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The problem

Language classification is a very important subject for
encyclopedias since Diderot’s ,,Encyclopédie™ (1751-
1772)

All the major encyclopedias contain articles about the
most important language families (e.g. Indo-European,
Uralic, Austronesian).

However, there is often no consensus (even among
specialists) which language families are valid unit of
language classification, or which languages belong to
which families.

How is this uncertainty to be represented in
encyclopedias, which should contain only
uncontroversial information?



The sources

The following encyclopedias were
consulted: Croatian Encyclopedia (HE),
Encyclopedia Britannica, Great Russian
Encyclopedia (BRE), Brockhaus,
Larousse,Treccani, Wikipedia

Both internet and paper editions were
used; unless otherwise stated, the data in
this presentation are from the internet
editions.






Main language tamilies




Number of language tamilies by
continents

Source: www.glotolog.org

Africa: 59

Australia and “Papunesia”(roughly corresponding to our Australia and Oceania): 178

Eurasia: 46
North America: §2
South America: 117




What are language tamilies?

Maximal sets of languages for which we can
prove that they are genetically related, i.e. that
they developed from a single proto-language
(informally — in the way that Romance
languages, such as French, Portuguese and
[talian, developed from Latin).

Very few encyclopedias (e.g. HE and British
Encyclopedia) contain a precise definition of
what a language family is.



The proot of genetic relatedness

What constitutes a proof of genetic relatedness? Shared
features that cannot be attributed to chance or contact
(borrowing).

Languages differ to a large extent, so there is no single
set of grammatical features that all languages must
have.

Most languages have at least some morphological
paradigms (sets of words with the same basic meaning,
but different grammatical function).

Correspondences in morphological paradigms can
usually be considered as proof of genetic relatedness.



Lat.

sum
es

est
sumus
estis
sunt

Formal (morphological)

Skt.

asmi
asi
asti
smas
Stha
santi

correspondences

Hitt. Lith.

esmi esu

esl esl

eszIi yra
esweni esame
esteni esate
asanzi yra



Indo-European languages




The validity of Indo-European family is
not controversial, and neither is the set of
languages that constitute it.

What is controversial is its internal
structure (branching).

One widespread classification divides
Indo-European into Anatolian and the
reset (the ,,Indo-Hittite hypothesis” of E.
Sturtevant).
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An alternative sub-classification
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The treatment oif Indo-European
In encyclopedias
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hitps://www.britannica.com/topi
c/Indo-European-languages
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Indo-Eunropean languages, family of langnages spoken in most of Ewrops
and areas of Enropean settlement and in much of Southwest and South Asia.
The term Indo-Hittite ks used by scholars who believe that Hittite and the other
Anatolian languages are not just one branch of Indo- Eurepean bat eather a
branch coordinate with all the rest pat together; thas, Indo-Hittite has been
wsed] for a family consisting, of Indo-European proper plos Anatolian. As long as
this view is neither definitively proved nor disproved, it is convenient to keep

the traditiomal use of the term Indo<European.




Language families of Africa




y2oumpers” and ,,oplitters™

Greenberg (1955, 1963): only four indigenous language
families in Africa (Afro-Asiatic, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-
Kordofanian, Khoisan) + Malagasy (a late Austronesian
immigration to Madagascar).

Although this classification is still found in most
textbooks of linguistics (including my own), as well as
encyclopedias, it has been cast into doubt.

Today most experts agree that Khoisan is not a family
(but an areal grouping).

Similar doubts have been expressed with respect to
Niger-Kordofanian (now usually called Niger-Congo)
and Nilo-Saharan.



Several languages previously classified to one of the
families are now considered isolates (e.g. Laal in
Chad).

Glottolog.org (a reliable internet source) lists 59
language families in Africa!

Much comparative work has been done on several
uncontroversial low level groupings (e.g. Mande, North
and South Atlantic)

Several languages and groups of languages are known
by different names (e.qg. Peul, Fulbe, Fulfulda, Pulari)
How much of this has found its way to the
encyclopedias?



Niger-Congo languages
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Evidence for Niger-Congo: noun
classes (genders)

Class 3 4 (plof |5 6 (plof5 | 6a
no. 1 3)

Kordofan
lan

Atlantic
Oti-Volta

Togo
Remnant

Benue-
Congo

Bantu mu-, ju- 1 ma-, ga-

Typical  people liquids
referents

Source: Schadeberg (1989)



sub-classification of Niger-Congo

Niger-Congo

Mande]  [Atiantio-Congs

Atiantic 501
-~
-~

~
SONNE Morth Yolta-Congo
~
‘\
Krufl|[Kwa [Dogon [ Gur || Adamawa-Ubangi

© 2000 Encyclopadia Britannica, Inc.

Note: ,Kwa” is polysemous; Atlantic, Adamawa-Ubangi and
Kordofanian are not considered to be single branches by most
africanists; Mande may not be a NC language after all.



Treatment ot Niger-Congo in

encvclopedias
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https://www.britannica.com/topi

c/Niger-Congo-languages
Niger-Congo languages
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Niger-Congo languages, a [amily of languages of Africa, which in terms al the

pumber of langiages spoken, their geographic extent, and the number of
speakers is by far the largest language fambly in Afrbea The area in which these
languages are spoken stretehes from Dakar, Senegal, af the westernmost tip of
the: comtinent, east to Mombasa in Kerya and south to Cape Town, South Afriea.
Excluding morthern Africa (Mauritania to Egypt and Sudan) and the Horn of
Africa (Ethéopia to Somalia), some 85 percent of the population of Africa—at
least Goo million people—speak a Miger-Congo language- In two conntries,
Miger and Chad, Niger-Congo languages are spolen by a minority. In northern
Migeria, northern Uganda, and Kenya there are substantial populations
speaking other languages, but even in these countries the majority of the

population speaks a Niger-Congo language.

Miger-Congo languages



Nilo-Saharan languages
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Songhai

Sakharan

Maban

Fur

East
Sudanic

Central
Sudanic

Berta

Evidence tor Nilo-Saharan

Negatio
n

_ng'

(Maban, pl.

Pron.)

k- (pl.
Dem.)

-gu (dem.

Pl., Nera)

-ge (pl.
Pron.
Bagirmi)

-gu (dem.

PL)

nd, ng
(Nera)

ka (pres.
Nera)
nanga -ku (Kara)
(Bagirmi)

naano
(Undu dial.)

hari tufa
(Zerma)

-dar- (Gao)

orui ,river” tefa
(Kanuri)

are ,,lake” tuf (Masalit)

roo ,,river”

Ar-(a)?
,rainy
season”

(r)ro




Treatment of Nilo-Saharan in

encyclopedias
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https://www.britannica.com/topi
c/Nilo-Saharan-languages
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Nilo-Saharan languages
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Nilo-Saharan languages, a group of languages that form one of the four
language stocks or families on the African continent, the others being Afro-
Asiatic, Khoisan, and Niger-Congo. The Nilo-Saharan languages are presumed
to be descended from a common ancestral language and, therefore, to be
genetically related. The family covers major areas east and north of Lake
Victoria in East Africa and extends westward as far as the Niger valley in Mali,
West Africa, Its genetic unity was first proposed in a classificatory study dating
from 1963 by the American linguist and anthropologist Joseph H. Greenberg.




Internet resources

WALS (wals.info)
Glottolog (glottolog.org)
Ethnologue (www.ethnologue.com)

Standard codes for languages and families (used by
internet sources) are not explained in most
encyclopedias (except Wiki). Wikipedia contains more
information and uses more of the constantly updated
internet-based sources than national encyclopedias. It
also uses international codes (ISO and Glottolog) to
identify languages.



Welcome to WALS Online

Tha World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS) is a large databasa of structunal (phonologcal, grammatical, lexical) proparties of
languagas gathered from descnptive mabtanals (such as reference grermmars) by a eam of 55 authors
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Glottolog
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Ethnologue

“ach About RS P

|
!

$ JJ4/ Ethnoloduce
| ,/// Languages of the World

y

Explore The
World’s Languages

Ethnoblod

s . Lo ATUS and .
Wek omme 1o the 7 o eddBon Yahadian OFce US 3N Lo
Lanpuaoes How do you wy,

fabeuwy 21N A O ol v A N - P
B e A v your hanch ™!

8) s (e e b3 Y phere g ) 20N SB | Dutun-4b-"Dusstensd i3 ke
e wmatons Mot L seoe [iry we oy g~ paogde od b Wy o AT i Do F P NC Te milind W

PhEway W g @ Ve i pe—o SR 3 L AP Puaeie TN VA G
SR 30] Dy TN LB I NN T atan ot

" b W Page ey S Se TN

VW (0 e alt »



ISO / Glottolog codes
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Hative to
Region

Ethmicity

| anguage
Tamily

Wikipedia Fula/Fulani/Peul

Fula
Fulani, Fulah, Pedul

Fuiioe ayresaeh
Fuiaar psoul
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Weslem Alrica
The Sahel
Fula
Miger-Congo
» Sanhc<Caongo
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= Senegambian
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Latin
firahic
adlam

Languags Coddes
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Conclusions

A good encyclopedia article about a language family
should:

(1) give a reasonable assessment of its validity

(2) discuss problems of its sub-classification

(3) give a list of culturally/typologically/politically
most important languages of that family

(4) inform the reader how this family is treated in other
reliable (including internet-based) sources
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Thanks!
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