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Indigenous languages 
 

Languages play a crucial role in the daily lives 
of people, not only as a tool for 
communication, education, social integration 
and development, but also as a repository for 
each person's unique identity, cultural history, 
traditions and memory. However, despite 
their immense value, languages around the 
world continue to disappear at an alarming 
rate. 
 
With this in mind, the United Nations 
declared 2019 The Year of Indigenous 
Languages (IY2019) in order to raise 
awareness of them, not only to benefit the 
people who speak these languages, but also 
for others to appreciate the important 
contribution they make to our world's rich 
cultural diversity. 

 

Indigenous languages are 
disappearing 
In today’s globalized world, language usage is 
changing rapidly. English is the dominant 
language of the internet. More people now 
have a working knowledge of English as a 
second (or third) language than the number 
of people who consider English their mother 
tongue. At the same time, more than three 
billion people – nearly half of the world’s 
current population – speak one of only 20 
languages as their mother tongue. While this 
might be great news for speakers of these 20 
languages, what hope is there for the 7,000 

other languages that are spoken? Do they 
have future or are they condemned to die? 

 

 

 

 

 
In an article recently published in The New 
Yorker, the issue of endangered languages is 
explored in depth. They report a concern that 
up to half of today’s living languages are in 
danger and will be extinct by the end of the 
21st century.  This means a language dies on 
average every four months. 

 

 

WHY DO LANGUAGES DIE?  
Languages die for many reasons. Some are 
cultural. For example, many cultures have 
been colonized or otherwise dominated by 
another culture. If these conditions lasted 
long enough, then these languages dwindled, 
were only spoken in secret or died out 
altogether. Numerous examples exist in North 
America, where indigenous people, now 
known as First Nations’ people, have either 
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lost or are in grave danger of losing any 
working knowledge of their mother tongue.  

 

 

In other cases, languages may decline or die in 
some areas, but may be holding tenuously on 
in another environment. We can see 
examples in immigrant communities from 
New York to South Africa. Furthermore, many 
dying languages can be hard to preserve if 
their tradition was mostly oral, with few 
written records ever in existence. 

 

WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES 
OF AN ENDANGERED LANGUAGE? 
The loss of one more foreign language has 
consequences much wider than simply losing 
a vocabulary. Even archived, a dead language 
may be missing tone, accent, grammar, syntax 
and context.  These verbal traits are often 
used to reflect a speaker’s way of thinking as 
much as the actual choice of words. 

 
Losing a language also can mean losing crucial 
knowledge about the linguistic group’s 
history, culture, or even knowledge about 
their local environment. For example, being 
able to choose different words for plants or 
even the earth they grow in also provides 

scientists, botanists and academics with 
information that might be lost otherwise if 
these specific descriptions did not have an 
equivalent word in a more dominant 
language. 

 
A tool for doctors 
Words in indigenous languages can have 
cultural meanings that can be lost during 
translation. Understanding the subtle 
differences can often shift one’s perspective 
about how indigenous people thought about 
the natural world. 

For example, , some years ago a team of 
language experts was organized, elders and 
scholars from Montana and Alberta, Canada, 
to create a list of Blackfeet words, called a 
lexicon, of museum objects. The elders noted 
that the English word “herb”, which was used 
to describe most plant specimens within 
museums, did not have the same meaning in 
Blackfeet. 

 

In English, the word “herb” can have 
numerous meanings, including a seasoning for 
food. The closest English word to herb in 
Blackfeet is “aapíínima’tsis.” The elders 
explained this word means “a tool that 
doctors use”. The hope is that the lexicon and 
audio files recorded in the Blackfeet language 
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that research helped create, might assist 
future scholars access the embedded 
meanings in languages. 

 
Environmental knowledge 
Embedded in indigenous languages, in 
particular, is knowledge about ecosystems, 
conservation methods, plant life, animal 
behaviour and many other aspects of the 
natural world. 

 
In Hawaiian traditions and belief systems, for 
example, the tree snails were connected to 
“the realm of the gods”. Hawaiian royalty 
revered them, which protected them from 
overharvesting. 

The Bishop Museum in Honolulu holds a shell 
necklace, or “lei”, of Queen Lili‘uokalani, the 
last monarch of the Kingdom of Hawaii. It is 
made from tree snail shells, which signifies 
the high rank of female royalty. Wearing a 
shell was believed to provide “mana”, or 
spiritual power, and a way to understand 
ancestral knowledge. 

Many of these snails are now extinct and 
those remaining are threatened with 
extinction. Scientists are working with 
Hawaiian language experts to learn about the 
belief systems that once helped protect them 
and their habitats. 
 

PRESERVING ENDANGERED 
LANGUAGES 

Many linguists and academics, who recognize 
the value of dying languages, are working to 
preserve them through the use of modern 
technology. This can include recordings, 
which can facilitate some of the language’s 
context. This can even include mobile phone 
applications, which may have particular 
appeal to younger members of a culture. 

Texting in Navajo may elevate you to an elite 
social status in some adolescent circles. The 
value of being able to speak a dying language 
has historical precedent as well – indigenous 
American ‘code talkers’ were never 
successfully translated by the Japanese during 
World War II. 

 

Many linguists and academics, who recognize 
the value of dying languages, are working to 
preserve them with modern technology. 

Rather than being made to feel ashamed to 
speak a minority language, fun learning such 
as in summer camps and language nests 
promote fluency in what was once many of 
these children’s true mother tongue. It has 
also been recognized that many of these 
children outperform their monolingual peers 
in an academically mainstream setting as 
well.  These types of efforts continue to grow 
throughout much of the Western world. 

 
 

A WORD OF CAUTION 
But for all of these positive steps, there is also 
a caution. For example, evidence is also noted 
in The New Yorker article where China and 
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Russia in particular currently consider 
minority languages to be a threat to their 
hegemony and may be repeating some of the 

same mistakes made by the West, especially 
in the New World. 

The 5 most critically endangered languages in Russia 

To an outside observer, Russia might appear a 
uniform country – yet it spans two continents 
and nine time zones, and has more than 190 
ethnic groups across its territories. There are 
27 official languages spoken, yet many more 
besides. Here are the most critically 
endangered languages in Russia. 

Naukan Yupik Language 

 

Naukan Yupik Language belongs to the Eskimo 
group and is spoken by the Naukan people 
inhabiting the Chukotka Penninsula. As of 
2010, it had only 60 native speakers. Naukan 
Yupik is closely related to Central Siberian 
Yupik and Central Alaskan Yupik. The Yupik 
language group also includes Pacific Gulp 
Yupik. All four of the Yupik languages are 
endangered. 

Chulym 

Chulym is a language belonging to the 
Siberian Turkic languages. It originates from 
southwestern Siberia, the area around the 
Chulym river. Like all other languages on this 
list, Chulym is included in the UNESCO Red 
Book of Endangered Languages. As of the 
time of the last census in 2010, there were 

only 44 native speakers of the language left in 
a community of only a little more than 360 
people. Chulym speakers were encouraged to 
not speak their native language and not to 
pass it to their children in the 1940s and 
1950s, hence why there are so few speakers 
left. Chulym is expected to become extinct by 
2030. 

Enets 

Enets is spoken in Krasnoyarsk Krai in Siberia. 
As of 2010, it only has about 40 native 
speakers left. Despite being a language on the 
verge of extinction, it consists of two dialects, 
which can be considered to be two separate 
languages: Forest Enets and Tundra Enets. 
The written form of Enets appeared in the 
1980s. Enets is written using the Cyrillic 
alphabet with a few additional letters. In the 
1990s there was an Enets newspaper and the 
Enets radio broadcast, which shut down in 
2003. 
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Southern and Tundra Yukaghir 

Southern Yukaghir and Tundra Yukaghir 
constitute the Yukaghir language family, the 
origin of which is unknown. It is likely that the 
Yukaghir languages are vaguely related to the 
Uralic languages. Both Southern and Tundra 
Yukaghir are spoken in the northeastern 
Siberia, in the Kolyma region, where they 
used to be the dominant languages. They are 
both written down with the use of the Cyrillic 
alphabet with a few additional characters. 
Despite the fact that Southern Yukaghir and 
Tundra Yukagir are related, its speakers don’t 
understand each other easily, as the 
phonetics of the two languages are too 
different. 

 

 

 

 

Nivkh 

Nivikh is a language spoken by the native 
population of Sakhalin. It is a language isolate 
– it isn’t related to any other known language. 
The Nivkh people first came into contact with 
Russians in the 17th century. The number of 
Nivkh speakers started dropping in the second 
half of the 19th century, as Russians 
weresending more and more prisoners to 
Sakhalin. 

 

In the early 20th century the guerilla fighting 
between the Russians and the Japanese 
further depleted the local population. Stalin’s 
policies of collectivizing the farms and 
culturally unifying the country were the final 
stroke for the population. There are now only 
200 native Nivkh speakers left, according to 
the census of 2010.   

Finding a way to allow minority and majority 
languages to coexist within a broader modern 
culture is the ultimate key to preventing 
further languages from dying  and losing the 
valuable knowledge, heritage and emotional 
link to the past and future of many cultures. 


