
South Asian Languages and 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.



Iranian (Western) Group of Indo-Iranian 
Language Branch 

• Indo-Iranian languages spoken in Iran and neighboring countries form a 
separate group from Indic.

• The major Iranian group languages include Persian (sometimes called 
Farsi) in Iran, Pathan in eastern Afghanistan and western Pakistan, and 
Kurdish, used by the Kurds of western Iran, northern Iraq, and eastern 
Turkey. 

• These languages are written in the Arabic alphabet.



Balto-Slavic Branch of Indo-European 

• Slavic was once a single 
language, but differences 
developed in the seventh 
century A.D. when several 
groups of Slavs migrated 
from Asia to different areas 
of Eastern Europe.



East Slavic and Baltic Groups of Balto-Slavic 
Language Branch 

• After Russian, Ukrainian and 
Belarusian (sometimes 
written Byelorussian) are 
the two most important 
East Slavic languages. 

• The desire to use languages 
other than Russian was a 
major drive in the Soviet 
Union breakup a decade 
ago.



West and South Slavic Groups of Balto-
Slavic Language Branch 

• The most spoken West Slavic 
language is Polish, followed by 
Czech and Slovak. 

• The latter two are quite similar, and 
speakers of one can understand the 
other. 

• The two most important South 
Slavic languages are Serbo-Croatian 
and Bulgarian. 

• Although Serbs and Croats speak 
the same language, they use 
different alphabets. 

• Slovene is the official language of 
Slovenia, while Macedonian is used 
in the former Yugoslav republic of 
Macedonia.



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.



Origin and Diffusion of Romance 
Languages 

• As the conquering Roman armies 
occupied the provinces of it’s vast 
empire, they brought the Latin 
language with them the languages 
spoken by the natives of the 
provinces were either extinguished or 
suppressed. 

• Latin used in each province was 
based on that spoken by the Roman 
army at the time of occupation. 

• Each province also integrated words 
spoken in the area. 

• The Latin that people in the 
provinces learned was not the 
standard literary form but a spoken 
form, known as Vulgar Latin, from the 
Latin word referring to “the masses” 
of the populace.



After the Fall of Rome

• By the eighth century, regions of the former empire had been isolated 
from each other long enough for distinct languages to evolve. 

• Latin persisted in parts of the former empire. 

• People in some areas reverted to former languages, while others adopted 
the languages of conquering groups from the north and east, which spoke 
Germanic and Slavic.



Romance Language 
Dialects – France 

• Distinct Romance languages did not suddenly appear. 
• They evolved over time.
• The creation of standard national languages, such as 

French and Spanish, was relatively recent. 
• The dialect of the Ile-de-France region, known as 

Francien, became the standard form of French 
because the region included Paris. 

• The most important surviving dialect difference within 
France is between the north and the south. 

• The northern dialect, langue d’oil and the southern 
langue d’ôc provide insight into how languages evolve. 

• These terms derive from different ways in which the 
word for “yes” was said. 



Romance Language Dialects – Spain 

• Spain, like France, contained many dialects during the Middle Ages. 

• In the fifteenth century, when the Kingdom of Castile and Leon merged 
with the Kingdom of Aragón, Castilian became the official language for the 
entire country. 



Spanish and Portuguese 
Speaking Countries

• Spanish and Portuguese have achieved 
worldwide importance because of the 
colonial activities of their European 
speakers.

• Approximately 90 percent of the speakers of 
these two languages live outside Europe. 

• Spanish is the official language of 18 Latin 
American states, while Portuguese is spoken 
in Brazil. 

• The division of Central and South America 
into Portuguese- and Spanish-speaking 
regions is the result of a 1493 decision by 
Pope Alexander VI. 

• The Portuguese and Spanish languages 
spoken in the Western Hemisphere differ 
somewhat from their European versions.



Creole

• A creole or creolized language is 
defined as a language that 
results from the mixing of the 
colonizer’s language with the 
indigenous language. 

• A creolized language forms 
when the colonized group 
makes some changes, such as 
simplifying the grammar. 

• The word creole derives from a 
word in several Romance 
languages for a slave who is 
born in the master’s house.



Origin and Diffusion of Indo-European 

• The existence of a single ancestor 
cannot be proved with certainty, 
because it would have existed 
thousands of years before the 
invention of writing or recorded 
history. 

• The evidence that Proto-Indo-
European once existed is “internal.” 

• Individual Indo-European languages 
share common root words for winter 
and snow but not for ocean. 

• Therefore, linguists conclude that 
original Proto-Indo-European speakers 
probably lived in a cold climate, or one 
that had a winter season, but did not 
come in contact with oceans. 



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 7,000 years ago.



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.



Issue 3: 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 the World

Fig. 5-11: Distribution of the world’s main language families. Languages with 

more than 100 million speakers are named.



Major Language Families
Percentage of World Population

Fig. 5-11a: The percentage of world population speaking each of the main language 

families. Indo-European and Sino-Tibetan together represent almost 

75% of the world’s people. 



Language Family Trees

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



Sino-Tibetan Family 

• The Sino-Tibetan 
family 
encompasses 
languages spoken 
in the People’s 
Republic of China 
as well as several 
smaller countries 
in Southeast Asia.



Sinitic Branch –
Chinese Languages

• There is no single Chinese 
language. 

• Spoken by approximately three-
fourths of the Chinese people, 
Mandarin is by a wide margin the 
most used language in the world.

• Other Sinitic branch languages 
are spoken by tens of millions of 
people in China. 

• The Chinese government is 
imposing Mandarin countrywide. 



Structure of Chinese Language

• The structure of Chinese languages 
is quite different (from Indo-
European). 

• They are based on 420 one-syllable 
words.

• This number far exceeds the 
possible one-syllable sounds that 
humans can make, so Chinese 
languages use each sound to denote 
more than one thing. 

• The listener must infer the meaning 
from the context in the sentence 
and the tone of voice the speaker 
uses.

• In addition, two one-syllable words 
can be combined. 



Chinese Ideograms

Fig. 5-13: Chinese language ideograms mostly represent concepts rather than 

sounds. The two basic characters at the top can be built into more 

complex words.



Austro-Thai and Tibeto-Burman

In addition to the 
Chinese languages 
included in the Sinitic 
branch, the Sino-
Tibetan family includes 
two smaller branches, 
Austro-Thai and Tibeto-
Burman.



Distinctive Language Families -
Japanese 

• Chinese cultural traits have 
diffused into Japanese 
society, including the 
original form of writing the 
Japanese language. 

• Japanese is written in part 
with Chinese ideograms, 
but it also uses two systems 
of phonetic symbols.



Distinctive Language Families - Korean

• Korean is usually classified as a separate language family. 
• Korean is written not with ideograms but in a system known 

as hankul. 
• In this system, each letter represents a sound. 



Distinctive Language Families -
Vietnamese

• Austro-Asiatic, spoken by 
about 1 percent of the 
world’s population, is based 
in Southeast Asia. 

• Vietnamese (is) the most 
spoken tongue of the 
language family. 

• The Vietnamese alphabet 
was devised in the seventh 
century by Roman Catholic 
missionaries.



Afro-Asiatic Language Family 

• The Afro-Asiatic-—once referred 
to as the Semito-Hamitic—
language family includes Arabic 
and Hebrew, as well as a number 
of languages spoken primarily in 
northern Africa and southwestern 
Asia.

• Arabic is the major Afro-Asiatic 
language, an official language in 
two dozen countries of North 
Africa and southwestern Asia, 
from Morocco to the Arabian 
Peninsula.



Altaic and Uralic language families

• The Altaic and Uralic 
language families were once 
thought to be linked as one 
family because the two 
display similar word 
formation, grammatical 
endings, and other 
structural elements. 

• Recent studies, however, 
point to geographically 
distinct origins.



Altaic Languages 


