisin, as languages
unto themselves, even though all (standard) English-speaking people from the locale may
find them intelligible.

These situations are not unique to English and Chinese, but occur again and again
in many situations, regardless of group size. At times these issues go unnoticed, but at
other times they can develop into major concerns, as for example with the different
varieties of Quiché and other Mayan languages spoken in Guatemala. Some members of
the Mayan Academy have pressed for recognition of a only a single Mayan language,
where others see as many as 56 distinct languages (Paul Lewis, personal communication
Feb 27 2006). Likewise, we commonly refer to Arabic, as if it were one language across
North Africa and Western Asia, and indeed there is a formal variety Modern Standard
Arabic, which can be used in many countries, especially among educated people. The
everyday spoken varieties are all quite different from one another and not in general
mutually intelligible. Other standard languages, such as French, Spanish, and German in
Europe, have similar relations to dialects that are not necessarily mutually intelligible
with one another.

The converse of this situation also occurs. Sometimes two groups may speak
mutually intelligible varieties, but for various other reasons, see themselves as distinct.
Serbian and Coratian are two names for language varieties that are very similar and until
recently were referred to collectively as Serbo-Croatian. Similarly, Hindi and Urdu are
written using distinct scripts and are treated as standard varieties in two different



countries, but for all intents and purposes, they represent mutually intelligible spoken
varieties. Hindi and Urdu participate in another pattern, in which geographically
neighboring varieties may be mutually intelligible, and mutually intelligible with local
varieties of other languages, but varieties from opposite geographic extremes are not.
Languages that may have some degree of intelligibility with Hindi-Urdu include Punjabi,
Maithili, Nepali, and Bhojpuri, among others.

All of these issues complicate the definition of “language” for statistical purposes.
For linguists, two main principles are used to identify languages. First and foremost, a
language is considered to be a collection of speech varieties that are mutually intelligible.
The linguistic basis for this principle is that varieties that are mutually intelligible are
likely to be structurally similar, even homogeneous. The second principle is group self-
identification. If two groups of people see themselves as different people, and they
identify those differences through language, then it may not be practical to recognize a
single language for both groups.

For large dialect chains, like those involving English, Chinese, Hindi-Urdu,
Arabic, and most of the examples we have cited, application of this principle would
require recognizing some distinct languages, e.g., at least among Standard English, West
African Creole English and Tok Pisin, or among Hindi-Urdu and the structurally distinct
Punjabi, Maithili, Nepali and Bhojpuri, or among several varieties of Arabic: Gulf,
Cairene, Levantine, Moroccan, Tunisian etc. Ideally these distinctions would be
established on the basis of intelligibility testing, a rigorous procedure in which speakers
from different locales are tested for comprehension after listening to recordings of each
other’s speech (Grimes 1995). This procedure is costly in time and resources, and is only
used where necessary. Short of this, field interviews may be used, but these tend to
address issues of group identification more than intelligibility, even under the most
careful interview procedures.

Finally, it is often difficult to part with traditional notions of language identity
coming from outside of linguistic analysis. Literary tradition and political association
may impose themselves in different ways on people’s understanding of language identity.
For example, in the German-speaking parts of Europe, varieties of language spoken near
the Dutch border may be linguistically closer to Dutch, but they are nonetheless
considered dialects of German, and many speakers consider themselves to be German,
rather than Dutch or any other national identity. And in the former Soviet republics of
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, it is unclear how many Turkic
languages would be recognized on the basis of mutual intelligibility, as these and other
Turkic language varieties spoken in central Asia are mutually intelligible to some extent,
but differences in the writing systems used (including Cyrillic, Roman and Arabic
scripts) and political divisions dating back more than a century have led to separate
identities among the people of these countries.

Hence, when different speech varieties are called languages, and when people are
grouped together and counted as speakers of a common language, it will often be for
different reasons in different instances. Moreover, it will not always be clear in any given



instance on what basis one divides a particular people into different languages. Even the
criteria themselves are not perfect. Mass media and education may overcome barriers to
communication that would otherwise lead to lack of intelligibility on account of structural
linguistic differences. Alternatively, people often find reason to regard others as different,
even when their speech is mutually intelligible. Consequently, the enumeration of
languages and their speakers is fraught with difficulty, and needs to be treated with
caution.

1.2. Linguistic structure and relatedness

The subject matter of linguistics concerns the variety and nature of human languages,
their inner workings, structure and histories, and what those reveal about the nature of the
humanity, socially, cognitively and biologically. For these reasons, linguists generally
approach the identification of languages in taxonomic terms, by identifying language
families. Hence, we group Catalan, French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian and
Romansh together as Romance languages, recognizing their shared linguistic structure
and common origin in Latin, the language of the Roman Empire that dominated Europe
for several centuries. The Romance languages form one sub-family of the Indo-European
family, which embraces Celtic, Germanic, Indo-Aryan and Slavic, among others, as
additional sub-families.

Each recognized grouping indicates a degree of shared structure and a common
historical origin. Their relationship needs to be constructed from historical records, where
available, and by careful comparison of word forms and other structural properties of
language (the comparative method). Many times, written historical records are not
available, in which cases we must rely on archaeological evidence to assist in dating the
events that resulted in the current diversity of the family. In these circumstances, it is the
most recently developed language families that have left the most evidence of their
common origin, and which are most readily identified. Such families include Afro-
Asiatic (primarily found in Northern Africa and Western Asia), Austro-Asiatic
(Southeastern Asia), Indo-European (principally Europe, South and Central Asia, but
now spread throughout the globe), and Niger-Congo (sub-Saharan Africa), among other,
smaller families. There are generally acknowledged to be between as few as 16 (Comrie
1987) and as many as 108 (Gordon 1995) such family groups of languages still spoken in
the world.

Not all languages can be easily classified this way, and there are many isolated
languages as well as languages of indeterminate status. For example, Japanese and
Korean, in spite of superficial similarities, are rather different from each other and from
other languages of Eastern Asia. Despite efforts to connect them with the Altaic family
(including the Mongolian and Turkic languages of Central Asia), the Dravidian family
(including languages of Southern India and the isolate Brahui from Pakistan), no
proposed family affiliation for them has been widely accepted. Similarly, the languages
of Papua New Guinea, the Andaman Islands, and the isolate Kusunda (spoken in Nepal,
now possibly extinct) have been suggested to be related, but many linguists do not even
accept a family relationship among the languages of the Andaman Islands or within



Papua New Guinea, and prefer to recognize several distinct families within those
geographic groups. Generally these situations point to very old language communities,
sometimes going back to the earliest known prehistoric expansions of humanity into such
areas (Diamond 1997, 2005; Nichols 1992, 1998; Renfrew 1998). The communities in
question may presently subsist (or have subsisted in the known past) on hunting and
gathering using essentially Neolithic technologies. The wide dispersal of such languages,
and their small numbers of speakers attests to the large extent of their original domain,
and to their subsequent envelopment by newer and larger groups more recently.

The distribution of languages and language families around the world thus tells an
important story about the successive waves of human expansion throughout the habitable
areas of the globe. The relatively recent global expansion of the historically European
languages English, French, Portuguese, Russian and Spanish, under European
colonization and North American economic, political and cultural influence, is only the
most recent chapter in this story. Earlier expansions include the expansion of the Indo-
Europeans beginning about 6000 BC from a homeland possibly in Western Asia into the
South Asian subcontinent in the East, and most of Europe in the West; the Austronesian
expansion from Southern China in about 3500 BC throughout Oceania and later to Easter
Island, Hawaii, New Zealand and Madagascar; the Niger-Congo expansion from the
Sahel throughout most of sub-Saharan Africa; and similar expansions of Amerindian
languages in various historical phases from Northern through Southern America.

1.3. Language death and disappearance

An equally important part of this story is the extinction of large numbers of speech
varieties that existed before each such expansion. The most dramatic examples of
language extinctions in recent history occurred in the Americas and Australia. At the time
of Columbus, an unknown number of distinct languages, easily in the thousands, were
spoken in the Americas. Today, as a result of wars, disease, and incorporation into the
populations of European colonists, only a few hundred remain, and many of those
remaining, especially in North America, are near extinction or in danger of being
replaced by a European Language (Adelaar 1991, 2004; Cuaron and Lastra 1991; Dixon
and Aikhenvald 1999; Kinkade 1991; Krauss 1992; Mithuun 1999; Zepeda and Hill
1991). In Australia, out of more than 200 languages at the time of European arrival, about
50 languages have died out in the last 100 years, and 130 more have very few speakers
and are unlikely to survive much longer (Dixon 1991; Walsh 1991). In some places,
languages have disappeared so long ago or so completely that little is known of them.
Such is the case with the languages originally spoken in Tasmania for as much as 40,000
years, whose speakers all died, from warfare or disease, before much of their linguistic
heritage could be recorded. Likewise, none of the remaining Pygmy groups of sub-
Saharan Africa speak languages that appear to go back to their early occupation of the
region. Instead, they speak languages brought in later from the Niger-Congo family
originating in West Africa (Diamond 1997). Nothing is known today of the languages
they might have spoken prior to that time.



The causes of language death and extinction are numerous (Wurm 1992), and
may reflect deliberate human action, involving violence and coercion, or accidental
circumstances, through contact with neighbors, absorbtion into other linguistic groups or
natural causes. Generally, language loss is preceded by some sort of multilingualism,
whether societal, through coexistence of different language varieties in the same
geographic area, or individual, through individuals knowing more than one language.
Both circumstances can lead to language shift, especially of one language has more
speakers, a broader range of uses in the society, or greater economic power than the
others. Over successive generations, individuals can come to see the advantage in using
the larger, more powerful language, and so discontinue the use of their own languages.
Most of the Native North American languages face precisely this problem. The
impoverished means available to the approximately 100,000 speakers of Navajo on the
reservations simply cannot compete with the affordances available to English-educated
citizens of the metropolitan centers.

Similarly, pidginization and creolization of languages have been suggested to be
linked with language shift (Muhlhausler 1996). In this scenario, which is being played
out in many places in Oceania, a simplified version of a major language, also called a
pidgin language, serves initially to connect people into large economic trade networks.
Later, parts of the population are drawn off to metropolitan or industrial centers (such as
mines or plantations), where the pidgin becomes the primary language of shared
communication. The relocated people then often inter-marry, possibly settle in a
metropolitan area, and their offspring learn a creole based on the former pidgin language.
The creole is typically regarded as a low-status form of speech, and so speakers who wish
to advance economically in the metropolitan center may eventually give up the creole in
favor of the standard language that gave rise to the pidgin in the first place, thereby
completing the shift.

Historically, the circumstances of creole language formation have often been
extreme, as was the case in Surinam during its colonization, where the creoles Sranan and
Saramaccan are spoken today. In the period between 1650 and 1815, approximately
200,000 Africans were brought into Surinam, but due to harsh conditions and low life
expectancy (5-10 years), the population at the end of this period numbered only around
36,000 (Arends 1995; Postma 1990). Today, it is sometimes claimed that the conditions
for creole genesis no longer operate. Yet if large language contact in the context of
population dislocations, subjugation and high mortality are the necessary preconditions,
one need only look to many of the world’s trouble spots to wonder if this is in fact true.
Refugee and human rights crises gripping sub-Saharan Africa from East to West have all
of these hallmarks, as do similar situations in Central, Southern and Southeastern Asia,
and many of these are long-standing, lasting several generations.

Whatever the mechanisms of language shift involved, linguists are in agreement
that the past two centuries have been catastrophic for global linguistic diversity, and that
this next century is likely to prove even more so. According to some estimates, as many
as half of the world’s remaining languages may be extinct by the end of the present
century (Krauss 1992), unless serious efforts are made to reverse the trend. This



impending unparalleled mass extinction of human heritage has been called the
intellectual equivalent of an ecological catastrophe (Zepeda and Hill 1991). The notion of
linguistic ecology and its explicit parallels with biology is more than a metaphor. It is a
developing area of linguistic theory that contributes to understanding linguistic diversity
in historical, typological, and ethnological terms (Dixon, 1997; Muhlhausler 1996;
Nichols 1992; Dalby 2003), and in relation to local biodiversity (Maffi 2001).

1.4. Language statistics and linguistic fieldwork

Language statistics are collected in a number of ways, depending on the purpose,
resources available for their collection, and the nature of the entities collecting the
statistics. Large compilations of language statistics are therefore heterogeneous, in
comprising a body of statements gathered through different means. Unfortunately, a
major consequence of this is that the statistics so gathered are often not readily
comparable to one another, and it can be very difficult to know what sort of information
one really has.

A major source of language statistics, particularly on national and official
languages, comes from official censuses conducted in the countries where those
languages are spoken. The chief advantages of language statstics from censuses is that
they are large , and regularly administered, making it possible to view large-scale
compositions, global comparisons and longitudinal trends (Lieberson 1967). Nonetheless
they also have many problems (Fasold 1984). First, national censuses often do not ask
language questions at all. In such cases, it is sometimes possible to infer language
populations from other information, such as ethnicity or religious affiliation, where that is
known, but this is extremely hazardous as a general rule. Second, the nature of language
questions when they are asked is not always the same from census to census. Subtle
differences in the wording of language questions can lead to large differences in the
results obtained. Moreover, when language questions are asked, they may be asked in
ways that are not comparable from one year to the next, if the census is regularly revised.
A typical change may involve the number and organization of language categories:
languages may be added to or removed from census questions, leading to incomparable
results from year to year. Sometimes the language populations reported turn out to be
something else, such as ethnicities or religious groups. Finally, national governments
often have vested interests in the outcomes of language questions on a census. For
example, the establishment of educational or government services in particular languages
may hinge on a particular outcome, or parties in the government are intent on maintaining
the status and prestige of a national or official language. Census respondents, aware that
their governments are potentially observing their responses, may under-report minority
language use in such circumstances, leading to skewed results. Issues such as these have
impeded the recognition of Spanish in the US, as illegal immigrants and undocumented
workers from Latin America can lose their existing rights if their background and status
were revealed via the census.

A second source of language statistics comes from large-scale field surveys. This
generally involves a group of linguists, anthropologists, other researchers and/or aid



workers organized by either a government, university or independent organization,
traveling through a particular region of a country with the intention of surveying the
languages used. This method is somewhat deeper than the census approach, in that it
involves face-to-face encounters, where a census may not, and can afford to focus more
specifically on language issues, as the purposes of the field survey allow. Through this
method, alert researchers can often avoid the pitfalls of census statistics, that lead to
under-reporting of minority languages. Nonetheless, linguistic field surveys are often
more superficial than is necessary to fully confirm the identification of new languages,
and the population estimates reported are often educated guesses formed by observing
people in their native habitat. Furthermore, interactions with the local people may be
mediated through government officials or agencies, leading to some of the same
problems as the responses to a national census. If the researchers are members of a
foreign or national metropolitan community, they may be ethnically distinct from the
local inhabitants, and less likely to build the necessary trust in the short duration of the
research to obtain reliable responses to some types of questions. Hence, field surveys are
often a good starting point for future work in language identification and enumeration,
but their identifications are necessarily more preliminary and incomplete than the detailed
field research that ideally follows.

The most valuable form of information about languages comes from in-depth
linguistic fieldwork. Documenting the existence of a previously un-described language,
or identifying its relation to other languages, is a time-consuming process. Ideally it is
carried out on location in the area where the language in question is spoken, as this makes
it easier to recruit speakers of the language to serve as linguistic informants who supply
key information about the language, its words, judgments about appropriate sentence
structure, and meanings of expressions. Alternatively, linguistic fieldwork may be carried
out in a foreign context, such as in a research university, if one or more linguistic
informants have already been recruited. Often, work of this sort is done with native
speakers of the languages in question who are being trained as professional linguists,
whether to benefit language restoration efforts in their communities, language policy and
planning in the governments of their home countries, or their own intellectual goals.

The linguistic informant may be either bilingual or monolingual; monolingual
informants require more skill on the part of the field linguist, and in most areas
multilingualism is common enough that one can so most linguistic fieldwork is done with
multilingual informants. Nonetheless, the field linguist must typically be knowledgeable
about other languages of the region, especially any related languages. On the one hand,
s/he must be able to communicate with the informant, so that s/he can successfully elicit
the words and expressions that will establish the structure of the language. On the other,
s/he needs to be able to relate those forms, where possible, to those of other languages, so
that it is clear in what ways the informant’s speech variety is distinct. Painstaking and
systematic procedures must be followed, and common sources of error carefully avoided.

Depending on the information being sought, the elicitation process can take
anywhere from a few hours of work to several months or even years. The more different
a speech variety is from known varieties, the more time is required to make a good



description. This alone explains why so little is known about so many languages. For
example, from the Tasmanian languages, all that survive are a few word lists, as this is all
that anyone had bothered to collect before the languages went extinct. In places of
extreme linguistic diversity, such as Papua New Guinea, we often have only general
descriptions provided by travelers and explorers in the region.

At present, field linguistics is only a small part of the occupation of linguists.
While many linguistics graduate programs require a component of training in linguistic
fieldwork, this requirement is not universal, nor is it focused entirely on under-described
languages. Linguistic field surveys are also rare, being complex to organize, and
relatively expensive for their participants’ time and resources. And linguistics embraces a
range of other questions, some of which involve field research of other types, so a large
amount of linguistic fieldwork is actually focused on questions concerning large and
well-described languages. This results in a shortage of trained researchers, resources and
time focused on identifying and describing new and under-described languages. Since
any one researcher may be involved in many projects, repeat visits to areas of past
research may take place at intervals of twenty years or more. This is normally enough
time for war, disease, political change or economic fortune to completely alter the scene
one had witnessed earlier, many times reducing once-thriving language groups to the
point of near extinction. Consequently, much of the information we have about smaller
language groups is likely to be out of date. Promoting ongoing linguistic field research is
one of the major challenges facing the collection of sound and useful language statistics.

2. Sources for language statistics

At present there are very few sources of language statistics. Probably the best known is
the Ethnologue, because of its publicly available web-based version. One can often type
the name of a lesser-known language into a web-search engine, and have the Ethnologue
page for that language returned as the first hit. The introduction of language statistical
summaries in the fifteenth edition (Gordon 2005) has also made the Ethnologue a popular
resource among researchers, marketers and others who desire information about the
languages spoken in specific parts of the world. A second source of language statistics,
also with web-accessible and print versions, is the Linguasphere (Dalby 2000). The
Linguasphere is primarily intended as a comprehensive taxonomic classification of the
world’s speech communities, and carries less in the way of actual population statistics
(populations are proprted rounded to the nearest power of ten). At the same time, it
classifies speech communities to a much finer degree than the Ethnologue, and hence
provides an important point of comparison regarding language identifications. Finally
there are a number of other linguistic academic references, which may deal with
languages at a global or regional level. We will not undertake a comprehensive review of
these here, but instead will survey a few of the more important ones.

2.1. The Ethnologue

The Ethnologue can be described as a comprehensive catalogue of the known languages
spoken in the world. It is currently in its fifteenth edition, available in a free web-based



form, and as hardcover or paperback volumes. It is published by SIL International
(henceforth “SIL”), a non-governmental, non-profit organization focusing on issues of
international language development. Other SIL projects include constructing bilingual
dictionaries and other educational materials, developing literacy education programs,
providing health information, and developing computer technologies for minority and
unwritten languages. Many of these projects are undertaken in close cooperation with the
local and national governments of the countries in which they work. SIL is closely
associated with Wycliffe International, a Christian missionary organization dedicated to
translating the Christian Bible into many of the world’s languages.

2.1.1. Background

The Ethnologue was founded by R.S. Pittman in 1951 as an way to communicate with
colleagues in SIL about language development projects. Its first edition was a ten-page
informal (mimeographed) list of 46 language and language group names. As of its
fifteenth edition, it has grown into a 1,269-page volume with over 100 pages of maps. To
speak of the Ethnologue as a print volume is not entirely correct, however, because in
actuality it is a database that is constantly being updated as new information arrives. The
print versions (the paperback is different from the hardcover in that it is bound in two
separate volumes) are just one presentation of the information in the database. The free
web-based version of the Ethnologue is another presentation form of the same database,
and there are yet other presentation forms that are used internally by SIL.

SIL is probably the organization with the largest network of field linguists in the
world. SIL linguists are engaged in research and language development projects in many
regions of the world. SIL projects are probably most densely concentrated in three
regions: Africa, South America and Southeastern Asia/Oceania, but SIL projects are
underway on every continent. SIL field linguists are generally trained professionals, and
typically possess graduate degrees from major US, British and Australian universities. At
different times, SIL has run cooperative training programs with various US universities:
the University of Oklahoma, the University of Oregon, the University of North Dakota
and the University of Texas at Arlington. Many SIL fieldworkers have Masters degrees
or certificates from these programs. SIL presently runs its own Graduate Institute of
Applied Linguistics (GIAL) at its Dallas campus; the GIAL recently received
accreditation as a US institution of higher education. The Ethnologue is in a unique
position to draw upon this extensive network of trained linguists and globally diverse
field experience, in reporting information about the world’s known languages.

From time to time, controversy has erupted about SIL’s status as a Christian
missionary organization, and its close association with Wycliffe International. This status
was reflected in earlier editions of the Ethnologue in the form of a notation on specific
language entries indicating “Bible translation need”; this notation is now no longer
presented in the published versions of the Ethnologue. One source of potential
controversies concerns differences of opinion with some non-missionary academic
anthropologists and linguists regarding the ways academic humanists and social scientists
should interact with the people of other countries and cultures. Some regard the objective



of missionary activity as one of fundamentally changing cultures into the mold of a
dominant culture; hence such action undermines the basic premise of the language
development projects undertaken by missionaries. Other controversies may arise because
SIL operates in countries where both missionary activities and minority rights can be
highly politically sensitive. As a consequence of both types of controversy, in the past
SIL has found it necessary to terminate both language development programs in some
countries and cooperative relationships with some US universities. These sorts of
considerations may influence the way that some academic linguists regard the work of
SIL, including the Ethnologue.

Because of the SIL emphasis on academic linguistics, the Ethnologue’s definition
of language matches fairly closely that used by most linguists. The Ethnologue applies
three criteria in determining if two speech varieties are the same language: (1) if speakers
of the two varieties mutually understand one another then there is strong reason to
consider them the same language, (i1) if speakers of the two varieties do not necessarily
understand one another but share a common literature, then there is still strong reason to
consider them the same language, and (iii) if speakers of two varieties do mutually
understand one another but have different, established ethnolinguistic identities, then
there is strong reason to consider them different languages. Each decision is potentially
reviewed individually, to make a judgment. The greatest danger here is a potential bias
toward splitting ethnolinguistic groups into greater numbers of languages than would be
otherwise recognized; the Ethnologue staff regularly receive inquiries about such
decisions, particularly with respect to varieties of major European languages, such as
Dutch (for recognizing Flemish as distinct), German (for recognizing Bavarian, Kolsch,
Saxon and others as distinct) and Swedish (for recognizing Scanian as distinct). While
these criticisms lead the Ethnologue staff to continually re-evaluate their identifications,
they consider mutual intelligibility to lead to the most linguistically meaningful
distinctions, and hence they regard it as the most important criterion in identifying
distinct languages.

2.1.2. Structure

The print version of the Ethnologue is organized into three main parts, plus introductory
front matter and statistical summaries. Part I, Languages of the World, presents a
comprehensive list of the world’s languages organized under five global regions (Africa,
Americas, Asia, Europe, and Pacific) and individual countries within each region. Some
assignment of countries to regions are inevitably somewhat arbitrary. For example,
Russia spans the Eurasian land mass, but all of its languages, whether located East or
West of the Urals, are listed in its entry under the European region (the maps of Russia
are split between the corresponding Asian and European sections). Indonesia, Malaysia
and the Philippines, are found the section on Asia, rather than the Pacific, which includes
neighboring Australia and New Guinea, as well as New Zealand, Micronesia and the
Polynesian islands. The information in this part corresponds generally to the organization
and scope of the information found on the website under the country entries. The
Ethnologue website (http://www.ethnologue.com/) adds additional functionality by
presenting a page for each individual language entry, making it possible to find all of the



cross-referenced countries in which that language is found. Part I closes with a
comprehensive bibliography of cited sources, which exists as a separate section of the
website.

Part I, Language Maps, comprises the complete set of language maps. The maps
are produced within SIL by their mapping department using Atlas GIS software and
geographic information provided by Global Mapping International (GMI), a non-
governmental organization providing geographic information services to Christian
ministries worldwide. Details vary in the presentation of individual maps; some maps
merely indicate general locations of languages, others attempt to indicate boundaries of
specific language ranges. Maps of large countries or countries with many languages
(Indonesia, Malaysia, Nigeria) may be split over many pages, whereas other maps
combine the presentation of two or more neighboring countries. Some countries are
missing from the language maps section entirely: Burundi, India, Mongolia, Pakistan, and
Rwanda are a few that are notably missing.

Part 1II is a comprehensive index to the Ethnologue for dialect and language
names, and for the ISO 639-3 three-letter language codes that uniquely identify each
language entry. These indexes approximate the cross-referencing functions found on the
Ethnologue website, which is nonetheless a bit more flexible. The website also contains
other information that beyond what is available in the printed volumes. Notably, the
website offers a language family index, from which individual languages can be accessed
via their linguistic classifications. In addition, the language family index is accessible
from each individual language entry, so from a particular language it is possible to
navigate to entries for related language entries. This form of access is much more
difficult in the print version.

Entries in the Ethnologue contain a variety of information, although the same
information is not uniformly available across all entries. A typical country entry begins as
does the entry for Finland below. Following the official name of the country, a total
population figure is given, followed by information about national or official languages,
literacy rates, and population figures for various immigrant language communities. A list
of sources is provided, along with estimates of blind and deaf populations and their
sources, and finally a summary of the number of living and extinct languages for the

entry.

Languages of Finland

Republic of Finland, Suomen Tasavalta. 5,214,512. National or official
languages: Finnish, Swedish. Literacy rate: 100%. Also includes English
(4,500), Northern Kurdish (1,293), Polish, Romanian (1,000), Russian
(10,000), Somali (3,103), Spanish, Standard German, Tatar (1,000), Turkish
(1,000), Vietnamese, Arabic, Chinese. Information mainly from M. Stephens
1976; B. Comrie 1987; T. Salminen 1987-1998. Blind population: 3,345.
Deaf population: 8,000 to 307,333 (1986 Gallaudet University). Deaf
institutions: 44. The number of languages listed for Finland is 13. Of those, 12
are living languages and 1 is extinct.



The country entry then continues with individual language entries, such as the one below.
To conserve space and printing costs, these do not include the immigrant languages
which occur in the country entry at the top. It is not always clear what should be treated
as an immigrant language, and what should be granted a proper language entry. Hence,
like in the case of identifying distinct languages, an editorial judgment must be made to
decide which are which. In part, the decision is made on the basis of a “primary country”
for each language. The entry above is a language whose primary country is Finnish.
Entries for a non-primary country indicate a cross-reference to the primary country at the
end of the entry.

Romani, Kalo Finnish [rmf] 5,410 in Finland (2000 WCD). Population total
all countries: 7,002. Ethnic population: 8,000 Gypsies in Finland
(1980). Western and southern. Also spoken in Sweden. Alternate names:
Fintika Romma, Gypsy. Dialects: Not inherently intelligible with Traveller
Swedish, Traveller Norwegian, Traveller Danish, or Angloromani.
Classification: Indo-European, Indo-Iranian, Indo-Aryan, Central zone,
Romani, Northern

After the language name, a language entry gives the ISO 639-3 code (inside square
brackets), a population estimate for the language entry, a source for the population
estimate, and population estimates for other countries that the language is spoken in.
Following this, a list of alternate names for the language and a list of known dialect
names are provided. This particular language entry closes with the language family
classification of the language (a list of families and sub-families in decreasing order of
inclusivity), but other entries can include information about its lexical similarity to other
languages, its viability, its domains of use, age differences in its use, language attitudes of
its speakers, rates of bilingualism, literacy rates, writing scripts, publications and use in
media, linguistic typology, geological and ecological information, and religious
affiliation. Availability of this information varies, and it is not reported uniformly for all
languages.

Maps show a similar variability to country and language entries. As mentioned
above, some countries do not have individual language maps, though it is not clear what
reason lies behind this. Some maps, such as that of Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia (the
Maghreb region), merely place labels of language names in general regions of the map.
This presumably reflects the indeterminate ranges of the speakers of these ranges, who in
many cases may be nomadic. As there are relatively few language names to place in these
cases, this sort of arrangement is adequate. Other countries such as Angola have maps
showing approximate boundaries of the ranges of different language groups. Often these
ranges are indicated by placing language name labels directly on the map (e.g. the
Democratic Republic of the Congo), other times there is a numbered key on the map, and
the ranges are identified by number (e.g. Angola, and many other countries). In addition,
on these maps, some form of color coding is generally used to indicate either language
family or sub-family.



2.1.3. Source data

As mentioned above, one of the key sources for Ethnologue data is SIL’s vast network of
field linguists. However, SIL does not have the resources to place field linguists in all
areas of the world; they concentrate their resources in areas where they currently have
projects underway. This means that SIL has very little of its own information in many
areas of the world, such as Central Asian Russia (as in the example discussed above).
Hence, the Ethnologue must rely on other sources of information to identify, locate and
enumerate speakers of languages in these areas. A number of its sources are from other
academic linguists, including important linguistic surveys such as the Language Atlas of
the Pacific Area (Wurm and Hattori 1981), and the Linguistic Survey of India (Grierson
1903-1928), general references and language family and area references such as the
Cambridge Language Surveys book series (e.g. Holm 1989; Masica 1991; Shibatani
1990; although not all available titles in the series are cited, e.g., Dixon and Aikhenvald
1999; MacAulay 1992; Mithun 1999; Posner1996). Because these surveys are
incomplete, infrequently updated and unavailable in some areas, this still leaves a
patchwork of areas that need to be covered.

Some of these areas can be covered by individual citations to academic linguistic
publications on specific languages and locales. Other gaps are filled in typically from
Christian missionary sources, such as the World Christian Database (WCD) and
Operation World. Introduction of these sources for many citations in the fifteenth edition
complicated the relationship between WCD and the Ethnologue, for the simple reason
that WCD had previously cited the Ethnologue wherever possible for information about
language populations, and the potential for circular citation made it harder for both to
check and update their sources. Moreover, the specific information that language
identifications and population estimates are based on in such sources are unlikely to be
based on the professional linguistic field assessment of the information from SIL and
other academic linguists. Rather, they are more likely based on the less formal
assessments of Christian missionaries, churches, and aid workers (collectively referred to
as “ministries”). They may even be based, directly or indirectly, on government reports,
census figures or almanacs. In the end, the provenance of this information is far less
certain than that of the census and academic sources.

Some information, including population figures, is presented without a cited
source for it. These appear to be cases where information was carried over from earlier
editions of the Ethnologue, and there did not happen to be a citation in the earlier edition.
Other times a citation year is given but no source. The Ethnologue editors have made a
decision to provide information to the extent that it is known wherever possible. In their
view, it is better to put out some form of population estimate, for example, even if it is
old, out of date or from an unreliable source, if that is all that is available. By doing so,
they are reporting as honestly as possible what they are able to ascertain about the status
of a language and its speakers. They reason that this should stimulate dialogue with the
users of the Ethnologue, who can respond either by suggesting other sources, or
providing further information of their own, that can be cross-checked and potentially
incorporated in future editions of the Ethnologue. In many cases this has had the desired
effect.



2.1.4.1S0 639-3

While the Ethnologue was conceived for SIL’s internal purposes, and is primarily used
for that today, with its publication on the web, it attained a visibility unlike what it had
previously known. This visibility brought with it, among other things, an invitation from
the International Standards Organization to participate in the standards process for ISO
639-3, a planned update for the earlier ISO 639-2 standard that libraries employ to
identify languages for cataloging and other purposes. This standard was felt to be
inadequate as it had a fixed number of languages (about 500), and no effective process
for identifying and adding the large number of new languages that might be needed.
Since the Ethnologue used a set of three-letter codes much like those of ISO 639-2, it
seemed a natural choice for developing the new ISO 639-3. The result is a new draft
standard, now undergoing the final approval process.

The development of the ISO 639-3 draft standard, and its incorporation into the
Ethnologue imposed a number of requirements on the Ethnologue system of identifying
languages. First, the internal three-letter codes that the Ethnologue had previously used
needed to be reconciled with the earlier ISO 639-2 standard. This meant changing a
number of existing codes, to avoid conflicts. The remaining Ethnologue codes were then
grafted onto ISO 639-2 to provide the additional codes needed for the ISO 639-3 draft.
This has the effect of making the Ethnologue the default catalog for the ISO 639-3
standard.

A second consequence of the standards process is that a new office needed to be
organized to maintain the standard. This office is housed inside SIL, and is staffed by
SIL, but its operation is separate from that of the Ethnologue, which submits its desired
changes to the standards office just as any other user of the standard would. Presently,
since the standard is still undergoing the approval process, there is a backlog of requests
to be processed once the standard goes into effect. Requests that would otherwise have
been made in the 15™ edition were postponed so that the reconciliation of the
Ethnologue’s earlier code system could be accomplished. This is probably one of the
more significant changes in the Ethnologue editorial process since the 14™ edition.

A third consequence is that a set of codes for ancient and constructed languages,
the LINGUIST codes (Aristar 2002a,b), was also affected by these changes. The
relationship between the LINGUIST codes and the Ethnologue codes significantly
predates the ISO 639-3 draft, and hence was designed to use part of the space no
occupied by the ISO 639-3 standard, of which it is not formally a part. Since there were
235 ancient language codes and 34 constructed language codes before the development of
the ISO 639-3 draft standard, there is a potential for serious maintenance issues.

2.1.5. Staff

The Ethnologue editorial staff currently has three people, Raymond Gordon, editor in
chief, Conrad Hurd, managing editor; and Paul Lewis editor; not all of whom are



assigned to the project full time. The Ethnologue shares space and resources with other
SIL projects on the Dallas campus. While it is one of SIL’s most visible and well-known
projects, it consumes a tiny fraction of SIL’s $150 million annual budget. Editorial
policies must also fit within these resource constraints, when it comes to producing a
printed volume or providing information services over the Internet. For example, there is
no one in SIL assigned to the Ethnologue for the purpose of developing its web-based
services — it shares maintenance of its website with SIL more generally — making
development of new forms of web-based presentation unlikely.

2.2. The Linguasphere Register

The Linguasphere Register is a comprehensive list of speech communities representing a
career-spanning effort of David Dalby to provide a complete catalogue of the world’s
speech communities and their relations to one another. Compilation of data that was
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