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Introduction

A minority language is typically seen as a language that less than half of the people in a
city, region, state, or country speak. However, minority languages are not simply defined by the
number of speakers. The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, which was
adopted in 1992 by the Council of Europe, defines minority languages based on two
benchmarks: a numerically small population of speakers and a lack of official status, such as
representation in government, hospitals, and transportation (Grenoble & Singerman, 2014).
These benchmarks address the fact that minority languages are not simply languages spoken by a
small amount of people, but they are languages that are stigmatized and subject to
discrimination. Mayan languages happen to be minority languages. Mayan languages are spoken
by over 5 million people in Guatemala, Mexico, and other Central American countries. There are
around 30 different Mayan languages today. The number of Mayan speakers may seem like a
large amount, but the speakers tend to be a smaller percentage of their country’s population.
Additionally, Mayan language speakers have faced discrimination since the colonization of Latin
America, and to this day struggle to have proper official representation in infrastructure, the legal
system, and schooling in their countries, which makes them minority languages since they lack
official status/representation and the speakers of each Mayan language are just a small fraction of
the population in countries such as Guatemala and Mexico. Although the number of speakers
between each language varies largely, all Mayan languages are endangered given that children in
communities of Mayan language speakers are not learning the language (England, 2017).

Instead, they are learning the predominant language in their country (which tends to be Spanish),
and two Mayan languages, Chicomuceltec and Ch’olti’, have already disappeared since
European colonizers first came to the Americas. This loss of Mayan languages urges the need to

preserve and revitalize them. Countries attempt to address the loss of Mayan languages, but



language loss continues. This loss of Mayan languages brings the question: to what extent have
revitalization efforts addressed the importance of preserving minority languages, and how can

this be seen in Mayan languages?
Background

Language loss refers to the process in which a language ceases to exist, meaning the
speakers of a language become less and less until the language ultimately becomes extinct. When
it comes to language loss, there are eight stages of language loss.! These stages range from
almost extinct, having only a few elderly people who speak the language (stage eight), to the
language thriving, being used in the government and higher levels of education (stage one).
Linguists believe that in order to maintain a language, and prevent its extinction, we must
advance the language from stage eight to stage five (language is still very much alive and used in
community). The stages that build up to stage five are made up of stages that prioritize that the
people of that language start learning and speaking the language, and for the language to be used
actively in the community. The other stages from four to one focus on the other aspect that
comes with minority languages mentioned previously, the discrimination and lack of
representation they face. These stages attempt to provide these languages with proper official
representation (Reyhner, 1999). Next, there are various factors that can lead to language loss and
a language becoming a minority language. In communities around the world, the shift of the use
of a language to the predominant language of that country, otherwise known as a language shift,

is a form of language loss. Language shift/loss can be attributed to rapid urbanization, the

1 Eight stages of Language loss: 1. Some language use by higher levels in government and in higher education 2.
Language is used by local government and in the mass media in the minority community 3. Language is used in
places of business and by employees in less specialized work areas 4. Language is required in elementary school 5.
Language is still very much alive and used in community 6. Some intergenerational use of the language 7. Only
adults beyond childbearing age speak the language 8. Only a few elders speak the language



language’s insufficient representation in the public domains, and its lower prestige in comparison
to the majority language (Yamasaki, 2020). These factors lead to language loss since rapid
urbanization leads to many minority language speakers moving to cities where they must learn
the predominant language of the city to be able to sustain themselves economically. A
language’s insufficient official representation in the public domains can lead to minority
language speakers having to learn other languages to use services such as transportation,
healthcare, and technology. Language loss can also be attributed to the lower prestige a language
has in comparison to the majority language since minority speakers face prejudice and
discrimination simply because they are speakers of a specific minority language, and they see the
majority language as a language with much higher prestige. These factors were specifically seen
to affect the Yucatec Maya language when observing the language shift from Yucatec to Spanish
in the city of Cancun and around the state of Quintana Roo (Yamasaki, 2020). Lastly, language
loss leads to the extinction of languages, usually minority languages. The loss of a language
takes away a way to communicate knowledge and a unique way of seeing the world. A way of
communicating knowledge being taken away results in the loss of an entire culture as the culture
stops being passed down to younger generations as the language is lost along with the culture.
The loss of knowledge and culture caused by language loss is why revitalization efforts have
been a priority in many places to prevent the loss of languages, people want to preserve the

knowledge and culture of the world.

How are minority languages revitalized?

Language revitalization appears in many different forms. It can be a pair of students or

adults wanting to learn their grandparents’ language or the digitalization of entire languages to



preserve them. To revitalize a language the factors that make the language a minority language
and that cause language loss must be addressed. The following must be present: official
representation must be obtained for the language, concerns about the language’s prestige and
discrimination against the language must be addressed, and access to the language must be

assured.

First of all, the language rights of Indigenous people should be assured. Meaning, nations
and their government officially recognize these languages and give people a right to use them.
This recognition of languages and provision of linguistic rights has already been done, as can be
seen in Article 13 of the United Nations (UN) Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
This article states that Indigenous people have the right to revitalize, use, develop, and transmit
to future generations their languages, oral traditions, writing systems, and literatures (United
Nations, 2018). This declaration of the rights of Indigenous people is an example on how
minority languages are revitalized since it is one of the first steps to revitalization. The first step
would be giving minority/indigenous languages the right to revitalize and be used. Additionally,
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples says that “states shall take
effective measures to protect this right, including through interpretation in political, legal and
administrative proceedings” (United Nations, 2018). Aurticles 14 and 16 from the same
declaration provide Indigenous people with a greater number of rights, specifically “indigenous
peoples’ rights to establish their educational systems and media in their own languages and to
have access to an education in their own language” (United Nations, 2018). These articles and
the rights provided by them demonstrate official representation as the United Nations and its
members states agree on having proper interpretation in political, legal, and administrative

proceedings. They also provide the right for Indigenous people to have access to education and



media in their own language which also provides minority languages with representation they

did not have before.

Another example on how minority languages are revitalized is an initiative led by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in Peru where
they implemented a project for the revitalization of Ikitu Indigenous languages, Kukama
Kukama and Taushiro in the Peruvian Amazon. The Ikitu and Kukama Kukama languages are in
danger of extinction while Taushiro is in an extremely critical situation, having only one speaker.
To revitalize these languages, UNESCO has held workshops to develop commercial and public
display signs in the native languages, and they have also created videos that educate the public
on the native languages and the ways of seeing and understanding the relationship of
communities with their environment. With these efforts, along with classes implemented in
native communities to learn Kukama Kukama and Taushiro languages, UNESCO has been able
to start revitalizing these native languages and work with the Ministry of Culture of Peru and the
AMARUMAYU movement to continue doing so throughout 2025 (UNESCO, 2024). All in all,
UNESCO provided these languages with certain levels of representation and provided the people

of these native communities access to the languages.

Another case study that highlights the methods used for language revitalization is the
Sami people of Finland. The Sdmi are an Indigenous group that lives in northern Finland,
Norway, Sweden, and the northwest and northeast of Russia. Ever since the 17" century in
Finland, the Sdmi were discouraged to speak their native language. Instead, the Finnish
government encouraged them to speak Finnish. This discouragement of the Sami language went
on for hundreds of years, but in 1995, the Finnish government amended the Constitution to

include stronger guarantees for the rights of the Sdmi. The Sami were officially recognized as



Indigenous people of Finland and now have the right to maintain and develop their own
languages and culture. They also guaranteed Sdmi cultural autonomy within the Sdmi Homeland,
the region within Finland that the Sami are Indigenous to (Minority Rights Group, 2023). These
amendments made to the Finnish Constitution made it so the Finnish authorities had an
obligation to negotiate with the Sami Parliament, a group established in 1973 as the first elected
body of Sdmi people in any Nordic state, in all important matters which may affect the status of
Sami as an Indigenous group. Additionally, another act came into effect in 1992 which made
Sami an official language (this mainly applied in the Sami Homeland). This act was then
strengthened by a new act made by the Sami Parliament which strengthened the use of Sami
language in courts of law and other authorities and improved access to public services in Sami
(Minority Rights Group, 2023). The Sdmi people have demonstrated how a minority language
can be revitalized and receive official representation by authorities. Although there are still many
unresolved matters between Finland and the Sami, the Finnish government and the Sami people
have been able to cooperate to a level which allows the Sami to engage in the use of their
language and not have to rely on other languages to receive necessities, such as medical attention

or legal help.

The revitalization methods mentioned so far are those used globally, but what are some
of the methods that have been used to revitalize Mayan languages? Since the 1980s Maya
communities from Guatemala have been a part of a movement of cultural reaffirmation, where
they primarily focus on language, called the Maya Movement. In this movement, linguists
established a group of Maya language specialists that contributed to technical expertise and
language ideological positions to the Maya Movement as a part of cultural revitalization. These
efforts seem to have reversed language loss that has taken place (England, 2003). There have

also been some leaders of the Maya Movement who have occupied many key positions in the



government of Guatemala such as the Minister of Culture, Vice Minister of Culture, Vice
Minister of Education, Vice Minister of Agriculture, and the Director of Bilingual Education.
Members of the Maya Movement having influential positions in the government has allowed
Mayans and those of Mayan descent in Guatemala to have an increasing amount of
representation in Guatemala. Mayas in Guatemala have also taken several actions to address the
language loss and shift. These actions include the establishment of the Academia de Lenguas
Mayas de Guatemala (a state institution directed by Mayas which has 21 linguistic groups for
each of the 21 Guatemalan Mayan languages), the founding of several non-governmental
organizations that conduct linguistic research, the establishment of foundations that address
community language promotion, the establishment of “Maya schools” which provide Mayan
children with an appropriate education fitted to their needs, the creation of presses that publish in
Mayan languages, and among many others (England, 2003). These efforts that the Mayas of
Guatemala have made to preserve and revitalize their language have been able to improve the
preservation of these languages and prevent them from disappearing. Many other efforts have
been made so far such as the Mayan Languages Preservation Project, a project that focuses on
digitalizing Mayan languages using written translations and audio files. This project not only
creates a glossary of Mayan languages that can be accessed from anywhere and attempts to tailor
to the illiterate, but it also provides people of Mayan descent to learn their language since they

can access an entire glossary of the language now.

These are examples of some of the revitalization efforts that have been made to preserve
minority languages. It is now necessary to explore the importance and necessity of minority

language preservation.



Why is the revitalization and preservation of minority languages important?

Leanne Hinton, a professor of linguistics at the University of California at Berkeley, once
stated, “the world stands to lose an important part of the sum of knowledge whenever a language
stops being used” (Ridanpéé, 2018). When a language is lost, a way to view the world and to
communicate knowledge is lost. The loss of a way to communicate knowledge leads to the
knowledge, specifically cultural knowledge, acquired through the unique way of viewing the
world using these languages being lost. This loss of knowledge makes the matter of language
loss and revitalization a matter of the utmost importance since knowledge that is pertinent in
understanding the world around us is being lost due to a process that is preventable, language
loss. For that reason, the revitalization and preservation of minority languages is important. To
prevent language loss from erasing ways to communicate knowledge and view the world around

us.

The UN Independent Expert on Minority Issues Rita Izsak says that “language is a central
element and expression of identity and of key importance in the preservation of group identity.”
Rita Izsak also stated that “language is particularly important to linguistic minority communities
seeking to maintain their distinct group and cultural identity, sometimes under the conditions of
marginalization, exclusion and discrimination” (United Nations, 2013). In this case, Rita
highlighted the importance of preserving a language since it is a great portion of a person’s
culture and identity. Without the language representing your culture, it is difficult to maintain
what identifies your people, especially when under the conditions of discrimination and
exclusion that people who speak minority languages often face. Furthermore, this need for
language to preserve cultures proves the cultural importance of preserving languages. Languages

are considered cultural treasures that contain secrets of many cultures, losing a language may



mean losing a portion of a culture. Thus, preserving languages also fosters cultural diversity
(Ridanpéaé, 2018). Overall, it may be said that preserving a minority language is important due to

the cultural identity, knowledge, and diversity that it creates and maintains.

When it comes to the revitalization of languages, specifically minority languages, it can
be deemed important since the processes and efforts made to revitalize language usually entail
expanding and protecting minority rights more broadly (Ridanpad, 2018). With the revitalization
of languages, efforts such as constructing specialized schools, receiving linguistic rights, being
properly represented in the government, and having access to basic infrastructure and necessities
in your own language have been made. These efforts all work together to not only increase
linguistic rights for the speakers of minority languages but increase the rights of minority

language speakers in general.

Additionally, UNESCO says that the translation into and promotion of minority
languages supports cultural and linguistic diversity and serves as a foundation for all cultural,
social, and economic life (United Nations, 2013). The role the promotion of minority languages
plays on social, cultural, and economic life can be seen in a paper titled “Revitalization of
Minority Languages as a Way to Promote Well-being in the North” published by Niina Kunnas
from the University of Oulu in Finland. This paper intended to research and find the effect that
revitalization of minority languages in Nordic states and the restoration of their linguistic rights
has on the well-being of the speakers of these languages. Kunnas ultimately found out that when
the linguistic rights of minority language and the linguistic rights of their speaker are developed
their overall well-being sees a positive effect, and their life expectancy seems to prolong as well.
Her research also found out that the development of minority languages can also impact the

economy, including non-minority language speakers, in a positive manner (Kunnas, 2003).



Overall, the positive effects language revitalization has on the minority language speakers’ well-
being, economic status, and social life is a reason why the revitalization and preservation of
minority languages is important. The revitalization of minority languages also brings positive
effects to society, adding more importance to the matter since it is one that pertains to all of

society as well.

To what extent have revitalization efforts addressed the importance of

preserving minority languages, and how can this be seen in Mayan languages?

As shown, there have been many revitalization efforts made to preserve minority
languages such as the efforts to develop the use of Indigenous languages in Peru and the
development of official representation for the Sdmi people in Finland. These revitalization
efforts address some of the problems that diminishing languages face, such as losing the use of
their language and not having proper representation or infrastructure to support them. They
address language loss to some extent but still have not fully addressed the importance of
preserving minority languages. For example, the Sdmi people still do not have proper
infrastructure nor representation that allows them to use their language freely around Finland, as
available in the S&mi homeland. Additionally, the efforts that have been made in Peru to
revitalize indigenous languages are not addressing the discrimination and prejudice Indigenous
languages receive since they are perceived as languages with a lack of prestige. Although these
efforts have not fully addressed the importance of preserving minority languages which would
help protect culture, knowledge, and the well-being of minority language speakers, they have
paved the path and completed some, if not most, of the steps that must be done to revitalize and
preserve a language. Even so, the minority languages mentioned are very few of the thousands of

minority languages that exist worldwide and that require attention and revitalization efforts.



As for Mayan languages, there have also been many revitalization efforts made to
preserve them. For example, the creation of the Maya Movement where Mayan culture and
language being restored, the establishment of the Academia de Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala,
and the creation of the Mayan Language Preservation Project where Mayan languages are being
preserved digitally. Similarly to other efforts, these efforts have made significant steps in
revitalizing and preserving languages by providing greater access to Mayan languages to the
speakers. However, there are still many Mayan languages that do not receive the same attention
as many major Mayan languages such as Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’. Moreover, the major Mayan
languages that have received plenty of attention to revitalize them are still seeing signs and
effects of language loss, such as children not learning the language. Nonetheless, the
revitalization efforts that have been made to preserve Mayan languages have been able to
preserve the Mayan culture, language, and better the wellbeing of Mayan language speakers
around Guatemala and Mexico. The efforts made have been beneficial for the speakers of
Q’eqchi’, K’iche’, etc. But then again, there is still much more to be done to give the Mayan

people all the rights, representation, and culture they deserve.
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