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Prologue
A Source of Reference and Reflection for the 21 st Century
The Linguasphere Register of the World's Languages and Speech communities is the first
classified inventory of the linguasphere, the communicational environment which humankind
has progressively extended around the globe since the invention of speech. This publication
coincides with the opening of a millennium year, a year which serves to mark the third great
threshold in the development of the linguasphere.
These two volumes propose a fresh approach to the observation of humankind at the dawn of
this new era. The present Volume One contains introductory materials, including an index to
almost 80,000 names and variant names of languages and speech communities. Volume Two
comprises an annotated classification of over 30,000 languages and dialects spoken during the
20th century, providing a complete transnational system of linguistic reference for the
documentation, study and continued exploration of humankind as a planetary society.
Information is also given on languages recorded during past centuries, where these are still
relevant to the 20th, and on some of the many languages known to have become extinct during
the last half-millennium of European linguistic expansion.
Unlike comparative studies oriented towards linguistic prehistory, the Linguasphere Register is
designed to provide a starting-point for the detailed observation of the world's languages and
dialects in the 21st century. It provides a first transnational "roll-call" of the overlapping and
interacting speech communities of modern humankind, using close linguistic relationships, not
political frontiers, as its framework. Communities, with their languages, are then ranked on a
scale of relative size, based on the estimated numbers of "voices" or speakers. This scale
ranges from those recently extinct or near extinction, to the 28 "arterial" languages which are
each understood by more than one per cent of humankind. These include the three languages
approaching or exceeding one billion voices in the year 2000, which are Chinese (Mandarin or
Pu-tong-hua), Hindi-Urdu (with Panjabi) and English.
Opening a new transnational perspective on the interdependent communities of humankind is
as much the objective of the Linguasphere Register as the task of enumerating their languages.
The intended audience comprises not only specialists in linguistics and specific languages, but
above all a general readership concerned with the future of humankind, and with the need to
reflect on a collective global environment and a shared cultural heritage. Many alert observers
have detailed knowledge of the areas and languages surrounding them, and they are invited to
participate in the future expansion of this framework edition as a global reference work.
The Register is designed to serve as a source of reference and reflection for the 21st century,
encouraging users – from schoolchildren to international leaders - to situate themselves, their
communities and languages within a global context. The only world worth preserving will be
one where the education, health and welfare of every community of humankind is an equal
priority.

See also THE LINGUASPHERE AT THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM on pages 298-99
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Global Frameworks for the Study of Speech
The present framework edition of the Linguasphere Register is ordered, coded and indexed according to
a consistent classification, within which every language and dialect (with its speech community) is
assigned initially to one of a numerically coded framework of 100 referential zones, together comprising
10 referential sectors. This system of reference is presented in Chapter Two below and in the brief Guide
to the Register at the end of this volume.
Within this stable framework, languages are further classified into a more flexible, alphabetically coded
structure of sets, chains and nets, according to layers of close and immediate relationship. While the
numerical coding remains fixed, the alphabetical coding serves as a sliding scale, which may be adapted
from time to time to accommodate subsequent refinements and improvements in the linguistic information
available. The Register's zones of reference thus provide a stable workbench, on which individual pieces
of the global linguistic jigsaw can subsequently be re-assembled or inserted as necessary.
This heuristic framework of linguistic reference has been a necessary construct, designed to free the
practical classification of modern humankind and its languages from fluctuating hypotheses about
prehistorical linguistic relationships. The living speech communities of humankind can now be viewed
across the surface of the planet, independently of the frontiers of current nation-states. The Register's
consistent system of coding enables each element to have its place, even if provisional or notional, and
opens the door to the computerised organisation, retrieval, cross-referencing, quantification and mapping
of data on any form of speech or writing.
These several benefits should not allow the Register's framework of reference to be regarded as more
than it is, however. Its compartmentalisation of languages, necessary for referential purposes, should not
be allowed to obscure the fluidity and continuity of the linguasphere. Its usefulness in the detailed
organisation of data needs to be supplemented by a reassessment of the nature of speech as a global
phenomenon, using a more fluid conceptual framework for the purposes of reflection and debate.
Such reflection and debate need to be accessible to a broad readership, thus contributing to the
st
development of a more open and widely studied discipline of neolinguistics in the 21 century, in contrast
to some of the more narrowly focussed and publicly inaccessible concerns of professional linguistics in
the 20th. Such a shift now appears necessary not only from an academic and educational perspective,
but because an awareness of the realities of speech is of increasing practical importance as humankind
crosses the threshold of worldwide telecommunications. Every person is intimately involved with one or
more languages as a central factor of their life on this "planet of speech", and everyone is already – or
soon will be - directly affected by the greatest revolution and extension of the power of speech since the
threshold of its original creation.
The need – and the mandate - to reflect on the concepts and realities of speech are no longer confined to
the scholar's study, where traditional preoccupations with linguistic minutiae, with arcane philosophical
debate, and with prehistorical hypotheses, have slowed the advance towards a more global view of
speech as a determining factor in human affairs.
The chapters below are therefore devoted to complementary frameworks for the consideration of the
languages of the world, and of speech as a global phenomenon. These are:
Chapter 1, which presents a conceptual framework, based on the activity, the structure and the
content of speech, viewed as a planetary phenomenon; and
Chapter 2, which presents the referential framework and principles of the Linguasphere Register
itself – how it has been compiled and how it may best be consulted.
The terms and concepts relevant to the present global study of speech are then summarised
alphabetically in the Linguasphere Lexicon.
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Reflections arising from the Linguasphere Register
The reflections summarised in the following chapters are those which have arisen during the course of
compiling the foundation edition of the Linguasphere Register. They are not presented as a rigid or
structured theory of linguistic communication, but as the basis for developing new perceptions of the
linguistic and communicational environment on which the future of humankind as a global community now
depends.
The corpus of the Linguasphere Register, published in Volume Two, was concluded at an increasingly
accelerated rate, in order to be finalised before the end of 1999. This speed has been justified not only
by the increasing rapidity of the current revolution in telecommunications, but also by the intensification of
current debate - stimulated by the onset of a new millennium - on the future of humankind and on the
need for a new world-order. Since the construction and updating of this first framework edition of the
Register was already proving a potentially endless task, it became the compiler's target to achieve at
least a first approximation of a linguistic classification of humankind before the beginning of the year
2000, an objective which was achieved with the completion and availability of the first printed copies of
Volume Two from 31st December 1999.
The following pages of the Introduction are presented with the same heuristic purpose as the Register
itself, and all comments and proposals which are received from readers – regardless of their personal
background or interests – will be taken into careful account in the future refinement and development of
the ideas presented below. Starting again from first principles, it will be useful if linguistics - and its
professional concerns and priorities - can be put under the spotlight in the early 21st century, as they were
by Ferdinand de Saussure at the beginning of the 20th.
An attempt has been made below to set out an overall view of the linguasphere, as it now appears in the
light of the telecommunications revolution. During the 19th and 20th centuries, it was convenient to regard
the languages of the world as coloured patches on a flat map, bounded by their own 'frontiers', like nation
states. Today, however, it is appropriate to consider studying the world's languages 'in the round', as a
continuous human construct around the planetary sphere, transcending and preempting political frontiers.
Since paleolithic times, the languages spoken by humankind have formed a continuum dependent on
long sequences of individual contacts between communities in contact, but this continuum has been
dynamised by the globalisation of travel during the last half millennium and – even more dramatically – by
the globalisation of electronic communications from the late 20th century.
The time has come to move away from older perceptions of political and linguistic geography, in which a
largely static framework was punctuated by episodes of war and migration. There is need to develop
new ways of observing the circulation of speech or speechways – including the printed and electronic
extensions of speech – as a global activity involving all languages and all communities. The study and
st
measurement of the world's speechways will be a task for neolinguistic research in the 21 century,
providing new insights into the workings of the linguasphere.

The Background of the Linguasphere Register
The Register has been compiled and published under the auspices of the Observatoire Linguistique
(Linguasphere Observatory), established in the late 20th century as an informal research organisation
devoted to the transnational study and promotion of multilingualism. The Observatoire originated from
proposals drawn up at the Université de Laval in Quebec in 1983, and had its first research base in the
village of Cressenville, in Normandy (France). From there, exhibitions on linguistic topics were created
for presentation at the Pompidou Centre in Paris, before travelling to places as far apart as London,
Lagos and Canberra, a series of debates was organised in France and Belgium on the subject of
Languages and the Unity of Europe, and work was undertaken on the elaboration of an extended Latin
alphabet, the Clavier international de Niamey.
Close concern with the languages of Africa also led to the first honorary presidency of the Observatoire
being accepted by the Senegalese poet, Léopold Sédar Senghor, who was also the first president of the
independent Republic of Senegal.
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A major activity of the Observatoire has been the preparation of the present Register, which was
compiled initially in French (Répertoire des Langues du Monde). With support from the ACCT, now the
Agence de la Francophonie, the Observatoire published the first fascicule of the Register in 1993, Les
Langues de France et des Pays et Régions Limitrophes, and it is the ambition of the Observatoire to
produce a French language version of the entire Register as soon as possible. Presentations and
discussions of the Register, and of its principles of classification, were first held at the Universität Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe in Frankfurt am Main in June 1990 and at the Summer Institute of Linguistics in
Dallas, Texas, in May 1991. Meetings on the subject were subsequently held from 1994 at the School of
Oriental & African Studies in London, in 1995 at the Universities of Cardiff and Paris-Nanterre, at the
Canadian Cultural Centre in Paris and at the South African Embassy in Brussels, and in 1997 at the
Universities of Prague and Bristol, at the Maharaja Sayajirao University in Baroda, and at the Telugu
University in Hyderabad.
The section Acknowledgements (below) names some of the many individuals and institutions who have
contributed moral and intellectual support, and the organisations which have provided material backing to
the Observatoire Linguistique. Particular gratitude is due to the School of Oriental and African Studies in
London, represented especially by Michael Mann and Professor Tony Allan, for their scientific support of
the project from beginning to end, and above all Dr David Barrett of Richmond, Virginia, without whose
constant advice, support and encouragement the Linguasphere Register would never have been
completed.
In 1996, the research centre of the Observatoire moved to West Wales, to the bilingual village of Hebron
(named after the bilingual city of Hebron, in Palestine). Although the Observatory is a transnational
organisation, centred around its website in cyberspace, it needs to have its feet on the ground
somewhere in the world, and the choice of Wales for this purpose was particularly appropriate. Most
countries now need to consider the relationship between the use of their own languages and the
expanding use of English, but no other country in the world has the length of experience of Wales in
maintaining its language - through a whole millennium - against rising pressure from its nextdoor
neighbour, the language of England.
Cymraeg (or Welsh) is the only language of western Europe to have survived the invasion of its territory
by speakers of two of the most powerful languages in the history of the world, Latin and English. It was
only in 1999, however, that Cymru (Wales) achieved democratic autonomy for the first time, and it is
therefore directly relevant to the aims of the Observatoire Linguistique («Wylfa Ieithoedd» in Cymraeg)
that the appearance of its Linguasphere Register at the turn of the millennium should be associated with
a speech community so attached to the survival and development of its language and literary culture.
The states of Gujarat and Maharashtra in India have likewise been of importance as sources of moral and
intellectual support and encouragement for the development of the Observatoire, and a generous offer of
free land at Phaltan in Maharashtra has opened up the possibility of a "ground station" for the
Observatoire on the Deccan plateau.
The Observatoire's website www.linguasphere.info already serves as a focus for the co-ordination and
presentation of its scientific programme, including the display of extensive extracts from the Register and
the collection of new and revised data. The Linguasphere Press in Wales, which disseminates the
printed and electronic publications of the Observatory, and provides it with material support for its
research programme, is accessible through its own website, www.gwasgybyd.com. The compilation and
production of the Linguasphere Register since 1983 has been undertaken on a very small budget, and
revenue from its sale will serve towards covering the costs of research, website development and
publication.

