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‘if you lose your money, you’ve lost 
something; if you lose your house 
and property, you have lost 
something very important; if you 
lose your country, you will have 
suffered a great loss... but if you lose 
your culture and language, then you 
have lost everything’

Karen saying
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About 97% of the world’s people speak about 4% 
of the world’s languages; and conversely, about 

96% of the world’s languages are spoken by 
about 3% of the world’s people.

Most of the world’s linguistic diversity, then, is 
under the stewardship of a very small number of 

people; at least 50% of the world’s nearly six 
thousand languages are losing speakers.

About 90% of the world’s 6,500 languages
may be replaced by dominant languages

by the end of the 21st century.
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What are linguists doing?
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...and the anthropologists?
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40,000 farmers, porters and carpenters,
shamans are religious & medical professionals

abject poverty, high levels of debt,
low education, minimal access to healthcare

Thami is an endangered Tibeto-Burman
language which has no script of its own
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extremely complex grammar, but a
vocabulary of only around 3,000 words

elevation and relative distance all marked,
flora and fauna lexicon very elaborate

a ritual language used by shamans is
even more endangered than the vernacular
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World Oral Literature Project

An urgent global initiative to document and 
make accessible endangered oral literatures 

before they disappear without record

launched in January 2009
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Why oral literature?

...ritual texts, curative chants, epic 
poems, musical genres, folk tales, 

creation tales, songs, myths, spells, 
legends, proverbs, riddles, tongue-

twisters, word games, recitations, life 
histories or and form of verbal art
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Why now?
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Our programme
supplemental grants

digital archiving of heritage collections

workshops, lectures & publications

database & scoping exercise
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Supplemental Grants
ease of access: no application form, no deadlines

focus on documentation not theory

indigenous researchers and community cultural 
organisations encouraged to apply

90 expressions of interest, 30 proposals submitted
18 projects already funded, 4 others under review
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www.oralliterature.org
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