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Language-Based Activism in 
Archives



What is Language-Based Activism?

A language activist has been defined as “a person who focuses ‘energetic action’ (OED) 
towards language.”  Considered part of “the new linguistics,” it is considered a more 
participatory and politicized linguistics, characterized by profound changes to ethics, 
methods and practice in the field” (Florey 2008).  Linguistic rights first became an 
international human right in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 
1948. According to American linguist Douglas Whalen, “50 to 90 per cent of the world’s 
estimated 6,000 to 7,000 languages are predicted to disappear in the next century, many 
with little or no significant records.” 

For this exercise, let’s consider language-based activism in archives as any work that 
preserves or promotes languages, particularly languages that are endangered or are 
spoken by an ethnic minority in any community and in any society

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_Declaration_of_Human_Rights


Language-Based Activism Reading List

• Daigneault, Anna Luisa. “How to Resurrect Dying Languages.” SAPIENS, (2019). Link: 
https://www.sapiens.org/language/language-revitalization/ 

• Eisen, Erica X. “Indigenous Activists Are Reimagining Language Preservation Under 
Quarantine.” Slate Magazine, (2020). Link: https://slate.com/technology/2020/08/
indigenous-groups-language-preservation-pandemic.html   

• “Language Matters with Bob Holman.” Language Matters with Bob Holman , (2014). 
Link: www.languagemattersfilm.com/educational-resources/why-language-matters/ 

• Nguyen, Alex. “Are CERB Payments Getting Lost in Translation?” Ricochet, (2020). 
Link: ricochet.media/en/3062/are-cerb-payments-getting-lost-in-translation 
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Language-Based Activism Reading List 
Continued

• Eveleth, Rose. “Saving Languages Through Korean Soap Operas.” The Atlantic, 
(2014). Link: www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/09/saving-languages-
through-korean-soap-operas/380537/  

• Zandberg, Bryan. “Reviving a Native Tongue.” The Tyee, The Tyee, (2007). Link: 
thetyee.ca/News/2007/03/23/RevivingANativeTongue/ 

• Courcelles, Rémi. “Language Rights Are Human Rights.” Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights, (2020). Link: humanrights.ca/story/language-rights-are-human-rights
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Archival Language-Based Activism 
Projects

• “First Voices.” First Peoples' Cultural Council, (2020). Link: www.firstvoices.com/home.  

• Indigitization: Tools for Digitizing and Sustaining Indigenous Knowledge, Irving K. Barber Learning Centre , 
(2017). Link: www.indigitization.ca/  

• The Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America, University of Texas at Austin, (2017). Link: 
www.ailla.utexas.org/ 

• “Welcome to The Language Archive.” The Language Archive, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, 
(2015). Link:  https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/ 

• Conathan, Lisa, and Andrew Garrett. “Archives, Communities, and Linguists: Negotiating Access to Language 
Documentation.” Berkely Linguistics, (2009). Link:  http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/~garrett/OLAC-2009.pdf 

• First Peoples’ Cultural Council (n.d.). Link: http://www.endangeredlanguages.com/ 

• Qikiqtani Inuit, (2020). Link: https://twitter.com/Qikiqtani_Inuit
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Activities

• Share a record from your institution that is related to language-based activism – it can 
be a document in an Indigenous-language, a photo of French-language advocates 
outside of Quebec, or a historical item related to minorities seeking services or 
language instruction in their own language. 

• Share something your institution is doing to highlight or promote use of languages other 
than English – this could be a display of the history of a minority group in Canada, a list 
of resources for recent immigrants, or a project to preserve an Indigenous language, 
etc. 

• Share your favourite archival project related to language rights and/or preservation – 
why is it important, how could other archives replicate it, etc.?



Share your activity responses & join the 
conversation on Facebook and Twitter! 
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