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1. Editorial 
As you read this, our 28th annual conference, in Islamabad, Pa-

kistan, will have come to an end. We have had a great deal of 

help from our collaborators in Pakistan in organising it, and its 

success will be largely due to their efforts. This was a hybrid 

conference, and many participants who could not get to Paki-

stan in person for the event were able to take part vicariously. I 

was one of those, unable to get to the conference in person this 

year. But our organising committee took a bold and imagina-

tive approach to endangered languages and oral traditions as 

our theme. 

Chris Moseley 

 

2. Development of the 
Foundation 

FEL XXVIII Conference, Islamabad 
Closing remarks by Doctor Mohammed Kamal Khan, Dept. of 

English, Allama Iqbal Open University, Islamabad, Pakistan, 27 

September 2024 

After thanking the participants in, and fellow members of the organis-

ing committee of, the FEL conference for 2024 in Islamabad, as well as 

our fellow organisers in Pakistan, the FLI, Dr. Kamal Khan concluded 

with these words: 

Thank you so much, and I will end on a very positive note, with 

the very positive ambience we have here. The conference is 

ending now, but we will continue with documenting and trying 

to revive our small minoritised languages which we have in 

common. We share in these languages. Thank you so much, 

everybody. 

Excerpt from the closing remarks of Mujahid Torwali, co-chairman of 

the FEL/FLI organising committee:  

The idea was first raised in 2019 by myself and Fazal Hadi, who 

is here, during the FEL conference at the University of Sydney. 

This was taken up by FLI and FEL committee members – that at 

some point we will do an FEL conference in Islamabad. The 

idea became more concrete with Dr. Kamal, my teacher, my 

senior, together with FEL Chair Nicholas in Albuquerque, New 

Mexico, at the FEL conference in 2022. The Chair was very sup-

portive, and at that conference we decided that FEL and Dr. 

Kamal would give their support, and FLI would give other ma-

terial and financial support. As many of you know, FEL pro-

vides support to host our conferences. FEL provides intellectual 

support, but not financial. At the FEL conference in Morocco 

last year, we met again with the FEL Executive Committee. We 

also promised that FLI will support FEL, and Allama Iqbal 

would make it possible. Since then everyone involved, includ-

ing myself, did all to bring it about. I never thought that I 

would be co-chairing this conference with my teacher and my 

senior Dr. Kamal. But thank you for trusting me and guiding 

me all the way. I just see myself as a supporter and a link be-

tween FEL and my local partners here in Pakistan.     

 

The Forum for Language Initiatives (FLI) also put out the following 

message on its web-site www.fli-online.org: 

FLI partnered with FEL to organize international conference on 

endangered languages 

The three-day international conference, titled 28th FEL Confer-

ence, organized in partnership by the Foundation for Endan-

gered Languages (FEL), and the Forum for Language Initiatives 

(FLI) in collaboration with the Allama Iqbal Open University 

(AIOU), concluded at its Islamabad campus on September 27, 

2024. The main focus of the conference was on the dynamic re-

lationship between language endangerment and the role of oral 

traditions and expressions in safeguarding them. While it had a 

universal scope, it specifically aimed to highlight interesting 

and creative oral traditions and expressions of the indigenous 

communities of Pakistan and encourage scholarship and ac-

counts of community initiatives for preserving and promoting 

them. Studies highlighting the oral traditions of indigenous 

communities from various countries were part of the event. 

A total of 46 papers were presented, with one-fourth being 

online. FLI’s partners from northern Pakistan were not only 

among the presenters but also participated in sessions. 

   

 

3. Endangered Languages in 
the News 

The last Gullah sermon? End of an era 

looms for endangered language 

By Oliver Laughland and Tim Silverstone, from the Guardian (UK), 

3 August 2024 

On a recent Sunday morning, Pastor Edward Alston ap-

proached a pulpit draped in immaculate white cloth and be-

gan to preach the gospel. 

The reading came from Mark, chapter 12, verse 30 – Jesus’s 

great commandment. Alston looked down on the Bible as its 

red cover flopped out from his hand. He cleared his throat and 

began to read the noted scripture with a rare variation. 

“Ya mus lob de Lawd ya God wid all ya haat, an wid all ya 

soul, and wid all ya mind, an wid all ya scrent,” he preached. 

“‘Ya mus lob ya neighba de same way ya lob yasef!’” 

Those in the modest congregation nodded and called “amen!”, 

acknowledging the reading had been delivered in Gullah, the 

creole language of their ancestors. It was drawn from a trans-

lated text, De Nyew Testament, the first longform written 

work published in the language. 

Here at Queen Chapel, a small, historic African Methodist 

Episcopal [AME] church, that sits on the north of Hilton Head 

Island in South Carolina, Pastor Alston has preached the gos-

pel in Gullah every Sunday for over a decade. He is, according 

http://www.fli-online.org/
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to community elders, the last clergyman doing so left here, and 

thought to be the only one in the entire 475-mile heritage corri-

dor spanning coastal communities from North Carolina to 

Florida, which make up the ancestral lands of Gullah Geechee 

people. 

As these shrinking communities have battled against the eras-

ure of their land, from gentrification, predatory seizure and the 

climate crisis, so too have they fought to preserve culture. Gul-

lah, a unique, centuries-old dialect formed by enslaved people, 

is a blend of west African languages along with English, and 

bears relation to other creole dialects spoken in the Caribbean. 

It is listed by linguists as endangered. 

Pastor Alston grew up in Hilton Head speaking the language. 

And at 75, he must – under AME laws – retire later this year, 

leaving the future of Queen Chapel’s regular Gullah readings 

in jeopardy. 

“If the person who replaces me [is] not able to speak or read 

the scriptures in Gullah, there’s a gap and a loss for the culture 

of the island,” he said after the service. “Reading it is a matter 

of history, of embracing our culture.” 

Queen Chapel was founded in 1865, shortly after the end of 

the US civil war, by two passing AME missionaries forced to 

shelter on Hilton Head en route to Charleston. Today, its small 

steeple is partially hidden behind a large oak tree draped in 

Spanish moss, and its nave backs on to a municipal airport. 

The drum of small aircraft punctuates the quiet. 

Alston’s few dozen parishioners are all “native islanders”, 

meaning they trace their ancestry on Hilton Head back to 

emancipation or further, and about half of them can speak and 

understand the language. Many have worshipped here for 

generations amid a population decline of Gullah people on 

Hilton Head from around 40,000 at its peak to an estimated 

1,500. 

As the pastor pivoted from Gullah to English, reciting the pas-

sage back, “And you shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, and with all your soul … ” the congregation rose to 

its feet and sang a hymn of preparation, accompanied by a 

lone pianist. 

Most of the service is conducted in English, but those small 

moments in Gullah resonated throughout the assembly. 

Paulette Singleton, 72, who has worshipped here for over 50 

years, thought of deceased elders as she heard the reading. 

“It reminds me of my grandparents, of older days,” she said. 

“Of the elder Black people on this island, because we don’t 

hear it too much now.” 

Stephanie Gadson, 53, nodded in agreement. It gave her “hope 

and inspiration”. 

“It lets us know that we’re still here,” she said. “That we are 

still heard.” 

Among those in the pews that Sunday was an esteemed guest, 

Dr Emory Campbell, a community leader and the former exec-

utive director of the Penn Center, the foremost educational and 

historic preservation institution in the Gullah Geechee commu-

nity. 

 

Campbell, who is 82 and a towering 6ft 4in, said the readings 

made him feel “even taller in my heart”. 

“To know that the congregation was listening, and even if they 

didn’t understand it, I’m sure they were curious enough.” 

Campbell has obvious reasons to feel pride. He was among the 

small committee that toiled for 26 years, between 1979 and 

2005, to translate the New Testament into Gullah. The work 

began as the project of two outsider biblical translators who 

had moved to St Helena Island, adjacent to Hilton Head, and 

presented the idea to community members. It was initially met 

with skepticism. 

“I had been taught that Gullah was bad English,” Campbell re-

called. “And that you shouldn’t ever encourage Gullah 

speech.” At the time, the Penn Center had been assisting 

younger community members to learn English instead in a bid 

to help them secure jobs in the local tourism industry, which 

had rapidly swept the islands. 

But as the value of the project became clear, Campbell and oth-

ers in the community became actively involved – translating 

small passages at a time into handwritten text, and then pre-

senting them to a group of peers who assessed their accuracy 

and offered feedback. 

Gullah is an oral language, with no dictionary, so spellings 

were improvised and translation drawn from memory. 

“It was painstaking,” Campbell recalled. “I look back now and 

I wonder: why? But the motivation was preserving Gullah cul-

ture. And this – the language – is the core of it, because when 

you hear the speech, you know that person knows more: they 

know how to cook, they know how to weave a net, to knit. 

Those are pure Gullah people.” 

Ron Daise, an acclaimed Gullah performer and writer, who 

served on the feedback group throughout much of the transla-

tion effort, recalled the sense of awe among the community as 

passages were read aloud. 

“They would marvel,” he said. “They understood it. But many 

said they could no longer speak it because they had it beaten 

out of them, and honestly that’s what they meant.” 

“We [as children] would always be corrected if we said a word 

in Gullah.” 

https://gullahgeecheecorridor.org/
https://gullahgeecheecorridor.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/ng-interactive/2023/mar/30/white-gold-from-black-hands-the-gullah-geechee-fight-for-a-legacy-after-slavery-manchester
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/sep/12/slave-descendants-preservation-land-georgia-gullah-geechee
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/nov/03/gullah-geechee-auction-land-real-estate-south-carolina
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/climate-change-threatens-coastal-gullah-geechee-rcna148984
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/climate-change-threatens-coastal-gullah-geechee-rcna148984
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2024/apr/20/preserving-gullah-geechee-language
https://gullaheritage.com/gullah-language/
https://www.endangeredlanguages.com/lang/10943#:~:text=Gullah%2DGeechee%20is%20a%20living,following%20on%20Twitter%20%26%20TikTok).
https://www.ame-church.com/our-church/our-structure/
https://www.postandcourier.com/hilton-head/hilton-head-is-trying-to-do-better-by-its-gullah-geechee-community/article_f3a01b28-e671-11ec-8f0c-b3b30e58ef00.html#:~:text=Luanna%20Graves%20Sellars%2C%20who%20runs,Today%2C%20about%201%2C500%20do.
https://www.postandcourier.com/hilton-head/hilton-head-is-trying-to-do-better-by-its-gullah-geechee-community/article_f3a01b28-e671-11ec-8f0c-b3b30e58ef00.html#:~:text=Luanna%20Graves%20Sellars%2C%20who%20runs,Today%2C%20about%201%2C500%20do.
https://www.penncenter.com/
https://www.rondaise.com/about
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The translation was released in 2005 to media fanfare. Daise re-

membered later efforts to play recorded sections of the transla-

tion to community members on St Helena and other Gullah 

communities. 

“Many said that they understood the word of God better hear-

ing the translation, because of the imagery, the pictures the 

language paints.” 

 

Simple phrases like “Holy Sperit”– Holy Ghost in English – 

were instantly more relatable, he recalled. 

Daise has gone on to use the translation as the basis for dia-

logue in his own works of fiction. “One of the things of great 

import to me was linguists informing us there was no need to 

use apostrophes when writing words in Gullah, because that 

would mean it was broken English. That something was miss-

ing.” 

For Sunn m’Cheaux, an expert who teaches Gullah at Harvard, 

De Nyew Testament should be viewed as a “beginning point 

and not an end” to explore the language, which he says contin-

ues to evolve through generations. 

“The issue with translating Gullah to text, and this happens a 

lot with creoles that are formed in conditions of oppression 

and under duress, [is that] there [were] laws and restrictions in 

place to stop it from being written. So a lot of how you pre-

serve and pass on the language cannot really be standardized 

without excluding certain aspects of the language, certain 

speakers.” 

m’Cheaux continued: “I would caution our community to es-

chew the very idea of standardization, and ‘correct vs incor-

rect’. I think you can normalize a thing [writing in the lan-

guage], without standardizing.” 

Since its debut, De Nyew Testament has sold 47,000 copies 

around the world. And in 2007, a copy was used to swear in 

the South Carolina congressman Jim Clyburn as US House ma-

jority whip. The lawmaker, whose late wife had Gullah ances-

try, has been the most prominent advocate in Washington of 

Gullah cultural preservation. 

Campbell said the intention was also to have the translated 

text placed into active use at churches on Hilton Head and sur-

rounding communities. Around 2012, community leaders con-

vened a meeting with pastors on the island to encourage regu-

lar use of the book at service. 

Of the small handful that took it up, only Alston remains. 

As the Sunday service at Queen Chapel drew to a close, with a 

communion delivered in English, Alston stood by the doors of 

his church, shaking hands with parishioners as they trickled 

out into the morning humidity. He is the longest serving 

preacher in the congregation’s history, having led the parish 

for 30 years. 

The prospect of retirement brought with it a sense both of sat-

isfaction and melancholy. Asked of his own legacy, the 

preacher paused for a moment and reflected on watching 

many of his congregants age with him. 

“It is one of loving and caring and concern, not only about the 

members of this congregation, but of the entire island,” he 

said. “My concern is that our young adults would collectively 

embrace and be more involved in the life of this church.” 

Wikitongues Language Archive 

Our sister organisation Wikitongues is continuing to develop 

its on-line Archive of samples of spoken endangered lan-

guages. Their web-site www.wikitongues.org now boasts that 

there are more than 700 languages in the archive – worth a 

look and a listen!  

Could social media save endangered 

languages? 

By Bethany White, From the University of Oxford Humanities Divi-

sion on-line, undated 

There are over 6,000 languages spoken in the world. But did 

you know that, like the Indian elephant and the Bengal tiger, 

some of them are in danger of dying out? 

From Dusner (three speakers) to Kelabit (five thousand) to 

Yiddish (1.5 million), these languages are sprawled across the 

globe, but they all have one thing in common: unless we act 

soon, they could become extinct. 

Researchers at Oxford University are meticulously studying 

these languages. And Dr. Johanneke Sytsema, who has organ-

ised a popular seminar on endangered languages, thinks there 

could be a novel way to keep minority languages alive: social 

media. 

“Social media could help save a language,” Dr. Sytsema says. 

“Because young people text each other how they speak, even if 

they don’t know how to spell it.” 

Minority languages are often at risk of being drowned out by 

the louder voices of the bigger languages, which are spoken at 

http://www.gullahbible.com/inthenews.htm
https://www.einpresswire.com/article/707427911/new-novel-raptors-in-the-ricelands-interweaves-history-and-fiction-to-celebrate-author-s-gullah-geechee-heritage
https://alp.fas.harvard.edu/people/sunn-mcheaux
https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/slavery/experience/education/docs1.html
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/south-carolina
http://www.wikitongues.org/
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school and in the media. But, with social media handing con-

trol over to the users, the advent of Facebook and Twitter 

might just have the reverse effect. 

Dr. Sytsema has first-hand experience: she speaks Frisian. Fri-

sian, spoken in a province in the Netherlands called Friesland, 

has 350,000 speakers. Interacting with her own language has 

given Dr. Sytsema food for thought about how languages 

could be saved in the future. 

“In Friesland, young people who don’t learn much Frisian 

writing at school send each other messages on social media in 

Frisian,” she says. In this way, a new generation of Frisian 

speakers keeps the language alive. 

But how do languages become endangered in the first place? 

“6% of the world’s population speak 94% of the world’s lan-

guages,” Dr. Sytsema explains. “That means that many of 

these languages only have a handful of speakers.” 

But it’s not just a small number of speakers that makes a lan-

guage endangered. Some languages were once widely spoken, 

but lost speakers over time. This can happen for many reasons. 

“It can be for political reasons—governments decide that only 

one language can be spoken in schools, for example. Or people 

move away from their home and lose their language, or com-

munities are broken up.” 

Tweeting and texting in Frisian (or Sorbian, or Breton) is not 

enough in the long-term, though. Dr. Sytsema says there 

are many other things we need to do. 

“Government policy is important,” she says. “To support the 

language, provide teaching in that language, and subsidise ra-

dio, television, and printing.” 

If we do all of these things, Dr. Sytsema argues, we can pre-

serve the thousands of languages that people are chattering in 

across the globe. 

But there’s an (endangered) elephant in the room. Why is a 

language worth saving in the first place? 

Dr. Sytsema is unequivocal. It’s vital: because, like our wildlife, 

our languages are natural creations. 

“Natural beauty needs to be protected. Once languages die, 

you don’t get them back, because they’ve grown over thou-

sands and thousands of years,” Dr. Sytsema explains. “Every 

language has its own beauty. And that’s why it’s so im-

portant.” 

Could AI save Europe’s rare and en-

dangered languages from extinction? 

By Anna Desmarais, from EuroNews on-line, 30 June 2024 

It will soon be easier to see Facebook and Instagram posts in 200 

lesser-spoken languages around the world.  

Meta’s No Language Left Behind (NLLB) project announced in a 

paper published this month that they’ve scaled their original tech-

nology. 

The project includes a dozen “low resource” European languages, 

like Scottish Gaelic, Galician, Irish, Lingurian, Bosnian, Icelandic 

and Welsh. 

According to Meta, that’s a language that has less than one million 

sentences in data that can be used. 

Experts say that to improve the service, Meta should consult with 

native speakers and language specialists as the tool still needs 

work. 

Meta trains its artificial intelligence (AI) with data from the Opus 

repository, an open source platform with a collection of authentic 

text of speech or writing for various languages that can program 

machine learning. 

Contributors to the dataset are experts in natural language pro-

cessing (NLP): the subset of AI research that gives computers the 

ability to translate and understand human language. 

Meta said they also use a combination of mined data from sources 

like Wikipedia in their databases.  

The data is used to create what Meta calls a multilingual language 

model (MLM), where the AI can translate "between any pair… of 

languages without relying on English data," according to their 

website. 

The NLLB team evaluates the quality of their translations with a 

benchmark of human-translated sentences they’ve created that is 

also open source. This includes a list of "toxicity" words or phrases 
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that humans can teach the software to filter out when translating 

text.  

According to their latest paper, the NLLB team improved the accu-

racy of translations by 44 per cent from their first model, which 

was released in 2020.  

When the technology is fully implemented, Meta estimates there 

will be more than 25 billion translations every day on Facebook 

News Feed, Instagram, and other platforms.  

William Lamb, professor of Gaelic ethnology and linguistics at the 

University of Edinburgh, is an expert in Scottish Gaelic, one of the 

low-resource languages identified by Meta in its NLLB project.  

About 2.5 per cent of Scotland’s population, roughly 130,000 peo-

ple, told the 2022 census that they have some skills in the 13th-cen-

tury Celtic language. 

There are also roughly 2,000 Gaelic speakers in eastern Canada, 

where it is a minority language. UNESCO classifies the language 

as "threatened" by extinction because of how few people speak it 

regularly.  

Lamb noted that Meta’s translations in Scottish Gaelic are "not very 

good yet," because of the crowdsourced data they’re using, despite 

their "heart being in the right place".  

“What they should do … if they really want to improve the transla-

tion is to talk to the people, the native Gaelic speakers that still live 

and breathe the language,” Lamb said.  

That’s easier said than done, Lamb continued. Most of the native 

speakers are in their 70s and do not use computers, and the young 

speakers "use Gaelic habitually not in the way their grandparents 

do". 

A good replacement would be for Meta to strike a licensing agree-

ment with the BBC, who work to preserve the language by creat-

ing high-quality, online content in it.  

Alberto Bugarín-Diz, professor of AI at the University of Santiago 

de Compostela in Spain, believes linguists like Lamb should work 

with Big Tech companies to refine the data sets available to them.  

"This needs to be done by specialists who can revise the texts, cor-

rect them and update them with metadata that we could use," 

Bugarin-Diz said.  

"People from humanities and from a technical background like en-

gineers need to work together, it’s a real need," he added. 

There is an advantage for Meta in using Wikipedia, Bugarin-Diz 

continued, because the data would reflect "almost every aspect of 

human life," meaning that the quality of the language could be 

much better than just using more formal texts.  

But, Bugarin-Diz suggests Meta and other AI companies take the 

time to look for quality data online and then go through the legal 

requirements necessary to use it, without breaking intellectual 

property laws.  

Lamb, meanwhile, said he won’t recommend that people use it 

due to errors in the data unless Meta makes some changes in their 

dataset. 

"I wouldn’t say their translation abilities are at the point where the 

tools are actually useful," Lamb said. 

"I wouldn’t encourage anybody as reliable language tools yet; I 

think they would be upfront in saying that too". 

Bugarín-Diz takes a different stance.  

He believes that, if no one uses the Meta translations, they "will not 

be willing" to invest time and resources into improving them. 

Like other AI tools, Bugarin-Diz believes it's a matter of knowing 

the weaknesses of the technology before using it.  

Indigenous Sámi people live in fear, 

say leaders 

By Miranda Bryant, the Guardian (UK), 20 September 2024  

Sámi people in Russia are being forced to hide their identity 

and live “outside the law” for fear of imprisonment and perse-

cution, figures from the community have warned, after the 

government labelled dozens of Indigenous organisations ter-

rorists and extremists. 

In July, Russia’s ministry of justice added 55 indigenous organ-

isations to a list of terrorists and extremists, meaning that rep-

resentatives of the groups – and anyone who takes part, coop-

erates or communicates with them – risks being sentenced to 

years in prison. 

It is the latest in a long line of legislation restricting the rights 

of Indigenous people in Russia, including the introduction of a 

“register” of Indigenous people. 

Many are trying to hide their Sámi identity in an attempt to 

avoid being targeted by authorities, Sámi activists said, while 

others are living in exile after seeking asylum in Norway and 

Finland.  

Andrei Danilov, a representative of the Sámi people from the 

Kola peninsula who sought political asylum in Norway in 2022 

after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, said: “Only activists have 

been persecuted in the past. Now they can imprison everyone 

who is in contact with them. I would compare this to the pe-

riod of Soviet repression in the nineteen-thirties.” 
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“Many Sámi will hide their nationality. As it was in Soviet 

times,” added Danilov, 53, who lives in a refugee camp in Nor-

way and is unable to work because he does not yet have refu-

gee status. “But it will be more difficult to do this in the age of 

digitalisation.” 

Activists, he said, can be imprisoned for six or more years, and 

Sámi people have no way of defending their rights. During the 

past two years, preparations have been under way to build a 

lithium deposit in the Fedorova tundra of the Murmansk re-

gion, an important site for Sámi people that they are being put 

under pressure to develop. 

“The Indigenous peoples of Russia have become peoples out-

side the law. Migrants on their land without rights, without 

freedom of speech. And their lands have become colonies of 

the Kremlin under the laws of Putin’s regime,” he said.  

The International Committee of Indigenous Peoples of Russia 

has sent a letter signed by about a hundred Indigenous organi-

sation citing Russia’s violations of the rights of Indigenous 

people and minorities to the UN. 

In the letter, they said Indigenous leaders have been “subjected 

to increasing severe repression,” citing the death of Sergei 

Kechimov. The reindeer herder, who fought to protect the sa-

cred Lake Imlor in Siberia from damage by oil companies, died 

from cancer this year while under investigation. 

Andrei Zhvavyi, 36, left his home in Lovozero in the Mur-

mansk region two years ago and now lives in Finland where 

he is seeking political asylum. The Sámi activist and member 

of Oosmo, a legal assistance and cultural heritage organisation 

in the Kola peninsula, said Sámi people in Russia had been left 

with little to protect their human rights, culture and language. 

“People who are still in Russia will be careful in expressing 

their opinion on these issues because it could cost them their 

freedom,” he said. 

Aleksandr Slupachik, 35, is waiting in Norway for his asylum 

application to be processed after leaving Russia, where he was 

the leader of Oosmo, after coming under pressure from Rus-

sia’s FSB domestic security agency. 

“It is difficult to describe [how it was in Russia] because you’re 

all the time waiting for something to happen. You’re waiting 

for the police or special services to come and get something. 

And I was afraid the whole time before my wife left Russia,” 

Slupachik said. 

His last encounter with the FSB came three years ago when he 

said he was going to become Oosmo’s leader. They came to his 

work and questioned him and searched him. “They wanted to 

find something, but I had nothing.” 

After he announced his opposition to the war in Ukraine, he 

was contacted by people he believes were connected to special 

intelligence services. He left Russia in 2022 for fear of being im-

prisoned or hurt. 

The measures outlawing Indigenous groups could have a sig-

nificant impact on the Sámi people, he said. “There will simply 

be no more leaders speaking about Sámi issues.” 

He knows of between 10 and 20 people who have had to go 

and fight in Ukraine. “It’s a big number because it’s a lot of 

young people and our community is maybe 2,000 to 3,000.” 

Slupachik may never be able to return to Russia, he said. “I 

think they [Russia] want to have total control of Sámi people. 

Control their voices, what they think about and everything. 

And I think they will build a new ideology.”     

The language universe is shrinking – 

can we stop it? 

By Professor Evan Kidd, School of Languages, Literature and Lin-

guistics, Australian National University, 26 September 2024       

Languages across the planet are disappearing at an alarming 

rate. ANU psycholinguist Evan Kidd believes multilingual so-

cieties are key to reversing this trend. 

Before 1788, the number of languages spoken in Australia 

was at least 300 – though experts estimate there may have 

been more than 700. 

Today, only 12 are still being learnt as a first language by 

children. 

The United Nations has warned that 3,000 languages 

could disappear before the end of the century at a rate of 

one every two weeks. 

Language researchers like Professor Evan Kidd, an expert 

in psycholinguistics at The Australian National University 

(ANU), are on a race against time to study the world’s lin-

guistic diversity before it fades into silence. 

Despite great efforts to document the thousands of lan-

guages spoken globally, researchers have historically pri-

oritised ‘big’ languages such as English, German, and 

Mandarin. 
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Studies on how children learn their languages have only 

been conducted in a minuscule 1.5 per cent of the planet’s 

native tongues. 

Such limited focus overlooks a treasure trove of more than 

6,000 smaller languages, each containing invaluable 

knowledge about the intricate workings of the human 

mind.   

Though less frequent, studies on smaller languages have 

revealed groundbreaking insights, such as how the words 

we use can shape our perception of the world. 

Working with Indigenous communities in Australia, 

Kidd’s team has been the first to investigate how speakers 

of free word order languages plan their sentences and the 

countless ways they encode the world around them. 

Unlike the rigid subject-verb-object speech pattern of Eng-

lish, many of Australia’s Aboriginal languages, such as 

Murrinhpatha or Pitjantjatjara, are free-form.  

“Speakers are happy to use a wide variety of word orders, 

and often report no difference in meaning when the order 

is changed,” Kidd says. 

“In comparison to languages like English or Dutch, speak-

ers of Murrinhpatha and Pitjantjatjara show very fast 

planning strategies to choose word orders.” 

These strategies capture the whole of an event before mak-

ing language choices, rather than only identifying the sub-

ject of the sentence, as we would in English. 

“Understanding how languages differ allows us to under-

stand ourselves,” Kidd says. 

 “Without collective efforts to strengthen threatened lan-

guages, which crucially involve communities and not just 

researchers, this critical knowledge will be lost to time. 

“There are many dimensions of tragedy in language loss. 

It can be a source of trauma for cultural groups. But not 

only that; it can also prevent us from gaining a deeper un-

derstanding of the natural world. 

“The information encoded in language can lead to novel 

scientific revelations, such as the identification of com-

pounds for the development of new drugs or climate-resil-

ient land management practices.” 

The future of the language universe rests with those who 

are least accountable for the world they’ve inherited: our 

children. 

Children happen to be the kings and queens when it 

comes to mastering a language. 

“We are born with many more brain cells than we need, 

and children, with plenty of free time, devote a lot of 

those unspent cells to the task of language learning,” Kidd 

says. 

By studying the minds of young learners, psycholinguists 

like Kidd have gained insights on how to strengthen 

threatened languages. 

“A critical step on the pathway to language loss is when 

children stop learning it. However, if we provide them 

with the right language acquisition conditions, we can 

short-circuit that process,” he says.  

“That’s why kids are central to our studies and key to 

stemming the flow of language loss.” 

Australia prides itself on being one of the most linguisti-

cally diverse countries in the world. Yet, ironically, society 

operates almost exclusively in English. 

As populations age and migration flows to OECD nations, 

a pressing question emerges: is the future destined to be 

dominated by only a handful of languages? 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/grammar-changes-how-we-see-an-australian-language-shows/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/grammar-changes-how-we-see-an-australian-language-shows/
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While this scenario isn’t entirely far-fetched, Kidd prefers 

to advocate for a more optimistic outlook. 

“Creating a more multilingual society, in which people 

can access services in other languages, can achieve better 

outcomes for multicultural communities,” he says. 

“There are also economic benefits. We live in the most lin-

guistically diverse region of the world, and having multi-

lingual capacity would enable us to interact and trade 

with our neighbours in a future where English may not al-

ways be the default lingua franca.” 

But achieving the ideal multilingual society requires 

proper resourcing. 

“The kinds of research projects and initiatives that docu-

ment and help strengthen Australia’s first languages, for 

example, run on the smell of an oily rag. It’s important 

these efforts are adequately funded,” Kidd says.  

“Also, requiring multilingual children to learn exclusively 

through their second language, such as English in Aus-

tralia, can be disastrous. This is most problematic in Indig-

enous communities, where English-medium teaching reg-

ularly fails students.” 

For Kidd, initiatives such as bilingual education and lever-

aging new technologies are steps that Australia can take to 

preserve and celebrate linguistic diversity. 

“The reasons why we live in an unprecedented era of lan-

guage endangerment and loss are complex, but the most 

obvious ones point at globalisation and colonialism,” he 

says. 

“Languages are lost because they are replaced by more 

dominant ones. By fostering a mindset of multilingualism, 

we can create a context where smaller and bigger lan-

guages coexist. 

“A multilingual future is diverse, distributed, and col-

oured with the whole spectrum. A dominantly monolin-

gual one is, by comparison, simplified, hierarchical, and 

monochromatic.” 

This article was originally published by the ANU Reporter 

The problems of language learning for 

endangered languages - and the prob-

lems of addressing those problems 

By Stanisław Pstrokoński 

The problem of language learning, whether for endangered or 

more mainstream languages, can be thought of as being based 

on four fundamental, partially overlapping problems. 

1. Accessibility - are there any language learning materi-

als available? Does the learner have access to them? 

Are they convenient for the learner to use? Does the 

learner know how to use them? Are they within the 

learner’s budget? 

2. Motivation - can the learner be bothered to put in the 

effort? Do they switch off or choose to do something 

else instead? 

3. Effectiveness - if the learner puts in the effort, do they 

learn? 

4. Completeness / comprehensiveness - does the learner 

learn everything they need to from this resource? 

 

These problems occur in the order described above, and so we 

could also consider there to be a chain of challenges, with each 

one yielding to a new one behind it. 

1. The resource is not available, or is inconvenient. 

2. The resource is available and convenient, but the 

learner does not use it. 

3. The resource is available and convenient, the learner 

uses it, but the resource doesn’t work (because they 

don’t understand / can’t remember what they have 

learned). 

4. The resource is available, the learner uses it, the 

learner learns the resource’s content effectively (i.e. it 

works), but the resource’s content is limited, meaning 

they don’t learn all they need from it (e.g. they only 

learn vocabulary from it, no grammar, and this limits 

their ability to speak the language). 

 

Language learning resources broach these in a number of ways, 

and are often relatively constrained in some of these dimen-

sions, while having advantages in others. For example, it is dif-

ficult for a textbook to teach people to speak (point 4), but they 

https://reporter.anu.edu.au/
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can typically be made more widely and conveniently available 

than classes (point 1) (as e.g. learners may be busy at the time 

the classes take place). 

 

In Taiwan, one of the revitalisation initiatives for Formosan lan-

guages has been to create an e-learning system for their study. 

Arguably, e-learning materials have a lot of advantages in solv-

ing these 4 problems. 

1. Downloading an app on your phone is highly conven-

ient, and allows you to study at any time. 

2. Language apps have developed numerous ways of 

promoting and maintaining learner motivation, in-

cluding progress tracking, gamification, social aspects 

(e.g. leaderboards), and making the learning experi-

ence interactive and fun. 

3. Research tends to indicate that language learning apps 

are more efficient than in-person classroom learning - 

in some cases apparently allowing almost 4 times 

faster rates of learning*. 

4. Software can help learners acquire all three systems 

(vocabulary, grammar, and to some extent pronuncia-

tion) and at least three of four modalities (listening, 

reading, and writing) of language learning. 

 

However, simply having the potential to address the above is-

sues doesn’t mean that all such systems will be successful - it is 

a question of design. Indeed, the e-learning system for Formo-

san languages leaves much to be desired. In this article, I will 

outline ways in which even such a well-funded set of learning 

materials which numerous universities have contributed to 

could be greatly improved. 

 

*For a collection of relevant studies, see http://com-

parelanguageapps.com/. 

 

 

An example of the potential for improvement - the TAIWAN 

system 

 

The Taiwan-Austronesian Indigenous Words And Narrations 

(TAIWAN) system (a.k.a. 族語E樂園) is an e-learning system 

for the 16 recognised Formosan languages created by the Coun-

cil of Indigenous Peoples, a branch of the Taiwanese govern-

ment. It is a website free to use and open to the public. Below is 

a screenshot of a page from the TAIWAN website of the “12-

level learning materials” which are intended to be used by stu-

dents in schools over a 12-year period. The lesson itself con-

cerns learning several sentences that make up a short dialogue. 

There are a number of pedagogical issues which stand out. 

 

Before starting my critique, I would like to underscore just how 

impressive and inspiring of an effort this system is from a lan-

guage revitalisation standpoint. To my mind, there is little else 

in the world that rivals it. And yet, as somebody with experi-

ence working in the language e-learning industry, I am struck 

by how many serious errors are holding back this system from 

being truly transformative for the indigenous people of Taiwan. 

 

The first, most obvious issue is one of visual design. There is 

Mandarin everywhere, especially at the top and bottom of the 

screens, which is very distracting to a learner who is more fa-

miliar with Mandarin than Latin characters (let alone the lan-

guage the Latin characters are spelling out). The eye is immedi-

ately drawn to all of the familiar language, making it very hard 

to concentrate on the target language. Furthermore, the overall 

design of the page is very busy, with multiple elements, bright 

and clashing colours, and a grand total of 39 clickable elements. 

This leads to both a loss of focus and some lack of clarity on the 

correct course of action. 

 

Secondly, there are issues with the content used in the lesson. 

The vocabulary is neither post-taught, pre-taught, post-tested, 

nor pre-tested; the user is seemingly expected to either know 

these words already or be able to guess them from the available 

Mandarin translations, despite Mandarin and Formosan lan-

guages differing widely in all aspects. Neither is there any ref-

erence for the grammar. If a grammatical form is used which is 

beyond the learner’s comprehension (Formosan languages have 

numerous concepts, such as verbal marking of grammatical fo-

cus, which do not exist in Sinitic languages), the learner is pre-

sumably expected to simply memorise or otherwise absorb the 

construction by osmosis, with no further explanation or indeed 

any indication that there is any grammar here to learn. 

 

Note that the overall TAIWAN e-learning system does include a 

dictionary in each of the 16 Formosan languages, as well as vid-

eos helping to explain grammar. Unfortunately, these are not 

integrated with the course in a way that makes the information 

understandable, available at the right time, and easy to con-

sume. This sort of design causes the resources to be much less 

effective and widely used than they could have been. 

 

Thirdly, the TAIWAN system overall does not give the user 

much sense of progress or feedback, leading to an unrewarding 

experience. The user does not see and is not congratulated or 

encouraged for how much they’ve learned today, this week, or 

overall; neither are they shown how much progress they’ve 

made to some specific milestone - such milestones are absent 

from the app design entirely. Most content has no interactive el-

ements; where it is interactive, there is usually no visual or au-

dio feedback for the interaction; and where there is such feed-

back, it is a rather jarring and unpleasant sound and animation.  

 

Finally, using the system is a lonely experience. You can’t see 

how many other people are using the system, or who is using 

it, or what they’ve achieved. There is nobody to share your suc-

cesses with (your successes are not rewarded for yourself, let 

alone being able to share with others). Where a fundamental 

motivation for learning minority languages is connection to 

one’s community, the TAIWAN system is lacking any features 

that would help learners to connect with others through the 

learning experience. 

 

 

http://comparelanguageapps.com/
http://comparelanguageapps.com/
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The second screenshot shown below shows the main menu of 

the TAIWAN system. Note how many different options there 

are to choose from - there is a wealth of language learning re-

sources here, but due to a lack of integration and a poor user 

experience design, the ultimate goals of the system are under-

mined. The long list of materials is bewildering, especially to a 

beginner - they have no idea where to start, and so they are 

turned off from even bothering. And even if they do, they will 

find isolated experiences without proper pedagogical support 

or sense of progress, as demonstrated in the first screenshot. 

 

 
 

Ultimately, despite the promise that an e-learning system might 

have compelling ways of approaching and solving the four 

basic problems outlined at the start of this article, the TAIWAN 

system ends up failing on most of these issues in one way or 

another. 

1. Accessibility. The system is confusing to use, given 

the wide range of options, which leads to much lower 

usage of the platform. Many people also complain that 

it is not mobile-friendly and so this also limits its us-

age. 

2. Motivation. There is no progress tracking, almost no 

interactivity, no gamification, and no social aspect. It is 

not obvious how to make progress. The system is not 



Ogmios 79 October 2024 

 

13 

 

very fun to use. The user interface is at times unpleas-

ant to look at, which also turns some users off. 

3. Effectiveness. Lack of clear curriculum progression 

and a lack of appropriate pedagogical supports (such 

as vocabulary to accompany dialogue), as well as dis-

tracting, overcrowded screens covered in irrelevant in-

formation in the dominant (non-target) language, se-

verely reduce the system’s pedagogical effectiveness. 

4. Completeness. In this respect, the system is surpris-

ingly good, as a seriously determined, gritty learner 

could quite possibly learn most of what they would 

need to know from this system. Unfortunately, the 

preceding 3 issues make it so that most people fall 

away before this aspect becomes relevant. 

Why do these problems occur and persist? 

The above problems occur for several reasons.  

First of all, the design failures of the system are largely due to a 

situation where existing features are set alongside old features 

rather than reworking it all together into a new, improved 

product. The result is a kind of “heap” of resources, rather than 

an integrated whole. 

This is partly a result of the Taiwanese government’s funding 

and execution model for creating learning materials, which is 

the same as the system they use for construction projects. The 

Taiwanese government puts out tenders for specific projects, 

which may be e.g. to create a specific section in the menu (“con-

versations”, “alphabet”, “family” and so on). This project is 

then applied for by various bodies, including private compa-

nies and public universities. Whoever receives the contract for 

the project executes it in a given time frame, and thereafter can 

essentially forget about it - it’s “done and dusted”, just as the 

construction of a new school or playground might be. Nobody 

ever comes back to revisit old work and see how it can be im-

proved or combined with something new. 

A more productive design approach would be one of iteration, 

which is the standard procedure in much of the software indus-

try. Rather than try to create individual features over time and 

collect them side by side without any thought of redesign, typi-

cally a software company creating a new product would con-

tinue to adapt existing features and combine them with new 

features based on user feedback in order to produce something 

that best addresses the problem at hand. My current knowledge 

suggests that such an effort has yet to be seriously conducted 

for the problem of language learning of endangered languages 

(which is a different problem from that of learning Spanish so 

you can go on holiday - which has had extensive iteration). 

Secondly, even in the absence of iteration, the initial designs of 

the system leave much to be desired. While I remain impressed 

with and supportive of the Taiwanese government’s initiative 

to promote indigenous languages this way, their materials have 

been limited in their impact largely because the people working 

on this project generally did not have experience of or 

knowledge about making such products to a high standard. 

There are many problems in their design which are clear and 

obvious to those with significant background in multimedia 

learning theory and cognitive science, but not at all obvious, or 

at least hard to articulate, to the average bystander. 

 

Thirdly, the motley collection of companies and universities 

that have contributed to the platform have led to a kind of de-

sign by committee. It is very difficult to achieve coherence 

when the number of groups of people with a hand in design is 

so large, and so spread out over time. 

Finally, by gradually putting out tenders over time and thereby 

investing in small increments, there is a tendency to aim for 

complete features to be added in each tender in order to make 

the tender project feel meaningful and whole, but also to com-

promise on quality in order to fit within the tender budget. 

Therefore, although developing the platform has been a large 

investment over the past eight years, there are still many ways 

in which it seems “cheap” and where it looks like corners have 

been cut, including in linguistic errors, programmatic bugs, au-

dio quality, visual design, and other aspects of user experience. 

All of this discouraged learners from using the platform.  

How might these problems be mitigated? 

Firstly, I would call on more people with knowledge of instruc-

tional design and the cognitive science of learning in general 

and second language acquisition in particular, as well experi-

ence of designing and deploying such materials in practice, to 

take part in the effort to produce language learning materials 

for endangered languages. 

Secondly, I would propose that funding models for such initia-

tives should avoid one-shot grants if possible, due to the re-

duced incentive to keep the project live after the project time-

line elapses, and the likelihood of cutting corners to fit within 

micro-budgets. Where this cannot be avoided, I would encour-

age looking for institutions to execute these projects that are 

more likely to continue to iterate and redesign in the long term 

despite the funding model not promoting this. 

Thirdly, I would suggest that the quality of materials we create 

for minority languages implicitly expresses the degree of re-

spect which we afford them, and thereby affects perceptions of 

their prestige, which is crucial for revitalisation efforts. Aesthet-

ics are much more important than many people realise. Design-

ing a system to be beautiful and smooth rather than clanky and 

jarring, and pedagogically clear and focused rather than scat-

tered and confusing, should pay off massively not only in terms 

of direct impact, but also by signalling that the languages in 

question deserve a certain level of respect. I predict that the re-

sulting prestige boost would help drive more young people to 

learn the language once more. 

Conclusion 

In my conversations with the Cou, Bunun, and Seediq tribes, 

they are unanimously excited by the prospect of having a well-

designed mobile app to learn their respective languages. Pilot 

demonstrations of such software have led them to pursue gov-

ernment funding to start such an initiative in addition to the ex-

isting TAIWAN system. 

The indigenous peoples’ own experiences of their current e-

learning system are mixed. They are very grateful for its exist-

ence and the recognition and promotion of their cultures over-

all, and they do think that it has had a positive impact, in some 

cases helping to almost reverse language decline. However, 

they complain about the platform’s many flaws, including 

bugs, linguistic errors, lack of mobile support, and a Mandarin-
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centred approach (translating material from Mandarin into For-

mosan languages rather than the reverse, leading to numerous 

cultural and linguistic issues), as well as a vague sense that there 
is something in the design which is not meeting their needs. 

They believe, as do I, that learning materials are a key part of 

the solution to the problem of revitalising their languages, and 

that quality of design and execution really matter. 

The language universe is shrinking – 

can we stop it? 

By Professor Evan Kidd, Australian National University, College of 

Arts and Sciences, 26 September 2024 

Languages across the planet are disappearing at an alarming 

rate. ANU psycholinguist Evan Kidd believes multilingual 

societies are the key to reversing this trend. 

Before 1788, the number of languages spoken in Australia 

was at least 300 – though experts estimate there may have 

been more than 700. Today, only 12 are still being learnt as 

a first language by children. The United Nations has 

warned that 3,000 languages could disappear before the 

end of the century at a rate of one every two weeks. 

Language researchers like Professor Evan Kidd, an expert 

in psycholinguistics at The Australian National University 

(ANU), are on a race against time to study the world’s lin-

guistic diversity before it fades into silence.  Despite great 

efforts to document the thousands of languages spoken 

globally, researchers have historically prioritised ‘big’ lan-

guages such as English, German, and Mandarin. Studies 

on how children learn their languages have only been con-

ducted in a minuscule 1.5 per cent of the planet’s native 

tongues. Such limited focus overlooks a treasure trove of 

more than 6,000 smaller languages, each containing inval-

uable knowledge about the intricate workings of the hu-

man mind. Though less frequent, studies on smaller lan-

guages have revealed groundbreaking insights. Working 

with Indigenous communities in Australia, Kidd’s team 

has been the first to investigate how speakers of free word 

order languages plan their sentences and the countless 

ways they encode the world around them. Unlike the rigid 

subject-verb-object speech pattern of English, many of 

Australia’s Aboriginal languages, such as Murrinhpatha 

or Pitjantjatjara, are free-form. Speakers are happy to use a 

wide variety of word orders, and often report no differ-

ence in meaning when the order is changed,” Kidd says. 

“In comparison to languages like English or Dutch, speak-

ers of Murrinhpatha and Pitjantjatjara show very fast 

planning strategies to choose word orders.” These strate-

gies capture the whole of an event before making lan-

guage choices, rather than only identifying the subject of 

the sentence, as we would in English. “Understanding 

how languages differ allows us to understand ourselves,” 

Kidd says.  “Without collective efforts to strengthen 

threatened languages, which crucially involve communi-

ties and not just researchers, this critical knowledge will 

be lost to time. “There are many dimensions of tragedy in 

language loss. It can be a source of trauma for cultural 

groups. But not only that; it can also prevent us from 

gaining a deeper understanding of the natural world.  “The 

information encoded in language can lead to novel scien-

tific revelations, such as the identification of compounds 

for the development of new drugs or climate-resilient land 

management practices.” The future of the language uni-

verse rests with those who are least accountable for the 

world they’ve inherited: our children. Children happen to 

be the kings and queens when it comes to mastering a lan-

guage. “We are born with many more brain cells than we 

need, and children, with plenty of free time, devote a lot 

of those unspent cells to the task of language learning,” 

Kidd says. By studying the minds of young learners, psy-

cholinguists like Kidd have gained insights on how to 

strengthen threatened languages. “A critical step on the 

pathway to language loss is when children stop learning 

it. However, if we provide them with the right language 

acquisition conditions, we can short-circuit that process,” 

he says. “That’s why kids are central to our studies and 

key to stemming the flow of language loss.” Australia 

prides itself on being one of the most linguistically diverse 

countries in the world. Yet, ironically, society operates al-
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most exclusively in English. As populations age and mi-

gration flows to OECD nations, a pressing question 

emerges: is the future destined to be dominated by only a 

handful of languages? While this scenario isn’t entirely 

far-fetched, Kidd prefers to advocate for a more optimistic 

outlook. “Creating a more multilingual society, in which 

people can access services in other languages, can achieve 

better outcomes for multicultural communities,” he says. 

“There are also economic benefits. We live in the most lin-

guistically diverse region of the world, and having multi-

lingual capacity would enable us to interact and trade 

with our neighbours in a future where English may not al-

ways be the default lingua franca.” But achieving the ideal 

multilingual society requires proper resourcing. “The 

kinds of research projects and initiatives that document 

and help strengthen Australia’s first languages, for exam-

ple, run on the smell of an oily rag. It’s important these ef-

forts are adequately funded,” Kidd says. “Also, requiring 

multilingual children to learn exclusively through their 

second language, such as English in Australia, can be dis-

astrous. This is most problematic in Indigenous communi-

ties, where English-medium teaching regularly fails stu-

dents.” For Kidd, initiatives such as bilingual education 

and leveraging new technologies are steps that Australia 

can take to preserve and celebrate linguistic diversity. 

“The reasons why we live in an unprecedented era of lan-

guage endangerment and loss are complex, but the most 

obvious ones point at globalisation and colonialism,” he 

says. “Languages are lost because they are replaced by 

more dominant ones. By fostering a mindset of multilin-

gualism, we can create a context where smaller and bigger 

languages coexist. 

“A multilingual future is diverse, distributed, and col-

oured with the whole spectrum. A dominantly monolin-

gual one is, by comparison, simplified, hierarchical, and 

monochromatic.” 

(Originally published in the ANU Reporter) 

 

4. New publications 
 

Atlas of Endangered alphabets 
Tim Brookes: An Atlas of Endangered Alphabets: Writing sys-

tems on the verge of vanishing. Quercus Books, 2024. Hard-

back ISBN 978 1 52940 824 9. 256 p. UK price £30. 

Tim Brookes is known in the world of language endangerment 

studies as a specialist in a rarefied branch of the field: the 

unique scripts that have been devised for languages that have 

been marginalised in the modern world. He has carved, liter-

ally carved, an individual path in language studies, by produc-

ing texts in wood in some of the world’s least known scripts. 

But since 2010 his work has taken a slightly more academic 

turn, with the Endangered Alphabets Project. With this he has 

turned scripts and writing into a broader field of study, in 

which he has done pioneering work. This book is the fruit of his 

labours so far, and it is a brilliant achievement. 

He dismantles a few established concepts. ‘Atlas’ implies maps, 

and this book lacks any cartography. Instead it provides illus-

trated sets of articles, arranged by continents, starting from Af-

rica (with the most numerous different scripts), moving across 

the world to the Americas (with the fewest) and omitting Aus-

tralia, which offers no examples. Brookes offers fascinating his-

tories of the genesis of each script in turn. 

‘Endangered alphabets’ might imply that all the scripts are old, 

with long and venerable histories but now coming to the end of 

their useful lives. This is far from the case – which might be a 

surprise to some readers. Some scripts have been devised quite 

recently, within living memory, by known individuals (such as 

the very enterprising Dunging anak Gunggu, creator of the 

Iban Dunging script of Sarawak, Malaysia, but inventor of 

much else besides). With Brookes’ lively sense of the visual and 

aesthetic qualities of writing systems, he stresses their emblem-

atic qualities in his narratives: here, he shows the calling-cards 

of proud and distinct peoples, who are different from their 

neighbours, and that much more literate! All of the scripts fea-

tured in this book were created from scratch, not derived in any 

obvious sense from others. 

The final section of the book deals with writing systems that are 

‘Beyond alphabets’ – systems that are pictographic or sche-

matic, not dependent on sound-to-symbol relationships. Here 

Brookes is taking a leap toward the unknown, because much of 

this ‘writing’ is for ritual or shamanistic purposes, only privy to 

a few adepts in very small communities. 

Brilliant and original though this book is, I can’t help feeling 

that it is a work in progress, a step in a continuum. The lack of 

cartography is only a small drawback, but maps for each conti-

nent pinpointing the locations of the writing communities 

would have been useful. More seriously, Brookes makes no at-

tempt to show the phonetic values of the symbols in the alpha-

bets and syllabaries. This would have necessitated a precise no-

tation system such as the IPA, and would have changed an aes-

thetically stunning volume into something quite different. Still, 

I missed those correspondences. 

‘Endangerment’ is not all leading in one direction towards 

doom. In Indonesia and the Philippines, for example, some 
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scripts, such as Iban Dunging and Surat Tagbanwa are encour-

aged and taught in schools, and in 2018 the Philippines House 

of Representatives proposed an act mandating the inclusion of 

traditional Philippine writing systems in the basic and higher 

education curricula, and other domains of public life. 

Chris Moseley               

 

New survey of Australian languages 

Gari Tudor-Smith, Paul Williams & Felicity Meakins: Bina: First 

languages, old and new. Latrobe University Press, 2024. Paper-

back. ISBN 978 1 76064 498 7. 368 pages.  

The publisher describes this book as: The remarkable story of 

Australia’s First Nations languages, from precolonial times to 

the present. 

Australia’s language diversity is truly breathtaking. This conti-

nent lays claim to the wo0rld’s longest continuous collection of 

cultures, including over 440 unique languages and many more 

dialects. Sadly, European invasion has had severe consequences 

for the vitality of these languages.  

Amid devastating loss, there has also been the birth of new lan-

guages such as Kriol and Yumplatok, both English-based Cre-

oles. Aboriginal English dialects are spoken widely, and re-

cently there has been an inspiring renaissance of First Nations 

languages, as communities reclaim and renew them. 

Bina: First Nations Languages Old and New tells this story, from 

the earliest exchange of words between colonists and First Na-

tions people to today’s reclamations. It is a creative and exciting 

introduction to a vital and dynamic world of language.  

‘Years in the making, Bina offers a multidimensional reflection 

on how many diverse languages across this continent continue 

to vibrate in rich and profound ways. The emergence of Indige-

nous linguists Gari Tudor-Smith and Paul Williams as authors 

of this survey alongside Felicity Meakins signals an important 

and welcome shift in the Australian linguistics landscape.’ – 

Professor Clint Bracknell, University of Western Australia, 

Nyungar musicologist and musician   

 ‘Essential knowledge’ about endan-

gered languages 

Evangelia Adamou: Endangered languages. MIT Press Essen-

tial Knowledge series. 2024. Paperback. ISBN: 978 0 26254 870 0. 

264 pages. US$16.95 

The publisher describes this as ‘A concise, accessible introduc-

tion to language endangerment and why it is one of the most 

urgent challenges of our times’. 

58% of the world's languages—or, approximately 4,000 lan-

guages—are endangered. When we break this figure down, 

we realize that roughly ten percent of languages have fewer 

than ten language keepers. And, if one language stops being 

used every three months, this means that in the next 100 

years, if we do nothing, 400 more languages will become 

dormant. In Endangered Languages, Evangelia Adamou, a 

specialist of endangered languages and a learner of her own 

community language, Nashta, offers a sobering look at lan-

guage endangerment and what is truly lost when a language 

disappears from usage. 

Combining recent advances from the Western scientific tra-

dition—from the fields of linguistics, psycholinguistics, neu-

rolinguistics, language attrition, population genetics, and 

natural language processing—and insights from Indigenous 

epistemology, theory, and ethics, Adamou examines a 

wealth of issues surrounding endangered languages. She 

discusses where endangered languages are found, including 

how they are faring in a digital world, why these languages 

are no longer used, and how communities can reclaim lan-

guages and keep them strong. Adamou also explains the im-

pact of language continuity on community and individual 

health and well-being, the importance of language transmis-

sion in cultural transmission, and why language rights are 

essentially human rights. 

Drawing on varied examples from the Wampanoag Nation 

to Wales, Endangered Languages offers a powerful reminder 

of the crucial role every language has in the vitality and 

well-being of individuals, communities, and our world. 

Diyari language website 

A major new website at www.diyari.org is now available with 

information and resources for the Diyari language spoken in 

northern South Australia and western New South Wales. A 

large part of the more than 24 Mbytes of material published 

there results from a project (funded by Leverhulme Trust) 

that Peter K. Austin carried out 2021-2024 to digitise and mark 

up the 2,180 page English translation of the four volume 

"Diari-German Dictionary" created by Rev. J.G. Reuther, a Ger-

man-speaking Lutheran missionary who was in charge of Be-

thesda mission at Lake Killalpaninna (near Cooper Creek, east 

of Lake Eyre, South Australia and in Diyari traditional coun-

try) from 1888 to 1906. In addition, links to a reference gram-

mar and dictionary of Diyari are provided, along with a blog 

and podcast about the Diyari language. Everything on the 

website is open access under a creative commons licence. 

For more details see www.el-blog.org or www.diyari.org/re-

sources/ 
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