
Language and Religion Are Tied to
Patterns of Migration

Why do people living in different places 
speak the same language and practice 
the same religion? 

Because people migrate from one place
to another. 

Why do people living in different places 
speak different languages and practice 
different religions? 

Because of lack of migration or other 
forms of spatial interaction. 



 Geographer’s 
Perspective on Language

• Language transmits culture.
•Languages is perceptions. 
Attitudes, understandings, and 
responses are partly determined 
by the words available.
• Languages help define cultural 
diversity and distinct regions. 

Salut ma belle quoi de neuf? 

Hola nena, qué pasa! 



Influences on the Distribution of 
Languages

• The result of a combination of two 
geographic processes
– Interaction
– Isolation

• Geographic processes develop distinct 
dialects and individual languages. 

• These processes are the interplay of 
– migration 
– geographic isolation.
– explain how a single language can later become 

two or more or remain similar.



The Complexities of Overlapping 
Languages



Language Diversity and 
Uniformity

• Preserving language diversity
– Hebrew: reviving extinct languages
– Celtic: preserving endangered languages
– Multilingual states: Switzerland, India
– Isolated languages: examples in next slides

• Global dominance of English
– English as a lingua franca
– Diffusion to other languages: mass media, 

Internet!



The Environment Provides Refuge
• Inhospitable environments offer protection 

and isolation
• Provide outnumbered linguistic groups refuge

from aggressive neighbors
• Linguistic refuge areas

– Rugged bill and mountain areas
– Excessively cold or dry climates
– Impenetrable forests and remote islands
– Extensive marshes and swamps

• Unpleasant environments rarely attract 
conquerors

• Mountains tend to isolate inhabitants of one 
valley from another



Examples of Linguistic Refuge Areas
• Rugged Caucasus Mountains and nearby 

ranges in central Eurasia are populated 
by a large variety of peoples

• Alps, Himalayas, and highlands of Mexico
are linguistic shatter belts — areas where 
diverse languages are spoken

• American Indian tongue Quechua clings 
to a refuge in the Andes Mountains of 
South America 

• In the Rocky Mountains of northern New 
Mexico, an archaic form of Spanish 
survives due to isolation that ended in the 
early 1900s



Examples of Linguistic Refuge Areas

• The Dhofar, a mountain tribe in 
Oman, preserve Hamitic speech that 
otherwise has vanished from Asia

• Tundra climates of the far north have
sheltered certain Uralic, Altaic, and 
Inukitut (Eskimo) speakers

• On Sea Islands, off the coast of 
South Carolina and Georgia, some 
remnant of an African language, 
Gullah, still are spoken



Linguistic Ecology

• Today environmental isolation is no 
longer the linguistic force it once was

• Inhospitable lands and islands are 
reachable by airplanes

• Marshes and forests are being drained 
and cleared by farmers

• The world is interactive and 
globalization hurt preservation



This graphic shows the uneven numbers of speakers of languages in the world. 
Nearly 80% of the world's population speaks only 83 (1.1%) of the world's 
languages. The 3,586 (51.2%) smallest languages are spoken by only 0.2% of the 
world's population.



Internet Hosts

Fig. 5-1-1: A large proportion of the world’s internet users and hosts are in the 
developed countries of North America and western Europe.



Online Population, 1996 - 2005

Fig. 5-1.1:  English is still the largest language on the internet, but there has been 
rapid growth in many others, especially Chinese.



E-Commerce 
Languages 
2000 & 2004 

Fig 5-1.2:  English and English-speaking 
countries still dominate e-
commerce, but other languages 
are growing rapidly.



Over 6,000 Living Languages

• Half of people are 
speakers of 
Chinese,English, 
Spanish,Russia, 
Hindi, or Arabic

• Many smaller 
languages 
endangered



Distribution of Languages by Area
of Origin 

Area

Count Percent Count Percent Mean Median

Africa 2,092 30.3 675,887,158 11.8 323,082 25,391

Americas 1,002 14.5 47,559,381 0.8 47,464 2,000

Asia 2,269 32.8 3,489,897,147 61 1,538,077 10,171

Europe 239 3.5 1,504,393,183 26.3 6,294,532 220,000

Pacific 1,310 19 6,124,341 0.1 4,675 800

Totals

Living languages Number of speakers

6,912 100 5,723,861,210 100 828,105 7,000

Generalize chart!   







Classifications
• Language groupings are linguistic units start with

families:
– Indo-European
– the Afro-Asiatic
– the Austronesian
– the Sino-Tibetan
– And more see page 154-155

• Members of each group not genetically related, but have 
reason to share similar features.

• Their speakers have been in contact for a long time 
within a common community and the languages 
converged in the course of the history from a common 
ancestor or Proto-Family, Ancestor, mother tongue, or a 
superfamily. 

• These are called "areal features".  They can range in 
similar sounds and meanings as well as rules and 
concepts. 



Language Family Trees

Fig. 5-12: Family trees and estimated numbers of speakers for the main 
world language families. 





Language Families of the World

Fig. 5-11:  Distribution of the world’s main language families.  Languages with 
more than 50 million speakers are named.



The Environment Guides Migration 

• Migrants were often attracted to new 
lands that seemed environmentally 
similar to their homelands
– They could pursue adaptive strategies known to 

them
– Germanic Indo-Europeans chose familiar 

temperate zones in America, New Zealand, and 
Australia

– Semitic peoples rarely spread outside arid and 
semiarid climates

– Ancestors of modern Hungarians left grasslands of
inner Eurasia for new homes in the grassy Alföld, 
one of the few prairie areas of Europe



The Environment Guides Migration 
• Environmental barriers and natural 

routes guided linguistic groups along 
certain paths

• Indo-Europeans traveled through low 
mountain passes to the Indian 
subcontinent, avoiding the Himalayas 
and barren Deccan Plateau

• In India today, the Indo-
European/Dravidian language boundary
seems to approximate an ecological 
boundary



The Environment Guides Migration 

• Mountain barriers frequently serve 
as linguistic borders
– In part of the Alps, speakers of German 

and Italian live on opposite sides of a major
ridge

– Portions of mountain rim along the northern
edge of the Fertile Crescent form the 
border between Semitic and Indo-
European tongues



The Environment Guides Migration 

• Linguistic borders that follow such 
physical features tend to be stable 
and endure for thousands of years

• Language borders that cross plains
and major routes of communication
are frequently unstable — 
Germanic-Slavic boundary on the 
North European Plain



The Indo-European Language 
Family

• Branches of Indo-European
– Germanic branch
– Indo-Iranian branch
– Balto-Slavic branch
– Romance branch

• Origin and diffusion of Indo-European
– Kurgan and Anatolian theories



Indo-European Language Family

Fig. 5-5:  The main branches of the Indo-European language family include Germanic, 
Romance, Balto-Slavic, and Indo-Iranian.



Germanic Branch 
of Indo-European

Fig. 5-6:  The Germanic branch today is 
divided into North and West 
Germanic groups.  English is in 
the West Germanic group. 



South Asian Languages & Language 
Families 

Fig. 5-7: Indo-European is the largest of four main language families in South Asia. 
The country of India has 18 official languages.  The United States does 
not have an “official” language





Romance Branch of Indo-
European

Fig. 5-8:  The Romance branch includes three of the world’s 12 most widely spoken 
languages (Spanish, French, and Portuguese), as well as a number of 
smaller languages and dialects.



Kurgan Theory of Indo-European 
Origin

Fig. 5-9:  In the Kurgan theory, Proto-Indo-European diffused from the Kurgan 
hearth north of the Caspian Sea, beginning about 7000 years ago.  
They were nomads and warriors. 

Marija Gimbutas!!!



Anatolian Hearth Theory of Indo-
European Origin

Fig. 5-10: In the Anatolian hearth theory, Indo-European originated in Turkey 
before the Kurgans and diffused through agricultural expansion.

Colin Renfrew!!!!



Distribution of Other Language
Families 

• Classification of languages
• Distribution of language families

– Sino-Tibetan language family
– Other East and Southeast Asian language 

families
– Afro-Asiatic language family
– Altaic and Uralic language families
– African language families



Language 
Families of

Africa

Fig. 5-14:  The 1000 or more languages of Africa are divided among five main language
families, including Austronesian languages in Madagascar. 



Languages of 
Nigeria

Fig. 5-15:  More than 200 languages are spoken in Nigeria, the largest country in Africa (by
population).  English, considered neutral, is the official language. 



Language Divisions in Belgium

Fig. 5-16:  There has been much tension in Belgium between Flemings, who live in 
the north and speak Flemish, a Dutch dialect, and Walloons, who live in 
the south and speak French.



Language Areas in Switzerland

Fig. 5-17:  Switzerland remains peaceful with four official languages and a 
decentralized government structure.   



Old French Dialects



The Geography of Old French
• Old French is a term sometimes used 

to refer to the langue d'oïl, the 
continuum of varieties of Romance 
language spoken in territories 
corresponding roughly to the northern 
half of modern France and parts of 
Belgium and Switzerland during the 
period roughly from 1000 to 1300 A.D.

• It was known at the time as the langue 
d'oïl to distinguish it from the langue 
d'oc, (also then called Provençal) 
which bordered these areas to the 
south.





French-English Boundary in 
Canada

Fig. 5-18:  Although Canada is bilingual, French speakers are concentrated in the
province of Quebec, where 80% of the population speaks French.






