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Emerging digital domains for Native 
North American languages 



Goals 
●  Distinguish two types of digital language domains 

○  primary communities (in the language) 
○  secondary communities (about the language) 

●  Provide some examples of each type of digital 
language community 

●  Discuss prospects for Native American language 
maintenance in an increasingly digital world 



Digital Language Communities 
●  primary communities 

○  language is performed digitally 
○  embedded in the digital domain 
○  supports raising children as “digital natives” 
○  necessary to avoid “digital language death” (Kornai 2013) 

●  secondary communities 
○  digitally-mediated domains for language use 
○  digital versions of what Golla (2001) called “secondary 

language communities” 
○  largely free of evaluative filters and linguistic purism which 

have impeded the success of traditional language programs  



Primary digital communities 
●  operating system support 
●  spell checkers 
●  automated speech recognition (ASR) 
●  web-based content (e.g., Wikipedia) 



Operating system support 
●  Interaction between humans and digital devices is 

mediated by an operating system (OS) 
●  Worldwide, only 16 languages are “thriving” at the 

level of OS support (Kornai 2013) 
●  None of these 16 are Native North American 

languages 



Mac OS 10.11 El Capitan 
●  full support for 30 (+3) languages 
●  limited support for 262 languages, including 

○  Unangam Tunuu (Aleut, ale) 
○  Hinóno'etíít (Arapaho, arp) 
○  ᏣᎳᎩ ᎦᏬᏂᎯᏍᏗ (Cherokee, chr) 
○  Tsėhésenėstsetȯ (Cheyenne, chy) 
○  Mvskoke (Creek, mus) 
○  ᐃᓄᒃᑎᑐᑦ (Inuktitut, ike) 
○  Kalaallisut (Greenlandic, kal) 
○  Lakȟól'iyapi (Lakota, lkt) 
○  Míkmawísimk (Micmac, mic) 
○  Kanien’kéha (Mohawk, moh) 
○  Diné Bizaad (Navajo, nav) 
○  Shiwi’ma (Zuni, zun).  







Apple iOS 9 
●  built-in support for 46 languages 
●  ability for developers to support 

any language via the ISO 639-3 
code 

●  largely ignored by developers of 
apps for Native American 
languages 



Wikipedia 
●  289 languages 
●  340 additional at the “incubator” stage (at least 5 

active editors) 

http://reportcard.wmflabs.org/ 







Diné Bizaad  2369 
Kalaallisut  1568 
ᏣᎳᎩ ᎦᏬᏂᎯᏍᏗ  443 
Inuktitut  384 
Inupiaq  371 
Tsėhésenėstsetȯ  369 

Native language Wikipedias 



Secondary communities 
●  websites / web presence 

○  static 
○  portal 
○  interactive 

●  mobile apps 
●  games 
●  social network sites 











Social network sites 
●  asynchronous, though in practice interaction 

 takes place in a near-synchronous manner 
●  occupy a space between synchronous face-to-face 

conversation and asynchronous written 
communication 

●  largely free of purism and evaluative filters which 
can plague language revitalization programs  

●  users more willing to explore and experiment  
●  nearly every Native American language has at least 

one Facebook group   



Native language use on Facebook 
 > 50% post at least once per week 
 > 40% of read Native language daily  



Most conversations about meanings and how to 
express something in Native language 



Social media provides a venue for 
language use 







Prospects 



Technology was once anathema 

“Although cyber-space can be put to use for [reversing 
language shift] purposes, neither computer programs, 
e-mail, search engines, the web as a whole, chat boxes 
or anything directly related to any or all of them can 
substitute for face-to-face interaction with real family 
imbedded in real community.”  

(Fishman 1991, emphasis original) 



Technology has become essential 
●  Digital communities are now no less “real” than 

face-to-face communities 
●  Granted, there is no “technical fix” which can by 

itself lead to continued language survival 
(Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998) 

●  However, without digital technologies Native 
American languages cannot continue to play a role a 
communicative systems  



But to what end? 
●  Secondary digital language communities not only 

emerging but even beginning to mature 
○  active for almost all languages 

●  Primary digital language communities are almost 
non-existent 

■  only Kalaallisut has an active primary digital 
language community, with support for text input 
and spell checking 



“less than 5% of languages can 
still ascend to the digital realm” 

Will Native languages be relegated to 
secondary digital communities? 



Can languages survive without a 
primary digital community? 
●  Digital archives and secondary digital communities 

created from them cannot replace the 
communicative function of language  

●  “Just as the dodo is no less extinct for skeleta, 
drawings, or fossils being preserved in museums of 
natural history, online audio files of an elder 
tribesman reciting folk poetry will not facilitate 
digital ascent….” (Kornai 2013) 

●  This may well be too harsh. 
●  Just as good museums engage visitors, good 

secondary language communities can engage 
speakers in an active, participatory role 



Summary 
●  “Can the web save my language?” (Buszard-Welcher 

2001) 
○  No. 
○  But digital technologies can foster  

(secondary) communities of speakers. 
●  Can I save my language without the web? 

○  No.   
○  Digital technologies are not merely providing new 

domains for Native languages;  
○  they are facilitating a transformation, a shift into a 

world in which digital communication is the norm.  
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