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Languages Racing to Extinction in 5 

Global "Hotspots" 
  

Stefan Lovgren 

for National Geographic News 

September 18, 2007 

From Alaska to Australia, hundreds of languages around the world are 

teetering on the brink of extinction—some being spoken only by a single 

person, according to a new study.  

The research has revealed five hotspots where languages are vanishing most 

rapidly: eastern Siberia, northern Australia, central South America, Oklahoma, and 

the U.S. Pacific Northwest (see map of the hotspots).  

"Languages are undergoing a global extinction 

crisis that greatly exceeds the pace of species 

extinction," said David Harrison, a linguistics 

professor at Pennsylvania's Swarthmore 

College.  

Harrison and Gregory Anderson, both affiliated 

with the Living Tongues Institute for 

Endangered Languages in Oregon, traveled 

the world to interview the last speakers of 

critically endangered languages as part of the 

National Geographic Society's Enduring Voices 

Project.  

(National Geographic News is a division of the 

National Geographic Society.)  

More than half of the world's 7,000 languages 

are expected to die out by the end of the 

century, often taking with them irreplaceable 

knowledge about the natural world, Harrison 

said.  

"Most of what we know about species and 

ecosystems is not written down anywhere, it's 

only in people's heads," he said.  

"We are seeing in front of our eyes the erosion of the human knowledge base."  

Slow Deaths  

In the last 500 years, an estimated half of the world's languages, from Etruscan to 

Tasmanian, have become extinct.  

But researchers say the languages of the world are now vanishing faster than ever 

in recorded history.  

More than 500 languages may be spoken by fewer than ten people.  

Continued on Next Page >>

 

 

  

Enlarge Photo 

 Printer Friendly 
 

Email to a Friend 

RELATED  

"New World" Film Revives Extinct 

Native American Tongue (January 

20, 2006)  

Genes May Influence Language 

Learning, Study Suggests (May 

29, 2007)  

National Geographic Society 

Enduring Voices Project  

LATEST NEWS VIDEOS 

 Video: Thais Celebrate 

Ancient Gods  

 Video: Volcano 

SOURCES AND RELATED WEB 

SITES  

Living Tongues Institute for 

Endangered Languages  

 15 Most Popular News Pages  

 Photos in the News  

 News Videos  

ADVERTISEMENT 

LATEST PHOTOS IN THE NEWS 

More Photos in the News 

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC'S PHOTO OF THE DAY  

NEWS FEEDS          

 
Get our news delivered directly to your desktop—free.  

How to Use XML or RSS  

Podcasts 

FREE NEWSLETTER 

 

Week in Photos: Fake Tornado, 
Bomber Reborn, More 

Oldest Known Reptile Tracks Found

Photo Gallery: Oil, Potatoes Signs of 
Greenland Warming 

• Today's Photo 

• Download as Wallpaper

National Geographic to Go   

National Geographic News, 
Videos, and More 
Download Podcasts   

Page 1 of 2Languages Racing to Extinction in 5 Global "Hotspots"

10/21/2007http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/09/070918-languages-extinct.html



    

More Videos in the News  

Evacuations Grow  

 Video: Czech Gypsies 

Embrace Hip-Hop  

Sign up for our free Inside National Geographic 

newsletter. 

Every two weeks we'll send you our top stories and 

photos (see sample).  

 
 

 

Sponsored Links 

Are You Nursing Material? 

Take this Quiz to Find Out if Nursing is the Career For 
You. 

 
Super Cheap Flights 

Search 40+ airlines & discount travel sites for really 
cheap flights. 

 
Buy Affordable Digital Cameras 

Find a wide range of computer accessories at Lou-
shack.ibuilder.com. We sell digital cameras, video 
cameras, mother boards, processor chips and more. Free 
shipping. Money-back guarantee. 

 
Digital Camera 

Cool, Compact & Loaded w/Features. Just the right price. 
Learn more. 

 
Orlando Marriott. Up to 30% Off 

Save up to 30% off Orlando this Fall. Marriott Hotels & 
Resorts. 

 

Email the News Staff Contact Other Staff

Home | Animals | Daily News | Environment | History | Kids | Maps | Music | People & Places | Photography | Video 

Magazines | Shop | Subscriptions | TV & Film | Stock Footage Sales | Travel With Us | About the Society | Educators 

Give to NGS | Contact Us | Newsletters | Jobs | Site Index | Press Room | Customer Service | Advertise With Us | Global Sites | Terms of Service | Privacy Policy 

© 1996-2007 National Geographic Society. All rights reserved. 

Page 2 of 2Languages Racing to Extinction in 5 Global "Hotspots"

10/21/2007http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/09/070918-languages-extinct.html


