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Language documentation

Language documentation is the creation, annotation, 
preservation and dissemination of transparent records of a 
language. – Woodbury (2011:159)

• Shaped by capabilities of contemporary technologies

•Key response of the field of linguistics to global patterns of 
language endangerment

• Increased engagement by linguists with diverse speaker 
communities all over the world
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Population range Living languages Number of speakers

Count Percent Cumulative Total Percent Cumulative

100,000,000 to 999,999,999 8 0.1 0.1% 2,736,892,880 40.38033 40.38033%

10,000,000 to 99,999,999 85 1.2 1.3% 2,699,413,660 39.82735 80.20768%

1,000,000 to 9,999,999 308 4.3 5.7% 962,414,866 14.19954 94.40722%

100,000 to 999,999 969 13.7 19.3% 309,471,921 4.56597 98.97319%

10,000 to 99,999 1,803 25.4 44.7% 61,598,950 0.90884 99.88203%

1,000 to 9,999 1,969 27.7 72.5% 7,516,041 0.11089 99.99292%

100 to 999 1,047 14.8 87.2% 466,977 0.00689 99.99981%

10 to 99 316 4.5 91.7% 12,150 0.00018 99.99999%

1 to 9 151 2.1 93.8% 608 0.00001 100.00000%

0 248 3.5 97.3% 0 0.00000 100.00000%

Unknown 193 2.7 100.0%

Totals 7,097 100.0 6,777,788,053 100.00000

Distribution of world’s languages

https://www.ethnologue.com/statistics/size

94% of the world’s people speak 6% of its languages
94% of the world’s languages are spoken by 6% of its people
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distribution may have existed in earlier times as well. As a matter for future
research, computer simulations might be used to test whether this hypothesis
is viable.

It seems to be the case that the rank-size curve for language families
(measured in terms of numbers of languages) has a greater degree of inertia
than the corresponding curve for language sizes (measured in terms of
numbers of speakers). Possibly, the former will in the future assume the
current shape of the latter.

In this section we have seen that while power-law distributions are wide-
spread they are not ubiquitous. Thus, we need to learn more about the
conditions that govern their presence not only to explain the power laws
themselves, but also to explain cases where they are absent.
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Figure 6a
Rank-ordering of language sizes measured as numbers of speakers according to

Ethnologue (Grimes 2000)
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Figure 6b
Rank-ordering of language sizes on a log–log scale

POWER-LAW DI STR I BUT ION OF LANGUAGE FAMILY S I ZE S

129

Source: Wichmann (2005:129)

Power law distribution of speaker populations

Gone by the end of the century?



Core activities of documentation

•Collection of recordings of naturalistic speech

•Transcription and annotation of those recordings

•Preparing recordings for archival deposit

•Typically accompanied by analytical work aimed at 
producing grammatical and lexical description of a language

•Many projects also include socio-cultural components

•Nature of interaction with communities is a key concern
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KPAAM-CAM

• Key Pluridisciplinary Advances in African Multilingualism

• Collaboration between U. Buffalo, U. Yaoundé I, U. Buea, U. 
Bamenda, and the CATUC, Bamenda

• Fieldwork, training models, and computational tools

• Long-term goal: Longitudinal investigation of language change 
in a diverse region of the Cameroonian Grassfields

• New subproject: Multilingualism and socio-spatial networks

• See https://ubwp.buffalo.edu/kpaamcam (under development)
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Lower Fungom
At the northern edge of the Grassfields
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Lower Fungom
• 13 villages
• 7–9 “languages”
• 5 local isolates
• 2 dialect clusters
• 12,000(?) people
• Rural economy
• Localist attitudes
• Multilingualism/

multilectalism 
pervasive



Source of linguistic diversity

• The guiding linguistic research question: Why is this region 
so linguistically diverse?

• Requires detailed descriptions of its diversity, as well as 
theoretical models of its development and maintenance

• My personal interests are largely typological and historical

• The research draws on tools from anthropology, history, 
geography, applied linguistics, and computer science
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Language and politics

• We’ve developed an ethnographic analysis of the relationship 
between languages and local political entities

• The local political system seems to serve as a buffer against 
language endangerment

• The state-level system is, at best, neutral, and is saliently 
organized around an “anglophone”/“francophone” split

• How do different layers of linguistic identity promote or 
inhibit political stability?
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