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Abstract 
 
While world languages like English, Spanish, Mandarin Chinese, and Arabic dominate 
the Internet, small languages in danger of extinction have benefited greatly from 
websites, blogs, Google, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Wikipedia, Skype, language 
learning apps, and other online forms of documentation, preservation, and revitalization. 
This paper looks at the role of the Internet in saving endangered languages and helping 
speech communities restore linguistic vitality. Among the cases considered are: 
Hawaiian, Mohawk, Māori, Navaho, Hadza, Luxembourgish, Yiddish, and Balinese. 
 

1. Introduction 

The Internet is often perceived of as a virtual space in which only world-class 

languages like English, Spanish, Mandarin Chinese, and Arabic dominate. English, in 

particular, has often been referred to as “the lingua franca of the Internet” (Crystal, 

2003; Mares, 2016) because of the historical development of the Internet in the U.S. 

and the early adoption of 7-bit ASCII codes to digitally represent the English alphabet 

online.2 This notion persists but is no longer completely accurate since English 

language content on the Internet has plummeted from approximately 80% to about 25% 

of total content due to the worldwide adoption of smart phones in the 21st century.    

                                                           
1 Paper presented at 15to Congreso Puertorriqueño de Investigacion en la Educación, University 

of Puerto Rico, Río Piedras, March 14, 2019. 
2The predecessor of the Internet was ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects Agency Network). 

It linked U.S. universities and government agencies in the 1960s to one another and later to international 
bodies. The 7-bit ASCII code for English was used for this reason, but later, as the Internet became more 
internationalized, an 8-bit ASCII code was developed to represent other languages (Crystal, 2003; Danet, 
& Herring, 2007).  
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Table 1 illustrates the distribution of languages across the Internet as of 2017. As 

we can see, English is still the most used language with 25.4%, but Mandarin Chinese 

is a significant competitor at 19.3%. The top ten languages combined constitute the 

lion’s share of Internet content (77.2%) due to the economic and technological status of 

their speakers and (often) their early adoption of the Internet as a resource, while the 

rest of the languages of the world, many spoken by people with scant technological  

Table 1: Estimated Distribution of Top Ten Languages on Internet  
as of Dec. 31, 2017 

[Source: https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats7.htm] 
 

Language Number of 
Speakers 

Number of  
Internet Users 

Internet 
Penetration 

(%)3 

% of World 
Internet 

Participation 
English 1,462,008,909 1,055,272,930 72.2 25.4 

Chinese 1,452,593,223 804,634,814 55.4 19.3 

Spanish 515,759,912 337,892,295 65.5 8.1 

Arabic 435,636,462 219,041,264 50.3 5.3 

Portuguese 286,455,543 169,157,589 59.1 4.1 

Indonesian/ 
Malaysian 

299,271,514 168,755,091 56.4 4.1 

French 412,394,497 134,088,952 32.5 3.2 

Japanese 127,185,332 118,626,672 93.3 2.9 

Russian 143,964,709 109,552,842 76.1 2.6 

German 143,964,709 92,099,951 95.1 2.2 

Top 10 
languages 

5,135,270,101 3,209,122,400 62.5 77.2 

Rest of 
languages 

2,499,488,327 950,318,284 38.0 22.8 

World total 7,634,758,428 4,159,440,684 54.5 100.0 

                                                           
3Internet penetration is the number of Internet users divided by the population, expressed as a 

percentage. It permits an analysis of the involvement of a particular group in the Internet. 
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infrastructure, only represent 22.8%. It is within that 22.8% that approximately 2,500 

endangered languages reside.4 It should be noted that the statistics presented in Table 

1 do not take into account the multilingualism that we know exists around the world. In 

other words, Internet users are only categorized by the language they use most online; 

however, in reality, many may use several. 

Figure 1 presents, in a graphic format, the overall distribution of Internet users by 

language.  

Figure 1: Top Ten Languages on the Internet Expressed in Millions of Users  
(as of Dec. 2017) 

[Source: www.internetworldstats.com/stats7.htm ] 

 

 

                                                           
4UNESCO considers 2,500 languages to be in danger, approximately 35% of the world’s 7000 languages 

(http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/index.php ).  
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Despite the obvious hegemony of the top ten languages (which belong to the 

group known as languages of wider communication or LWCs), the Internet has also 

proven to be an ideal setting for the documentation, preservation, development, and 

even revitalization of “small” languages that are in danger of extinction due to relatively 

diminutive speech communities or extreme pressures upon speakers to shift to LWCs in 

order to progress socio-economically and to obtain a higher education. Google’s 

Endangered Languages Project strives to “record, access, and share samples” of 

threatened languages along with sharing best practices for language documentation. 

The low-cost creation of virtual communities online has permitted smaller 

languages (especially those in remote areas or dispersed among various territories) to 

pool their resources in terms of language planning efforts. For example, Garifuna, an 

endangered Arawakan language spoken by about 200,000 people of African origin5 in 

isolated, impoverished, coastal communities in Honduras, Belize, Guatemala, and 

Nicaragua, as well as by an extensive, urban, diasporic community in the U.S., is 

prospering on the Internet. Even though physical encounters among its speakers are 

often difficult to arrange due to geographic distance and limited resources, the Internet 

has permitted its speakers (properly identified as Garinagu) to conceive of themselves 

as “The Garifuna Nation” (complete with a flag; see Figure 2) and to articulate a 

cohesive and transnational language policy as well as organize land reclamation cases 

(see (http://www.garifuna.com/garifuna-language.html and Thorne, 2007). The U.S. 

                                                           
5The Garinagu (also known as “the Black Caribs”) originated from a group of enslaved Africans who were 

taken by ship to St. Vincent in the 17th century and escaped, seeking refuge among the local indigenous people. 
When the English claimed the island, the Garifuna resisted but were overpowered, imprisoned, and then 
transported to the Honduran island of Roatán. From there, they spread out along the Caribbean coast of Central 
America. In the 20th century, significant numbers set up communities in various parts of the U.S. (Escure, 2004). 
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diaspora (centered in New York City), which has the most access to the Internet, is 

particularly active in this effort and uses websites and social media to raise awareness, 

solicit funds for different projects, share photographs and videos,  and teach the 

language via animated cartoons (see the Facebook Garifuna group at 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/599882930128467/; the Being Garifuna website at:  

https://beinggarifuna.com/ ; and the Facebook Garifuna 101 page at: 

https://www.facebook.com/Garifuna101/ ). 

 

Figure 2: Map of the Garifuna Nation with Flag 
[Source: https://abagond.wordpress.com/2015/10/13/garifuna/ ] 

 

 

Another example is Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig). According to the 2011 census, it is 

spoken by only 57,375 people (1.1% of the Scottish population aged over three years 

old), a serious decline from the 1901 figure of 200,000. The language has been 

displaced by Scots (a distinctively Scottish variety of English) or by English. Scottish 

Gaelic is heard primarily in the Highlands and the Hebrides, but also in the cities of 

Glasgow, Edinburgh, and Inverness (see Figure 3). There have been numerous 

unsuccessful attempts to revive it via radio and TV programs and school classes, but 

the language has been left primarily to the elderly. However, the Internet promises to 
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bring Scottish Gaelic back to life among the younger generations. Today Wikipedia has 

a Gaelic version (Uicipeid); Opera, Firefox, and Google Chrome have Gaelic interfaces; 

and numerous applications and videogames are available in the language. There is a 

Gaelic spell checker, a Microsoft Gaelic language pack, and three online dictionaries. 

Because of cyber-technology, the language may survive into the next century. 

Figure 3: Scottish Gaelic-Speaking Areas (2011) 

 

 

 In this paper, I will briefly explore the difficult situation of endangered languages 

today and the ways in which specific speech communities have utilized the Internet in 

all its forms to augment their presence and organize their language preservation and 

revitalization projects. 

2. Endangered languages 

 A rough estimate of the number of languages spoken in the world today is about 

seven thousand (Crystal, 2007; Harrison, 2007). As of 2019, Ethnologue catalogued 
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7,111 language varieties, including sign languages (Eberhard, Simons, & Fennig, 2019). 

The great majority are endangered to varying extents. A language is considered 

endangered when it is no longer being passed on to the youngest generation or when 

younger speakers have shifted their allegiance to another language which promises 

more socioeconomic advantages. UNESCO classifies languages in terms of the degree 

of threat they face (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Degrees of Language Endangerment 
(Based on: UNESCO (2003), p. 8) 

Degree Grade Speakers 
safe 5 Speakers of all ages use the language. 
vulnerable 4 Youngsters speak the language, but it is restricted to the 

home domain. 
definitely 
endangered 

3 Children no longer learn it as their mother tongue at 
home. 

severely 
endangered 

2 The language is only spoken by the older generations. 

critically 
endangered 

1 Only elderly speakers are left, and they speak it 
imperfectly and rarely. 

extinct 0 No one speaks the language. 
 

 In this paper, I will be looking at eight different languages that have been 

classified as needing support. They represent different language families located in 

different parts of the world. Hawaiian and Māori are Austronesian. Mohawk and Navajo 

are Native American. Hadza is an East African Khoisan language. Luxembourgish and 

Yiddish are Germanic. Balinese is Malayo-Polynesian. 

3. Language preservation and revitalization efforts 

3.1 Hawaiian and Māori 

 The Hawaiian and Māori languages share many commonalities. They are both 

Austronesian, are spoken on island territories that were taken over by English-speaking 
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nations, and suffered deliberate weakening via the enforced use of English-only 

boarding schools.6 Both languages have written forms based on the Roman alphabet 

developed by Christian missionaries in the early 19th century. Both were revitalized in the 

1970s via the use of pre-school immersion programs (called pūnana leo in Hawaii and 

kōhanga reo in New Zealand) which were gradually expanded a grade at a time. At 

present, both are represented at the university level and have active teacher training 

institutes. Both are officially recognized by their respective governments.7  

Despite all these efforts, they are still considered endangered. Hawaiian is 

spoken by 18,610 people,8 according to the 2013 American Community Survey of the 

U.S. Census. Māori has about 125,000 speakers according to the national census taken 

in 2013, but only about 50,000 speak it well.9  

 Another important similarity is that both made good use of technology for their 

revitalization. In Hawaii, electronic bulletin boards served as the first means of 

communication among the five islands (Eisenlohr, 2004). Today there are numerous 

websites dedicated to the teaching of Hawaiian language and culture like 

http://www.ahapunanaleo.org/.  PBS Hawaii has a series titled Hiki Nō which reports on 

different aspects of traditional Hawaiian life. Living Language has a new online 

language course titled Living Language Passport Hawaiian (available by subscription at: 

https://livinglanguage.com/hawaiian ). The course was written by Ākeamakamae 

                                                           
6The speakers of both languages are now minorities in their territories. According to the 2010 census, 

Hawaiians represent about 10% of the state population; Maori are more numerous and make up nearly 15% of the 
New Zealand population.   

7Hawaiian has been an official language of the state of Hawaii, along with English, since 1978. It is 
indicated as such in Article XV, Section 4 of the state constitution. Maori is an official language of New Zealand 
along with sign language. 

8This represents only 5.7% of the population that speaks a language other than English at home and about 
1% of the total population of 1,360,301.   

9This represents only 21% of all Māori and approximately 3% of the total population of 4,778,323. 



9 
 

Kiyuna, a native linguist who teaches at the University of Hawaiʻi at Hilo. A little factoid 

few people are aware of: the technological term “Wiki” was coined in 1995 by Ward 

Cunningham based on the word for “quick” in Hawaiian (Stern, 2018). 

 Māori is being extensively promoted through iPad apps for children. A Māori 

version of Facebook is also now available. Online video streams of tangi (traditional 

Māori funerals) are being made available for absent Māori to view their deceased 

relatives and mourn with the members of their marae (sacred tribal meeting ground).10 

The Māori, especially the younger generation, are very fond of using Twitter. There is 

an increasing sense among young Māori that the Internet is their “virtual marae.”  

3.2 Mohawk and Navaho 

Native American languages in the United States suffered the same English-only 

boarding school model utilized in Australia and New Zealand, resulting in the wholesale 

loss of language skills among the young and death of many languages. The 30,000 

Mohawk of upstate New York and Ontario, Canada (properly called Kanien'kehá:ka) and 

the 298,000 Navaho of Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah (known as the Dine) 

are exceptions because of special efforts made to create teaching materials and 

curricula for maintaining and resuscitating language skills among the younger 

generations. Both populations have utilized immersion schools and bilingual education 

as well. 

Technology came to the aid of Native American languages in the form of audio 

recordings on cassettes and CDs. Rosetta Stone partnered with the Navajo, Mohawk, 

                                                           
10According to Acushla Day O’Carroll, recent Maori doctoral graduate at Massey University 

Albany, this has caused some concern among the elders who are afraid that this is a violation of tapu 
(taboo). Her dissertation reveals that the Internet and social media have aided in maintaining Maori 
cultural identity and strengthening family and marae unity (Etheridge, 2012; Day, 2012).   
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Inuttitu, Chitimacha, and Iñupiak tribes to create language learning software. Pimsleur 

created a very expensive 30-lesson audio program for Ojibwe.  

More recently, Ogoki Learning Systems, a Native American-owned and operated 

enterprise, has devised Internet-based language learning apps for a myriad of Native 

American languages, including Ojibwe, Potawatomi, Cree, and Yurok. These are free or 

low-cost and can be downloaded to phones or tablets. The Lac du Flambeau Band of 

Wisconsin obtained federal funding to produce 24 language lessons as podcasts.11 

3.3 Luxembourgish and Yiddish 

Luxembourgish and Yiddish are European language varieties that differ from the 

others considered in this paper because they have fairly sizeable populations and are 

rated by UNESCO’s World Atlas of Endangered Languages as being merely 

“vulnerable” instead of some degree of “endangered.”  

Luxembourg is an ancient duchy which utilizes French and German as its official 

languages of government and education. Most Luxembourgers are multilingual. 

However, the ancient language of Luxembourgish (a West Germanic variety with many 

French loanwords known as Letzeburgesch) has not died out. There are approximately 

400,000 native speakers, most of whom live in Luxembourg, with a few found in 

Germany, France, and the U.S. The language has been taught in schools since 1914 

and is currently utilized as a medium of instruction in pre-schools. 

(https://omniglot.com/writing/luxembourgish.htm)  

There appear to be positive attitudes toward the variety. It can be seen in local 

signage, and local radio stations broadcast in it a few hours a week. Politicians utilize it 

                                                           
11Under the Esther Martínez Native American Languages Preservation Act of 2006, tribes can apply for 

funds to develop immersion schools and language learning materials.  



11 
 

in campaigns, and debates in the Parliament are often in Luxembourgish. There is a 

standard orthography, but most speakers do not use it consistently due to lack of 

training, since elementary school instruction in Luxembourg is in German, and upper 

level instruction is in French.  

However, Luxembourgers have recently turned to the Internet to enhance the 

codification and preservation of their language.  An online Luxembourgish dictionary 

with translations to French, German, English, and Portuguese is available for letters A–

R with the rest of the alphabet due to be completed shortly. There are also online 

language lessons and videos in WikiTongues. There is every indication that this variety 

is not going to disappear very soon (https://omniglot.com/writing/luxembourgish.htm ). 

Yiddish was the traditional language of European (Ashkenazi) Jews and can still 

be heard in Poland, Hungary, Ukraine, Romania, Lithuania, and the Russian 

Federation. Before the Holocaust, there were approximately 10 million speakers, but 

more than half perished under Hitler’s genocidal policies (Lippehardt, 2011). Because of 

the dispersion of Jews during and after the Nazi regime, Yiddish is also spoken in Israel, 

Latin America, Canada, the U.S., and South Africa. In Israel, there are approximately 3 

million speakers who do not use the language as their primary form of expression 

because of the official emphasis on Hebrew. In the U.S., Yiddish is in a severe decline 

and spoken mainly by the elderly and by the Hassidic Jews (Ultra-Orthodox).  

Like so many other endangered language communities, Yiddish speakers are 

now turning to technology to preserve their linguistic and cultural legacy. Since 2010, 

the Yiddish Book Center in Amherst, Massachusetts has recorded more than 700 in-

depth video interviews that provide data for a more profound understanding of Yiddish 
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language and culture. The interviews, which are part of the Wexler Oral History Project, 

are conducted in Yiddish and/or English with interviewees from a variety of ages and 

backgrounds. They are available online for all to enjoy and learn from at:  

https://www.yiddishbookcenter.org/collections/oral-histories. They are also searchable 

by names and topics. In addition, the Yiddish Book Center also provides online access 

to electronic books in Yiddish or translated from Yiddish to English, a podcast called 

The Schmooze, and a print magazine titled Pakn tregers [Travelling book peddler] which 

also has a website and publishes excerpts online (Heller, 2011). 

3.4 Hadza   

Hadza is an East African Khoisan (click) language spoken by a rapidly dwindling 

nomadic group of about a thousand hunter-gatherers in Tanzania.12 It is unwritten and 

spoken by all adults, most of whom also speak Swahili. Young people who go to 

residential schools are learning other languages like English.  

The Hadza provide a peek at the nature of early human life and for that reason 

have attracted a lot of attention recently. Hadza culture has been well-studied by 

anthropologists, and media giants like National Geographic Magazine have prepared 

internationally distributed photographic essays and articles on their egalitarian and 

environmentally respectful hunting and gathering lifestyle. There is a multimedia exhibit 

documenting the Hazda at: https://www.hadzaexhibit.org. They have additional online 

presence in the form of The Hadza Fund (www.hadzafund.org) which raises money to 

provide the Hadza with health education, testing, and medical treatment. The 

Endangered Languages Project considers Hazda to be a threatened language, even 

                                                           
12The Hadza have lost more than 90% of their original territory over the past 50 years. Only about 50 still 

live exclusively from hunting and gathering. The modern world is rapidly encroaching on their culture. 
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though children are still learning it because of the smallness of the speech community. 

The poverty and nomadic lifestyle of the Hazda do not permit most to have cell phones 

or computers, so they depend on outsiders to raise awareness of their situation. The 

best case scenario for this group is the preservation and documentation of the language 

through the Internet. It is unlikely that it will continue to be transmitted 

intergenerationally for much longer, since Swahili and English have proven more 

attractive and functional for the community. 

3.5 Balinese 

Balinese is a Malay-based creole spoken in Bali, Java, and Indonesia. Most 

speakers of Balinese also know Indonesian and use it extensively. According to the Bali 

Cultural Agency, no more than a million Balinese are still using the Balinese language 

on a daily basis (less than a quarter of the population). Urban parents are raising their 

children in Indonesian or English, and the language has disappeared from the island’s 

government, mass media, and education system. The Balinese language has a written 

form, but since it is no longer taught in schools, most Balinese people use it solely for 

oral communication and frequently mix it with Indonesian.13 Among Balinese migrants in 

Java and Indonesia, the Balinese language is extensively used, and this fact plays an 

important role in the survival of the language. 

In recent years, fund-raising for developing materials for teaching Balinese 

writing has taken place via social media and crowd-sourcing. BASAbali uses wiki 

                                                           

13The more formal registers of Balinese contain extensive borrowings from Javanese, and an 
ancient form of classical Javanese (Kawi) is used for religious and ceremonial purposes on Bali. 
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technology to get the Balinese public involved in developing a multimedia, online 

Balinese dictionary. There is a Balinese Digital Library at: Google has a Balinese 

homepage. Balinese priests carry cell phones in their sarongs, a startling juxtaposition 

of the traditional and the modern. 

4. Conclusions 

 The preservation and revitalization of an endangered language can take many 

forms. Table 3 presents some of the most common which are being used today and can 

be among the eight languages presented in this paper.  

Table 3: Language Revitalization Initiatives 
 

Low Tech Media:  
Printing Newspapers; books; banners; comics; 
Radio News programs and language lessons; community or 

state-backed radio stations 
Audio recordings Spoken language cassettes, CDs, and podcasts 
Videos/movies DVDs; captioned movies; film festivals 
TV programs News; language classes; soap operas; community or 

state-backed TV stations 
High Tech Media:  
Computer Dedicated keyboards; programs; statistical modeling 

programs for reconstructing ancient languages 
Web Wikis; online digital libraries; online dictionaries; 

Rosetta Stone learning program; Facebook groups; 
online language maps; databases; tracking of Twitter 
via Indigenous Tweets program; YouTube channels  

Interactive Blogs; video games; video conferencing; interactive 
graphics; crowd sourcing for language projects 

Smart phones Keyboards; mobile apps; Living Tongue’s talking 
dictionaries; electronic flashcards; Transparent 
Languages courses 

 

It appears that the fear that the Internet would make small languages invisible 

has not really come to pass. In a growing number of cases, such as the ones we have 

examined in this paper, the opposite has occurred. Utilizing myriad forms of cyber-
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communication has actually allowed endangered language groups to solidify their 

positions, create solidarity with diasporic populations, initiate or perpetuate literary 

production, and make their presence known in the world. Having modern tools at their 

disposal empowers threatened language speakers, particularly the young who are the 

ones who will turn things around if they have the desire and organize themselves. 

It is my fervent hope that they are able to do so, since we all stand to benefit. 
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