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      1. The Languages of the World  
 

1) How Many Languages Are There in the World? 
 
There is no precise answer, because there are nearly 6000. This number can rise if you also consider other 
various dialects of a given language.  
The languages of the world are very different for number of speakers: for example, some have more than a 
billion speakers (English, Mandarin Chinese), while others have a few speakers (a few thousands, if not 
hundreds, for example some languages spoken by Australian Aborigines). 
 
Nevertheless, can we classify the various languages of the world in some way?  
A first criterion for the classification could be the speakers number. Linguasphere, an organization 
dedicated to the study of world languages, has proposed a classification system from 0 to 10, that goes 
from:  

• 9 (languages that have more than 1 billion speakers) 
• 0 (extinct languages) 

 
According to Linguasphere, the languages more spoken in the world are the following (for speakers 
number): 
• 9 more than 1 billion speakers (e.g., English, Mandarin Chinese) 
• 8 more than 100 million speakers (e.g., Hindu, Spanish, Urdu)  
• 7 more than 10 million speakers (e.g., French, Italian) 
• 6 more than 1 million speakers (e.g., Latvian, Ewe language, etc.) 
• 5 more than 100,000 speakers (e.g., Basque, Maru, etc.) 
• 4 more than 10,000 speakers (e.g., Tagdal, Paiwan, etc.) 
• 3 more than 1,000 speakers (e.g., Oruma, Lhomi, etc.) 
• 2 more than 100 speakers (e.g., Utu, Torau, etc.) 
• 1 less than 100 speakers (e.g., Dulbu, Miwa, etc.) 
• 0 extinct languages (e.g., Emok, Pali, etc.)  
 
According to Linguasphere, Italian has 7 as a classification number, with more than 10 million speakers but 
less than 100 million. 
However, to classify the languages on the basis of speakers number is not very significant from a linguistic 
point of view: to linguists, both Mandarin Chinese and a language in danger of extinction have the same 
value.  
Another possible criterion to classify the languages is geography. We could categorize languages according 
to the continent in which they are spoken, as to say their territorial distribution: “Languages of Europe,” 
“Languages of Asia,” etc… but it is always a non-linguistic classification criterion. 
It would be more appropriate to search for properly linguistic criteria, that is to say based on properties 
that vary for language to language.  
All languages share certain characteristics called Linguistic Universals but, undoubtedly, some languages 
are “closer” to each other than others.  
 
How do you establish and define this proximity? From a linguistic point-of-view, it is possible to classify 
them in three categories: 
 

• Genealogy 
• Typology 
• Area of Diffusion 
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Two languages make parts of the same genealogical grouping if they derive from the same mother 
language (or mother tongue). An evident case: the Romance or Neo-Latin languages (Italian, Spanish, 
French, Portuguese, Romanian, etc…), all derived from a mother tongue, Latin. 
In turn, the Romance languages and Latin are part of a more expansive genealogical unit: the Indo-
European Linguistic Family. 
 

2) What are the Linguistic Families?  
 
The systematic study of the languages and the typological and structural comparisons have carried to the 
identification of similarities between some languages, such that they can assume their descent from a 
common ancestral language. To this bond of kinship has been given the name of Linguistic Family.  
Although many aspects of the evolution are still controversial, the processes on whose basis the languages 
evolve and spread in the territory are by now clear. The genetic researches on various populations around 
the world have recently led to the drafting of a family tree of human populations based on genetic traits, 
which is largely superimposable on a similar tree built only with linguistic data.  
Agricultural propagation. The development of agriculture by nuclear community of collectors, leading to 
increased food availability, higher birth rate and decrease in premature deaths, has driven to the increase 
of local population density, and also to the need for arable land expansion and for grazing land availability, 
with family communities moving around the territory. The languages of the original communities have 
spread and evolved following the spreading of agriculture in a form of slow demic diffusion that, over 
thousands of years, would lead the establishment of language families spread over vast territories: 
 

Indo-European, tied to the domestication of wheat, from Anatolia to the Balkans, to the 
European Russia and to the whole continent, up to the above mentioned northern latitude 
limit, with the exclusion of  the Basque area. 

Elamo-Dravidian, from the zone of the Zagros to the Indian Peninsula 

Semito-Hamitic, in the Middle East and Northern Africa 

Niger-Kordofanian, originated in Sub-Saharan Africa and spread in the basins of the Niger, 
Congo, and Zambezi   

Sino-Tibetan, tied to the domestication of millet and rice in China 

Austronesian, originated from the cultivation of taro and rice in South Western Asia and 
spread over a period of 10,000 years from Madagascar to Easter Island.   

 
Diffusion tied to recent climatic mutations. A new opportunity of human diffusion was born with the end of 
the last glacial period (around 10,000 years ago) and the beginning of the general warming of the lands 
emerging from the sea: the strip of land situated beyond the 54th parallel was progressively populated by 
groups of people that spoke different languages, whose evolution would carry to the linguistic families:  
 

Urlic, Northern part of Europe 

Chukchi-Kamchadal, extreme Asian Russia  

Na-dene, Canada 
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Eskimo-Aleut, in the arctic and sub-arctic costal regions of the American continent and in the 
extreme strip of North West Siberia 

 
Replacement by dominant languages. In the course of late prehistory and historic eras, some linguistic 
families increased their development due to the leading effect of cultures that succeeded in imposing their 
control over other territories, thanks to their organization and the prestige coming from the possession of 
certain technologies or the military forces. Such was, in fact, the development of the Indo-European family 
towards Iran, Pakistan and Northern India in the second millennium b.C., and the development of the Altaic 
family in Central Asia, based on the strength of horse-riding warriors. 
In a historic perspective that is more familiar to us, we can think about the presence of the Koine Greek 
language in the Mediterranean basin, due to the prestige of the Greek culture, and the presence of Latin in 
European countries, first due to the strength of arms and then on the prestige of the Catholic Church.   
 
Genealogical Classification: the Main Linguistic Families 
 

 
 
Genealogical Classification: The Linguistic Families 
 
• Indo-European Family 
• Afro-Asiatic Family (or Chamito-Semitic Family) 

o Composed of numerous language families in an area comprehended among Northern 
Africa, Middle East and part of Eastern Africa. For example: Ancient Egyptian, Arabic and 
Hebrew 

• Uralic Family 
o Composed of numerous languages spoken in East Europe and in Central and Northern Asia. 

Official languages: Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian  
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• Sino-Tibetan Family 
o Among others, Mandarin Chinese (the language with the greatest number of speakers all 

over the world), Tibetan, Lolo-Burmese.  
• Niger-Kordofanian Family 

o Include the majority of the languages spoken in the Southern part of Sahara Desert, such as 
Swahili (around 60 million speakers, diffused in Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Rwanda). 

• Altaic Family 
o Composed of the languages from Central Asian like Mongolian and Turkish 

• Caucasian Family 
o Georgian, Abkhaz, Dargwa, Svan 

• Other Linguistic Families 
o Dravidian (Southern India: Tamil, Telugu) 
o Austro-Asiatic (Khmer, Vietnamese)  
o Austronesian (Malagasy language in Madagascar, Bahasa language in Indonesia) 

 
There are other minor linguistic families that include a limited number of languages: 

• the language family of the American Indians (or native Americans): there are more than 100 and 
each one gathers together a few languages 

• the languages of the Australian Aborigines are numerous and not attributable to one only family, or 
just a few. 

To indicate these languages, we often refer to geographical criteria: we talk about American languages and 
Australian languages. There are also “isolated” languages, which do not seem in relationship with other 
languages, such as: Basque, Japanese or Korean.  
 

3) The Indo-European Linguistic Family 
 
The Indo-European linguistic family is one of the more important discoveries in the history of linguistics: 
The Sanskrit (an ancient Indian Language) and some European languages, like Latin and Greek, are 
genealogically related. To indicate this linguistic family was coined the word Indo-European. Other 
equivalent words for “Indo-European” are Ario-European and Indo-Germanic. 
 
The Indo-European subdivision into groups and sub-groups:  
 

 The Indo-Iranian Group, subdivided into two groups:  
o Indian Group: includes various ancient languages (Sanskrit,  Vedic) and modern languages 

(Hindu,  Urdu) 
o Iranian Group: further subdivided into two branches: 

 Western Iranian languages (Old Persian, Avestian, Modern Persian, Kurdish) 
 Southern Iranian Languages (Pashto language or Afghan)  

 The Tocharian Group: represented by two extinct languages,  Tocharian A and B (documentary 
evidence has been provided by some texts dating back from the half to the end of 1st millennium 
a.D., discovered at the beginning of the 19th century in the Chinese region of Xinjiang). 

 The Anatolian Group includes many languages, diffused between the 1st and 2nd millennium a.D. in 
the present-day Turkey, today extinct. Much documentary evidence has been provided for Hittite 
language. 

 The Armenian Group is represented by a single language, Armenian 

 The Albanian Group is represented by a single language, Albanian (spoken in Albania, Kosovo and 
Macedonia). Albanian dialects are also spoken in some regions of Southern Italy (above all Calabria 
and Sicily). 

 The Slavic Group: divided into three subgroups 
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 Eastern Slavic (Russian, Belorussian, and Ukrainian)  

 Western Slavic (Polish, Czech, Slovak) 

 Southern Slavic (Bulgarian, Macedonian, Serbo-Croat and Slovenian) 

 The Baltic Group (Lithuanian, Latvian) and various languages now extinct, included Old Prussian 

 The Hellenic Group represented by a single language, Greek. Spoken in Greece, Cyprus and also by 
linguistic minorities in Bulgaria and Albania. Greek dialects are also present in Southern Italy 
(mainly in Puglia).   

 The Italic Group is divided into two subgroups:     
a. Eastern Italic: includes some languages of ancient Italy (Oscan, Umbrian, Samnite language, 

attested by documents dating back to the last centuries BC)    
b. Western Italic (or Italian-Faliscan languages) includes Latin, whose existence was provided 
since about 600 b.C., and that gave birth to Neo-Latin or Romance languages; Portuguese, Spanish, 
French, Italian, Romanian (official languages of state); Galician, Catalan, the different varieties of 
Ladin (Romansh language spoken in southeastern canton of Grisons -Switzerland-, Central or 
Dolomitic Ladin –Dolomitic wide valleysaround the Sella Group-, and Friulian), and finally the 
Provençal (languages with regional recognition). 

 The German group: divided into three subgroups     

a. East Germanic (Gothic, now extinct, documented by some parts of a Bible translation of the 
4th century AD);     

b. North Germanic or Nordic (Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Icelandic and Faroese)    

c. West Germanic, which is divided into two branches:     

▪ Anglo-Frisian: Frisian (recognized language in Friesland, a region of the 
Netherlands) and English;     

▪ Dutch-German: that is, Dutch or language of the Netherlands (Netherlands and 
Belgium), German (Germany, Austria, Switzerland), Afrikaans (variety of Dutch 
spoken in Zimbabwe, Namibia and South Africa), Yiddish ( 'Jewish language'), a 
German dialect spoken by the Jews of Germany, spread in Eastern Europe. 

 The Celtic group includes languages spoken long time ago (up to the beginning of the Christian era) 
mainly in Western Europe, and nowadays – with some exceptions – limited to the British Isles. 

         It is divided into two subgroups:     

a. Gaelic: that includes Irish (the unique official Celtic language of a State) and Gaelic 
(Scotland); 

b. Brittonic branch: which includes Cymraeg or Welsh, spoken in Wales; Cornish, once spoken 
in Cornwall (South West of England) and now extinct; Breton, spoken in Brittany, north-
western region of France. 

The classification according to the area of diffusion underlines similarities between languages 
genealogically unrelated, or that are just “distant relatives”, but that have developed anyway some 
structural characteristics in common thanks to linguistic contact, as they are spoken in the same 
geographical area. For example, Chinese and Japanese are unrelated languages, but both have developed 
common characteristics through contact. 
 
Finally, typological classification. Two languages are typologically correlated if they have got one or more 
characteristics in common: this relation is independent from the fact that such languages are genealogically 
related. 
In which aspects do we have to find such common features? In the word structure (morphological typology) 
and in the structure of the groups of words and phrases (syntactic typology). 
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