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WHAT THE EUROPEAN VULNERABLE
AND ENDANGERED LANGUAGES TELL US.
AN EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

Languages, much like empires and civilisations, experience periods of
growth, decline, and eventual extinction. While their role in shaping cultures
and their significance in the development of our identity and societies
cannot be overstated, thousands of languages around the world are currently
vulnerable and at risk of vanishing. Although the precise number of languages
is difficult to determine (Crystal 2000), and a prediction of the total number
of languages that will cease to be spoken at some point is even harder (Whaley
2003), the general consensus is that, out of the approximately 6,000-7,000
languages spoken around the world, at least half of them are endangered to
some degree (Brenzinger et al. 2003, Grenoble & Whaley 2006, Ethnologue
2022), particularly those spoken by small communities.
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The reasons for the disappearance of languages are diverse and have
been changing throughout history, ranging from war and genocide, natural
disasters, famine and diseases, which wiped out entire populations of native
language speakers, to globalisation, mass migration and cultural replacement
due to shifts in economic and political power.

Recent reports and cartographic representations indicate that Asia,
Africa, Australia and Oceania have the highest number of endangered
languages in the world (Ethnologue 2022). Although in terms of sheer
numbers, Europe does not top the scale of linguistic endangerment and
is actively working to preserve its diversity, dozens and even hundreds of
minority languages on the European continent are on the road to extinction.
Some of these languages are not even registered in international databases and
catalogues of endangered languages, either because of their contested status,
between language, variety and dialect, or because of insufficient or erroneous
documentation.

It has been shown that one of the specificities of the European language
scene is the relatively large number of non-endangered languages, most of
which function as dominant languages of nation-states. At the same time,
only very few of the many minority languages spoken in those nation-states
are safe, meaning that they would not face competition or even replacement
by a dominant language (Salminen 2010: 32). Another specific feature of
Europe is the relatively large number of endangered languages closely related
to the national languages and the literary standards based on them, to such
an extent that they function in a diglossic relationship and are therefore
often relegated to dialect status from a sociolinguistic perspective (ibid.).

One of the most important measures for preserving linguistic diversity,
in Europe and in the world, is the systematic research of (potentially)
endangered and vulnerable languages. Research plays a dual role: it ensures
that languages are documented for posterity and provides new knowledge
and actionable insights into how these languages can be revitalised and
maintained in their communities.

The insights gained from research benefit various stakeholders
(Brenzinger et al. 2003). Firstly, they benefit language communities, as the
research often empowers speakers of endangered languages by providing
them with the tools and knowledge to preserve and revitalise their linguistic
and cultural heritage. It fosters pride and awareness of the cultural significance
of their language, often leading to stronger advocacy within the community.
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Secondly, findings inform decision-makers in education in crafting
initiatives that support broader societal recognition of linguistic rights
and the inclusion of minority languages in an adequate education format
(formal or informal), fostering intergenerational transmission. Thirdly,
it contributes to the academic field by ensuring a broader understanding
of sociolinguistic phenomena, especially when it comes to less studied
languages. Additionally, the knowledge created by research provides a basis
for activists in cultural preservation efforts, such as arts, literature or media.
Beyond academic and cultural benefits, research on endangered languages
promotes social cohesion and inclusion and broadens our understanding of
the world. It raises awareness of the richness of cultural traditions and helps
combat prejudice and stereotypes, often leading to stronger communities
where cultural identity is celebrated and preserved (Prys Jones 2013).

Byinvestingin research, societies can move from simply acknowledging
language endangerment to actively addressing it. Such an effort has been
ensured by the Science Fund of the Republic of Serbia and its IDEAS
Program, which supports research that can have a significant impact on
the development of science and society as a whole. We are grateful for the
opportunity to define and realise specific goals within the project Vulnerable
Languages and Linguistic Varieties in Serbia, funded by the Program IDEAS
of the Science Fund (2022-2024).

Providing a more accurate and detailed assessment of language
endangerment than that offered by different international databases and
catalogues for Serbia was the idea behind the project Vulnerable Languages
and Linguistic Varieties in Serbia (VLingS), which started in 2022 and where
the concept of this book was born. The project’s ambition was to create a
sociolinguistic questionnaire that could be used as a tool for assessing the
degree of language endangerment and vulnerability and to apply it to a
sample of speakers of several minority languages in Serbia. The VLingS
Questionnaire 1.0, which can be consulted at the end of this book, was applied
to the following linguistic varieties in Serbia: Aromanian, Banat Bulgarian,
Vojvodina Rusyn (Ruthenian), Judezmo (Ladino), Romani (Vlax and Balkan
varieties), Megleno-Romanian, Vlach and Bayash Romanian. In parallel with
the application of the carefully conceived sociolinguistic questionnaire, it was
also meant to document and archive speech samples of vulnerable linguistic
varieties, spanning three generations of speakers.
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This volume brings together scholarly research resulting from this
project, as well as similar research contributions by scholars in Europe,
which together provide insights into the current status of various minority
languages, the challenges they face and (possible) revitalisation efforts. The
volume explores linguistic diversity through interdisciplinary approaches,
combining sociolinguistics, statistical analysis, language policy, media and
translation studies, environmental linguistics, corpus linguistics and many
others.

The present volume does not aspire to offer a comprehensive picture
of Europe’s endangered languages or systematically address linguistic
vulnerability on our continent. The selected case studies are extremely
diverse in their settings and nature: some languages under study are used
trans nationally, while others are micro-varieties confined to a specific place
or region; some languages analysed in the book have tens or even hundreds
of thousands of speakers, while others have fewer than a dozen; some have
official status and a long tradition of literacy, while others do not have a
written standard or even a name. What they all have in common is that they
could be considered vulnerable for one reason or another. Therefore, we aim
to offer a glimpse of the vulnerability and endangerment of languages in
Europe - of what might be lost in the decades to come.

The languages and varieties discussed in the twelve chapters of this
book belong to several branches: Romance (Vlach, Aromanian, Ladino,
Stivoroto, Fiuman), Slavic (Banat Bulgarian, Sorbian), Celtic (Irish) and
Indo-Aryan (Romani). This volume is divided into four parts: 1) Vulnerable
Languages within Transnational Frameworks, 2) Critically Endangered
Varieties within National Frameworks, 3) Speakers’ Identity, Documentation
and Variation of Vulnerable Languages, and 4) Research Methodology of
(Potentially) Vulnerable Languages.

The first part, Vulnerable Languages within Transnational Frameworks,
consists of three chapters which discuss, from different perspectives,
Aromanian, Irish, Vlach, Sorbian and Sami.

The first chapter, The RISE UP Project with a Focus on Cross-Border
Aspects of the Use and Position of Aromanian, penned by Eva Duran Eppler,
Gisela Hagmair, Violeta Heinze and Marie-Therese Sauer, presents a current
sociolinguistic cross-border comparison of Aromanian in Greece, North
Macedonia and Romania. Given that most studies on Aromanian have
focused on the language variety used in one country and that there is a lack
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of comparable data on Aromanian in the countries where it is spoken, the
study intends to fill these gaps. It provides a description of the sociolinguistic
context Aromanian exists in, focusing on its linguistic vitality, ideological
and attitudinal questions, and motivations for the use and/or learning
of Aromanian. The most important finding of the study is that there is a
strong group of users who are confident about their proficiency in all four
skills. The results of the survey thus suggest that the basis for the survival of
Aromanian as an active medium of communication across the Balkans is
fragile and rests only on a dedicated group of users.

The chapter titled Full EU Status for Irish: An Overview of Selected
Media Coverage, authored by Antony Hoyte-West, discusses the unusual
position of Irish, which is considered a vulnerable language by UNESCO,
yet is also an official language of a major international organisation, the
European Union (EU). Fifteen years after it first became an official language
of the EU, 1 January 2022 saw the lifting of the derogation on the use of Irish
in the EU institutions, with the language finally receiving full status as an
official and working language of the organisation. The analysis provided in
this chapter looks at how this important event was covered in relevant news
media, making particular reference to the websites of some of the Republic
of Ireland’s major national newspapers. After providing the historical and
sociopolitical context of the decision to recognise Irish as an official EU
language, as well as offering information regarding the EU’s translation
and interpreting provision for Irish, this chapter takes a qualitative, desk-
based approach to evaluate selected domestic media sources. In addition
to analysing the relevant themes and topics discussed in various newspaper
articles, the study thereby aims to ascertain how the lifting of the derogation
and full status for Irish was depicted in the media.

The third and last chapter in the first part of the volume, by Giustina
Selvelli, explores issues of language diversity loss from an ecological
perspective of interconnectedness between speakers and the environment.
Endangered Languages and Environmental Degradation among Minority
Communities in Europe: An Ecological Perspective focuses on ethnic minorities
living in the so-called margins of Europe who, similarly to indigenous peoples
worldwide, have been and continue to be disproportionately exposed to
conditions of environmental destruction and thus to forms of environmental
injustice. The author argues that human intervention in the environment of
ethnic minorities to facilitate economic development, e.g. mining activities,
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not only disrupts local ecosystems and ways of life through degradation and
pollution but also adversely impacts the cultural diversity of the affected
areas, including their vulnerable minority languages. To illustrate the
harmful repercussions of mining on the natural and linguistic environment,
Selvelli presents the challenges faced by a number of minority communities
and their endangered languages in Europe, including the Sorbs in Lusatia
(eastern Germany), the Vlachs in the Timok Valley (eastern Serbia) and the
Sami in northern Sweden.

The three chapters in the second part of the book, Critically Endangered
Varieties within National Frameworks, present the situation of three
varieties with a critically low number of speakers: Stivoroto in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Ladino and Banat Bulgarian in Serbia. The last two chapters
present the results of the VLingS project, analysing the respective vulnerable
varieties in Serbia from different perspectives.

Marija Runi¢, Rossella Montibeler and Pavel Falaleev are the authors
of the chapter titled Stivoroto: A Lost Story of a Language Loss, which aims to
assess the current state of endangerment of the Stivoroto variety, a Trentino-
Venetan dialect spoken in the village of Stivor in northern Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Based on fieldwork conducted from 2022 to 2024, the authors
classify Stivoroto as critically endangered or moribund, with around 10
remaining active speakers residing in the village. However, they approach
existing enumeration methods critically, given the significant presence of
semi-speakers. In the absence of prior sociolinguistic studies, the authors
reconstruct the history of Stivorotos decline, identifying key factors such
as migration, the shift to Serbo-Croatian through mixed marriages, and
insufficient institutional support for language preservation. They also explore
community attitudes towards Stivoroto and consider viable strategies for its
maintenance and documentation.

In the chapter Exploring the Sociolinguistic Landscape of Ladino in
Contemporary Serbia, Neda Pons focuses on Ladino, or Judeo-Spanish, the
historical language of Sephardic Jews, which faces severe endangerment
globally and in Serbia, where intergenerational transmission has largely
ceased. The chapter examines Ladinos sociolinguistic status based on
interviews with 14 respondents of Sephardic ancestry. Findings reveal a
generational decline in Ladino proficiency, with Serbian emerging as the
dominant language. Nevertheless, Ladino holds symbolic and cultural
importance as a marker of Sephardic heritage and identity. The respondents
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expressed positive attitudes toward the language, associating it with cultural
memory and emotional connection, despite its active use being limited to
specific domains such as music, ceremonial events, and familial expressions.
The chapter emphasises that Ladino’s future lies in its postvernacular role,
where it functions as a symbolic and cultural asset rather than a vernacular
for daily communication. This transition should be facilitated by digital
platforms, cultural revitalisation efforts and educational initiatives that
engage younger generations and foster global connections among dispersed
Sephardic communities, as well as minimal linguistic standardisation.

The third and final chapter in this part of the book, The Vulnerability
of Banat Bulgarian in Serbia. An Overview by Andela Babi¢, investigates
the vulnerability of Banat Bulgarian in four villages of Serbia. The results
indicate a significant decline in the active use of the variety among the
younger generation, unlike their parents, who used the variety exclusively or
mostly. Banat Bulgarian is mainly used within the family and less frequently
with friends, almost never with neighbours, colleagues, clergy, and officials.
Serbian dominates in private and social discussions. The dominance of
Serbian is also reflected in the respondents’ self-assessment of their language
skills: Serbian received ratings of good, very good and excellent, whereas
Banat Bulgarian was often rated as poor or non-existent. Despite this, the
majority of respondents felt that Banat Bulgarian held specific importance
and saw it as an important marker of their community and culture.

The third part of the volume, Speakers’ Identity, Documentation and
Variation of Vulnerable Languages, comprises four chapters. Two of them deal
with the Romance variety spoken by the Vlachs of Eastern Serbia, one with
a Venetian variety, Fiuman, and the last with two Romani dialects spoken
in Serbia. Two chapters are based on the results of the VLingS project, while
the other two present research from other contexts.

The chapter Documenting a Vulnerable Language from Within:
Dictionaries in Vlach Romanian, by Monica Hutanu, provides a review of
four dictionaries published in and for Vlach Romanian, a vulnerable variety
spoken in Eastern Serbia. What distinguishes these lexicographic works from
other dictionaries written for minority, endangered or vulnerable languages
is that they were not compiled by outsider specialists but by members of
the community without any training in linguistics or lexicography. The
analysis focuses on the methodological challenges that dictionary writing
entails and examines how the authors approach their self-imposed task and
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if any “methodological clarification” process can be detected. The chapter
discusses a set of best practice principles, referring to the prospective
users, the availability, the selection of the variety to be documented, the
data collection and the entry design, also addressing the lack of linguists’
involvement in the production of a Vlach Romanian dictionary.

In Stable Variation and Language Change in Written Fiuman, Marko
Simonovi¢ focuses on Fiuman, an endangered Venetian variety spoken
in Rijeka/Fiume, Croatia. As studies on the use of Fiuman in Croatia
consistently indicate a decline in its usage yet underscore the significance
of written Fiuman, the study examines variation in modern written Fiuman
based on two text collections: one produced predominantly by diaspora
Fiuman speakers and another produced by a writer who is a resident of
Rijeka/Fiume. This chapter presents four case studies targeting different
linguistic variables and looks at the evidence for language change and the
specialisation of variants. The results show that while none of the explored
variants is fully absent from modern written Fiuman and, for most variables,
a pattern of stable variation emerges, there are clear indications of a
phonological and morphological specialisation of the variants.

In the chapter When Two Roma Communities Meet: Consequences for
the Vulnerability of Romani in the Belgrade Suburb of Batajnica, Mirjana
Miri¢ explores language vulnerability in two Roma communities residing
in a Belgrade suburban settlement: Sremski Roma and Arli Roma. These
communities settled in the area at different times, speak different Romani
dialects, and belong to different religious denominations. Although they
share many similarities, particularly in their linguistic backgrounds and
attitudes toward language, the two communities differ in the frequency of
Romani language usage across different domains, which are discussed in
detail. These findings indicate that assessments of language vulnerability
and endangerment of Romani varieties should take into account dialectal
diversity and various extralinguistic factors, providing separate estimates for
distinct varieties.

In the last chapter of this part, A Long-Lasting Asymmetry between
Ethnicity and Mother Tongue: The Vlachs of Eastern Serbia, Annemarie
Sorescu-Marinkovi¢ sheds light on the discrepancy registered by population
censuses between the number of people declaring Vlach as their mother
tongue and those declaring Vlach as their ethnicity. The much higher number
of people declaring Vlach as their mother tongue, which was not present
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with any other minority in Serbia, has been explained by ethnic mimicry,
the simultaneous identities at play in this bilingual community, low prestige,
both with the ingroup and with the outgroup, as well as by the advanced
stage of assimilation into the surrounding majority population. This chapter
adds to these explanations, based on recent in-depth sociolinguistic research,
looking into how Vlachs define the concept of the mother tongue and
analysing the attitudes of the speakers towards their vulnerable language.

Finally, the fourth and last part of the book, Research Methodology of
(Potentially) Vulnerable Languages, comprises two chapters stemming from
the VLingS project, explaining sampling methodology and the process of
creating the sociolinguistic questionnaire.

The main objective of the chapter Sampling within the Project
“Vulnerable Languages and Linguistic Varieties in Serbia”, by Dusan Vlaji¢
and Valentina Sokolovska, is to point out the characteristics of samples and
the methods of their formation, both in the pilot and in the main research
carried out within the VLingS project. Since one of the major challenges of
the project was defining the population boundary for vulnerable languages,
especially those with a small number of speakers and not visible in the official
statistics, the sample represented a combination of three non-probabilistic
sampling methods: purposive, quota and snowball sampling. The specific
number of respondents overall was defined with the help of specialised
software, taking into account the subsequently conducted statistical analysis.
The chapter also discusses the implications of researching groups with
different numbers of respondents for statistical processing and analysis.

The last chapter of the book, VLingS Questionnaire 1.0, by Mirjana
Miri¢ and the rest of the VLingS project members, describes the process
of creating the sociolinguistic VLingS Questionnaire 1.0, aimed at assessing
the levels of language endangerment or vulnerability of several minority
linguistic varieties spoken in Serbia (Aromanian, Banat Bulgarian, Bayash
Romanian, Ladino, Megleno-Romanian, Romani, Vlach, Vojvodina Rusyn).
It outlines the rationale behind developing this sociolinguistic instrument,
as well as the criteria for selecting the linguistic varieties to which the
questionnaire was applied during fieldwork. The pilot and main versions
of the questionnaire are both elaborated upon, along with details about the
fieldwork. Most importantly, the English translation of the questionnaire
originally created and administered in Serbian is provided as the Appendix
to this chapter, which also includes details on the research conducted thus
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far using the data from the questionnaire, as well as its possible applications
to assess the language endangerment levels of various languages spoken
worldwide.

As mentioned at the beginning, this book is meant to offer a glimpse
into the expansive mosaic of Europe’s vulnerable and endangered languages
through the case studies from different regions it presents. As globalisation
makes the world smaller and more monotonous, we should cherish the
rich linguistic tapestry that still makes it diverse and vibrant and heed what
endangered languages tell us.

Focusing on specific languages and communities facing various
challenges, the chapters in this volume highlight several linguistic varieties
that are endangered or vulnerable, as well as the social contexts and factors
contributing to their endangerment.

First, the discussed languages and communities are associated with
ethnic minorities or diaspora communities, many of which (have) face(d)
assimilation pressures, migration and shifting language practices, which
increase the vulnerability of their linguistic heritage. Second, in terms of
causes of language endangerment, the studies point towards several key
reasons: a) migration and demographic change, as is the case of Stivoroto
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where migration and mixed marriages led to a
shift to Serbo-Croatian, resulting in a dramatic decline of the language; b)
language shift and interrupted intergenerational transmission, as is the case
of Ladino and Banat Bulgarian in Serbia, where one can observe a notable
generational decline in language proficiency, with younger generations
often preferring dominant languages like Serbian; c¢) environmental and
socioeconomic factors, as is the case in several communities, such as the
Sorbs and Sami, where environmental degradation and economic activities
like mining disrupt both the natural environment and the linguistic
practices of communities; d) the lack of institutional support: the absence
of official language policies and programs to preserve endangered languages
contributes significantly to their decline, as exemplified by numerous
minority languages in Europe.

Nevertheless, on a more optimistic note, several communities show a
shift in attitudes toward language and language use and a high potential for
language preservation and revitalisation. For instance, in the case of Ladino
in Serbia, despite a decline in daily use, the language retains symbolic
and cultural significance, serving as a marker of Sephardic identity and
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memory. The future of Ladino lies in its postvernacular role, functioning as
a cultural asset. Similarly, Aromanian is maintained by a dedicated group
of speakers across the Balkans, though its use is more limited. Despite
a shrinking user base, there are efforts to document and promote the
language, with cross-border studies and sociolinguistic research forming a
basis for possible revitalisation strategies. The Vlachs of Eastern Serbia show
a similar attitude, where the language holds cultural importance, but its
use is predominantly limited to local contexts, with Serbian dominating in
broader social interactions. Therefore, the efforts of community members to
create publications such as dictionaries significantly contribute to language
preservation. Similarly, the existence and continuity of written publications in
Fiuman also play a significant role in preserving the language. Thus, focusing
on the written form and literary production could help its maintenance. In
the scarcity of language use in formal and written forms, the diversity within
Romani dialects, as explored through communities in Belgrade, suggests
that revitalisation might need to address community-specific needs and
leverage the religious, cultural and linguistic characteristics of particular
communities.

Overall, the chapters paint a complex picture of language endangerment
in Europe, showing that the causes are multifaceted and include social,
environmental, political and economic factors. The languages discussed
are often deeply intertwined with the identity and culture of marginalised
or minority communities. While challenges to revitalisation are significant,
there are avenues for action, particularly in the areas of documentation and
community engagement. The editors hope that this volume will inspire further
research, dialogue and action, bridging the gap between science and society.
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