
When asked how many languages there are in the world most people don’t know and when pressed for an answer will usually give a number in the hundreds.  Even linguists, for decades, did not know exactly how many languages there were.  The fact is counting languages is more complicated then one might assume.  So, how many languages are there in the world and an even more important question might be why is the diversity of language so important?
Asking the question how many languages there are in the world is a bit like asking how many species of butterflies there are.  Like butterflies we know how many languages have been discovered so far.  However, there remain languages that haven’t been found yet.  For example, there are areas in the world such as the Amazon forests and the highlands of New Guinea which have not yet been explored sufficiently enough to rule out the possibility of new languages.  Right now, in the year 2008, there are still tribes of people living in the Amazon that have yet to have contact with the outside world.  Therefore, it is unknown what language these people speak.  It could be a language that has already been discovered, a dialect of an existing language, or an entirely new language all together (Anderson 2).  

Another problem in finding a definite count of the number of languages in the world is the status of endangered languages.  By definition an endangered language “is a language that is at risk of falling out of use, generally because it has few surviving speakers (Endangered Language Groups).”  While there are no official standards for identifying an endangered language three main factors, as follows, are taken into account.  The number of living speakers, the average age of native and/or fluent speakers, and the percentage of individuals in the youngest generation that are acquiring fluency are all guidelines in determining if a language is endangered (Gordon).  

Just looking at the number of speakers of a particular language is not enough to tell whether it is endangered.  For example, imagine two languages are being evaluated to determine whether or not they are endangered.  One language has tens of thousands of speakers and the other only has hundreds.  Well, one might be tempted to say that the language with only hundreds of speakers is the endangered language because hundreds of speakers are obviously less then the tens of thousands of speakers of the other language.  However, this reasoning does not always prove to be correct.  The language with tens of thousands of speakers could very well be the endangered language because children are no longer learning that language and current speakers are in a transition period in which they are shifting to the use of the national language as opposed to the traditional local language.  Now, the language with hundreds of speakers could be considered alive if it’s the main language of a community and it’s the first or only language of the children of that community (Endangered Language Groups).

Now that the difficulties of counting languages have been addressed the questions remain.  How many languages are there in the world today and how many of these languages are endangered?  Since it is very difficult to determine the exact number of languages in the world it is important to look at reference works over the course of time.  For example, the eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, published in 1911, gives the estimate to be somewhere around 1,000.  However, this was in 1911 and the number has risen over the twentieth century.  The number hasn’t risen because there has been an increase in the amount of languages but rather because languages have been discovered in parts of the world that had previously been ignored.  Missionary organizations, due to the interest of translating the Bible, have done much of the initial work of documenting the world’s languages.  At least a part of the Bible has been translated into 2,197 languages by the year 1997 (Anderson 3).  The Ethnologue organization has one of the most thorough catalogs of the world’s languages and is considered, by linguists, to be one of the world’s leading authorities of language documentation.  The Ethnologue catalogue currently lists 6,912 known living languages (Gordon).  According to many linguists, including Michael Krauss and Stephen Wurm, 3,000 of these languages are considered to be endangered and are at risk of becoming extinct within this century (Endangered Language Groups). 

There are many reasons a language may become endangered or extinct but globalization is, perhaps, the greatest cause of the decline of human languages.  It is easier for people to communicate and conduct business with people of a different culture if more widely used languages, such as Chinese, English, and Spanish, were spoken.  Therefore, traditional or local languages are not being taught to children because those languages are only spoken by a small number of people.  As the number of people who use these traditional languages decreases the language eventually dies out (Endangered Languages).  

There is a small contingent of people that contend the death of languages is a good thing due to the fact that fewer languages would mean easier and clearer communication among people. However, a vast majority of scientists and linguists consider this to be a very large problem and argue that the loss of languages should be prevented.  The diversity of languages is important for many reasons.  Every endangered language has “unique local knowledge” of not only the culture but also of the natural systems of the region that language is spoken in.  The history of these languages provides some evidence for understanding human history.  Also, different languages enrich one another.  For example, some words and concepts not available in one particular language may be borrowed from another language.  Learning a different language is a way to provide insight into and an appreciation of another culture.  Finally, the study of the wide variety of endangered languages allows linguists and cognitive scientists the capability to map the abilities and limits of the mind because languages provide insight into how the human brain functions and we learn (Endangered Language Groups).   

After a language has been identified as endangered actions are taken, usually by linguists, to stabilize and save the language.  The first action taken is usually language documentation.  Language documentation consists of documenting a language in terms of its lexicon, grammar, and oral traditions such as stories, songs, and religious texts.  Documentation is very important as it is the primary, if not only, way to preserve an endangered language.  Linguists around the world are attempting to document as many endangered languages as possible.  This is usually done by describing structural features, grammar, and recording spoken language.  All of this is done using computers so the information can be stored and studied by other scholars.  Since many of the endangered languages are only spoken it is a race against time for linguists to record these languages before they go extinct.  The next step after documentation is language revitalization.  In this process the language community tries to increase the number of people that speak the endangered language, mostly through educational, political, and cultural means (Endangered Languages).

Language is more than just a way to communicate.  It’s part of the culture and heritage of everyone on the planet.  Not only does language give linguists and sociologists a glimpse into the capabilities of the human mind but it gives people a glimpse into a culture that is different from their own.  Many of the world’s languages are in danger of becoming extinct though.  Linguists around the world are in a frantic rush to document these endangered languages and save the cultural identity of millions of people.  
Works Cited

Anderson, Stephen. “How Many Languages Are There in the World?” Languages (2004) 

JSTOR.  8 April 2008 http://www.lsadc.org/info/pdf_files/howmany.pdf
Endangered Languages.  6 April 2008 


http://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/linguistics/endangered.jsp
Endangered Language Groups.  7 April 2008 

http://www.sil.org/sociolx/ndg-lg-grps.html
Gordon, Raymond G., Jr. (ed.), 2005. Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Fifteenth 
edition. Dallas, Tex.: SIL International. Online version:
 http://www.ethnologue.com/.
