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Language Disappearance Across the World and the Crisis in Africa 

By Trésor Daniel MEFIRE 

Introduction 

Languages are far more than mere tools of communication, they are living repositories of 

human thought, cultural identity, and ancestral wisdom. Each language encodes a unique 

worldview, ecological knowledge, and oral traditions that have evolved over millennia. Yet, 

linguistic diversity is collapsing at an unprecedented rate. According to UNESCO (2023), 2,450 

languages are currently endangered, with one language disappearing every two weeks. This 

phenomenon is particularly acute in Africa, a continent that hosts over 2,000 languages, nearly 

30% of the world’s total linguistic diversity (Ethnologue, 2023). 

The erosion of African languages is not a natural process but the result of historical oppression, 

economic marginalization, and policy neglect. Colonialism imposed European languages as 

markers of prestige and power, while globalization and urbanization continue to accelerate the 

decline of indigenous tongues. The stakes could not be higher: when a language vanishes, entire 

systems of knowledge, medicinal practices, environmental stewardship, and cultural narratives 

are lost forever. 

1. Global Language Extinction: A Silent Crisis 

1.1. The Scale of the Problem 

Of the world’s estimated 7,000 languages, 90% could vanish by the end of this 

century (National Geographic, 2022). The regions most affected are Sub-Saharan Africa, 

South America, and Melanesia, where small, localized languages have thrived for centuries. 

Africa alone accounts for 428 critically endangered languages, many of which have fewer 

than 1,000 speakers remaining (Endangered Languages Project, 2023). 

Linguists classify languages as "endangered" when they are no longer being passed down to 

younger generations. A striking 90% of all languages have fewer than 10,000 speakers, making 

them highly vulnerable to economic and social pressures (UNESCO, 2023). For 

example, Aasáx, a language once spoken in Tanzania, was declared extinct in 2015 after its last 

fluent speaker passed away. Similarly, in Peru, Taushiro now has only one known living 

speaker, marking the imminent extinction of an entire linguistic lineage. 

1.2. The Drivers of Language Loss 

The primary forces behind language extinction are economic globalization, colonial legacies, 

and environmental disruptions. 

❖ Economic Globalization and Linguistic Marginalization  
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The dominance of global languages such as English, French, and Mandarin has created a 

linguistic hierarchy where indigenous languages are perceived as economically 

disadvantageous. In Africa, 56% of the population uses ex-colonial languages for professional 

advancement (Afrobarometer, 2022). For instance, in Nigeria, where over 500 languages 

coexist, young people increasingly abandon Yoruba and Igbo in favor of English, believing it 

offers better job prospects. 

❖ The Enduring Impact of Colonialism 

Colonial powers systematically dismantled indigenous linguistic systems by enforcing 

European languages in education, governance, and media. Today, only 4% of African 

languages are used in formal schooling (World Bank, 2021). In Gabon, French remains the 

sole medium of instruction, despite the fact that Baka and other native languages are still spoken 

in rural communities. This linguistic apartheid perpetuates illiteracy in mother tongues while 

reinforcing colonial-era power structures. 

❖ Urbanization and Ecological Displacement 

Rapid urbanization has severed the intergenerational transmission of languages. By 2050, 60% 

of Africans will live in cities (UN-Habitat), where dominant lingua francas like Swahili and 

Hausa replace minority languages. Meanwhile, environmental degradation such as 

deforestation in Burkina Faso due to cotton farming has displaced indigenous communities, 

further eroding linguistic diversity. 

2. Africa’s Linguistic Emergency 

2.1. The Colonial Roots of Language Endangerment 

Africa’s linguistic crisis cannot be understood without examining the brutal legacy of 

colonialism. European powers not only imposed their languages but also institutionalized them 

as markers of civilization and modernity. In Cameroon, for example, children were historically 

punished for speaking Shu môm, Bassa or Ewondo in school, a practice that persists in some 

regions today (Cultural Survival, 2021). 

The consequences are stark: 52 African languages have already gone extinct, while 

hundreds more cling to survival. The Ajawa language of Nigeria disappeared in the mid-20th 

century, and Basa-Gumna now has only three elderly speakers. Even in South Africa, where 

post-apartheid policies promote multilingualism, SiPhuthi (a Bantu language) has fewer than 

5,000 speakers due to the dominance of Zulu and English. 

2.2. Modern Threats: Economic Inequality and Digital Exclusion 

Economic marginalization exacerbates language loss. In Ethiopia, the Ongota language is down 

to 12 speakers after hydroelectric dam projects forced its last community to relocate (BBC, 
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2022). Similarly, in Tanzania, the decline of textile factories has pushed rural workers into cities 

where Swahili dominates, leaving languages like Datooga at risk. 

The digital revolution has further marginalized African languages. Only 2% of online 

content is in indigenous African languages (Internet World Stats, 2023), reinforcing the 

perception that they are irrelevant in the modern world. Without representation in technology, 

these languages face generational extinction. 

3. Preservation Strategies 

3.1. Policy Interventions: Learning from Success Stories 

Some African nations are pioneering inclusive language policies to reverse decline: 

• Rwanda made Kinyarwanda compulsory in schools, boosting literacy rates 

to 73% (UNICEF, 2022). 

• Senegal offers tax incentives for Wolof-language media, resulting in 200+ new radio 

programs since 2018 (DW Africa). 

3.2. Grassroots and Technological Solutions 

• Digital Revitalization: Apps like SpeakYoruba (50,000+ users) and Duolingo’s 

forthcoming Somali course demonstrate how technology can aid preservation. 

• Community Documentation: In Kenya, the Muthoni Drums Project trains youth to 

record elders speaking Tharaka, a language with only 5,000 remaining speakers. 

3.3. The Role of UNESCO and Global Institutions 

UNESCO’s Endangered Language Fund provides $2 million annually for documentation 

projects, such as preserving South Africa’s Nluu language, which has five fluent speakers left. 

Conclusion 

As linguist K. David Harrison warns, “Every language lost is a library burned.” The 

disappearance of African languages is not inevitable but saving them requires urgent policy 

reforms, economic investment, and technological innovation. 

Key steps include: 

1. Mandating mother-tongue education in schools. 

2. Funding indigenous-language media to ensure representation. 

3. Leveraging AI and apps to make endangered languages accessible. 

The fight for linguistic diversity is inseparable from the struggles for environmental 

sustainability and social equity. If we act now, Africa’s languages and the irreplaceable 

knowledge they hold can still be saved. 
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