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THE IMPACT OF WRITTEN TELECOMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY
ON THE WORLD’S LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY

by Gabriela Péreg Bieg

(Editor’s Note: Gabriela Perez-Baez is Curator of Lin-
guistics in the Anthropology Department, National Mu-
seum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, and a
member of the Recovering Voices Program. Here she high-
lights the impact and challenges of written telecommuni-
cadons on the world’s linguistic diversity through a case

study of one indigenous language from Mexico.)
Introduction

f the world’s several thousand distinctlanguages,
only a small fraction are used in written telecom-
munication. For example, even in content that
contains different language translations, Wikipedia articles
are written in only about two dozen languages. Despite

long-held goals of software localization, developers’ ef-

forts only cover a few dozen languages. For instance, Apple’s
Mac OS X offers user preference settings in only 18 lan-
guages, 14 of which are European. Despite the challenges,
there is growing intetest in opening written telecommuni-
cations media for larger numbers of the world’s languages,

90% of which see their long-term survival at serious risk.
Linguistic Diversity and Language Endangerment

Humans speak somewhere between 4,500 and 7,000 lan-
guages. Thirty percent of these languages are spoken in
Africa; another 35% ate spoken in Australasia and the is-
lands of SE Asia, and some 1,200 languages in New Guinea
alone. The Americas are home to approximately 1,000 lan-
guages, including about 200 Native American languages in

the United States. In contrast, the over 30 languages of
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Gabriela Pérez Baez at work with her collaborator Rosaura
Lopez Cartas with whom she has worked on a dictionary of
Juchitan Zapotec for close to ten years.

of language use, yet one that at the moment is accessible

only through a very reduced number of languages.

Significant progress has been made to design in-
terfaces and keyboards around the particulars of languages
such as Spanish, French, or Italian that require diacritics,
and Chinese, Russian, Japanese, and Arabic that use non-
Roman characters. Quite promising developments have
opened written telecommunications to languages such as
Hawaiian, Maori, Inuktitut, and more recently, Cherokee,

for which an iPhone interface now exists.

Much more work is needed. Efforts are under-
way, for instance, at Mozilla México, to localize its browser
for Mayan and for Southern Sierra Zapotec users. Simi-
larly, Wikimedia México, a nonprofit educational organiza-
ton affiliated with the Wikimedia Foundation, the parent
of Wikipedia, has an emerging project to develop content
in indigenous languages of Mexico. These new develop-
ments represent the opportunity to turn written telecom-
munications into a domain of use for more indigenous
endangered languages around the world, thereby actively
participating in the maintenance of the world’ linguistic
diversity.

Resources
UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger

http://www.unesco.org/culture/languages-atlas/
index.php
Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America

Ethnologue www.ethnologue.com

Hans Rausing Endangered Language Program
www.hrelp.org

Instituto Nacional de Lenguas Indigenas (INALI)
www.inali.gob.mx

World’s Atlas of Linguistic Structures
www.wals.info/

Zapotecos del Mundo
http://zapotecosdelmundo.ning.conmy/

Gabriela Pérez Baeg is a linguist in the Department of
Anthropology, Smithsonian Instituiton.

MEET LINGUIST GABRIELA PEREZ BAEZ

Watch a Smithsonian podcast in-
terview where Dr. Pérez Biez
talks about her education,
Smithsonian career, and reearch
at http://anthropology.si.edu/
video_interviews.html
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