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Living Tongues: A Grassroots Approach to Global Issues
Living Tongues Institute is a globally 
focused non-profit that supports grassroot 
efforts in language maintenance and 
engages in scientific linguistic research.

The Living Dictionaries web app allows for 
the free development of digital 
lexicographic resources with or without 
linguists.



Background
● State-run language programs often serve as 

vectors of total assimilation to dominant languages 
and the abandonment of heritage ones 
(Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000; 2023), grassroots digital 
projects can serve as a counterbalance and bring 
visibility to lesser- known languages.

● Access to high-quality digital resources is essential 
for language communities in the modern age, as 
information is increasingly consumed and 
disseminated digitally, specifically through mobile 
platforms.

● Assisting communities in developing such 
accessible resources is a tangible contribution by 
linguists in response to the colonialist 
underpinnings of linguistics. 



Towards a decolonial lexicography

● Linguistics is rightly critiqued as rooted in colonialist projects. 
(Errington, 2001; Makoni, 2013; Zimmermann and Kellermeier- Rehbein (eds.), 2015; 
Hudley et al., (eds.) 2024). 

● It is a moral imperative of the 21st century to address colonialist legacies and thus 
for linguists to make possible decentralized and decolonial approaches to 
language documentation, language resource development and linguistic analysis.
  

● It is not enough to simply acknowledge and critique the colonialist underpinnings 
of the field as these scholars largely have done, which, if not tied to action, 
remains empty, self-defeating rhetoric. 

● Documenting languages is not only important to the scientific field of linguistics, 
but also to speech communities who are urgently looking for tools to combat 
language loss.



Towards a decolonial lexicography
● Relying on institutional actors – state, academic, juridical – to act in the interests 

of linguistic minority communities and to enforce linguistic human rights (not just 
on paper) has proven to be largely ineffective to date, except in very few contexts 
where governments have successfully helped revitalize languages that are 
typically the sole or main minority Indigenous language of the nation (e.g., in 
Wales, Ireland, New Zealand, Hawai’i). 

● As such, grassroots efforts that combine technology, collaboration and 
community stewardship provide a meaningful path to combat language loss.

● This presentation shows the global applicability of the Living Dictionaries 
platform, which was engineered for straightforward co-creation of lexicographic 
materials between grassroots collaborators, to create accessible digital 
resources for all underrepresented and endangered languages. 



Clockwise from top left: Diego Córdova Nieto (México), Anna Luisa Daigneault (Canada), 
Jacob Bowdoin (Taiwan / USA) and Gregory D. S. Anderson (USA)

The Living Dictionaries team



How the Living Dictionary platform works







A sample entry from the 
Birhor Living Dictionary

https://livingdictionaries.app/birhor



Living Dictionaries: Some Recent Innovations (2023-2024)

Geo-tagging & Maps
Dictionary editors may now include 
coordinates and regions in their 
dictionary entries

Internships
Many international cohorts 
processed dozens of batches of 
lexical and audio data for import

Import Functionality
Dictionary editors may now import from 
FLex, .CSV and other formats

Export & Print
Users may export to .CSV 
spreadsheets and nicely 
designed .PDF files for printing



Geo-Tagging in Entries



Internship Cohorts





PDF Export for Printing



Offline Mode
We will test this functionality with 
dictionary teams in low-bandwidth 
regions of the world

Imports from IDS
We are working on 100+ batches of data from
The Intercontinental Dictionary Series

Summer Internship 
(July 7-31, 2025)
Providing an opportunity for students and 
emerging linguists to work on Living 
Dictionaries

Multimedia Files
Editors will soon be able to add 
multiple audios, images and other files 
to their entries

Living Dictionaries: 2025 Roadmap



Remote and in-person collaboration

Garifuna Living Dictionary team in California, USA



Remote and in-person collaboration

Jewish Languages Consortium (for endangered Jewish languages)     Kalanga Living Dictionary team (Zimbabwe - USA)





Citizen Science and Digital Lexicography
● It is not an overstatement to assert that language documentation is 

crucial to conserving humanity’s intangible heritage on Earth. 

● Living Dictionaries offer a central point where different communities 
of stakeholders can contribute equally and respectfully. 

● The platform was created to make building linguistic resources 
from the ground up easy and accessible to anyone who knows how 
to operate a smartphone or tablet. 

● Equitable resource development is at the heart of this work. 

● As platform administrators, we have sought to lessen the burden of 
colonial and capitalistic frameworks (such as bureaucracy and 
subscription models) so there are as few limitations as possible for 
newcomers to lexicography. 



Citizen Science and Digital Lexicography

● Citizen-linguists play a huge role in the process of building these digital dictionaries. 
Citizen-linguist  is here understood as a person who is actively engaged in their 
speech community, believes in safeguarding their native (or heritage) language and 
works towards transmitting it to future generations.  

● Citizen-linguists are motivated to create accessible language resources that are 
tailored to their community’s needs. 

● They are people who fulfill the multi-faceted roles of documentarian, language 
activist and digital content creator, whether they have formal training in linguistics or 
not. 

● Some are educators, some are students; some are people with advanced training in 
other academic fields who see the value in protecting their language, whether they 
are fluent speakers or not. 



Citizen Science and Digital Lexicography
● Citizen-linguists take on the difficult challenge of recording and sharing their 

language, which may be under-studied by scholars and almost assuredly 
under-valued by their own community and the wider public. 

● Many citizen-linguists are leaders in other areas of community life and undertake 
language work as volunteers in their spare time, because they understand that the 
act of preserving their language is connected to their cultural group’s well-being, 
identity, and survival. 

● Like other citizen scientists who study and celebrate local phenomena (e.g., flora or 
fauna, etc.), citizen- linguists are grassroots actors who may bridge divides between 
diverse groups of people and help bring local knowledge forward, while also feeling 
a sense of personal pride and connection to the language in question. 

● Citizen-linguists are often excellent (co-) creators of language materials because 
they see the long-term value of the work they are doing and know that teamwork can 
benefit large, detailed undertakings like language documentation.



Werikyana Citizen Science and Digital Lexicography

The creation of the first-ever Werikyana Living Dictionary in Brazil (photos by Spike Gildea used with permission)





Summary
● The website offers the insights and systematicity of linguistic science in a 

user-friendly context, free of cost to citizen-linguists, with no institutional or other 
administrative roadblocks preventing access to this online tool. 

● It highlights and preserves essential ecological, social, and linguistic knowledge 
that lie at the foundation of cultural survival. 

● All intellectual property rights associated with dictionary data remain with the 
language community from which the data originates. Our code is also accessible.

● The platform supports citizen science by providing STEM opportunities to 
community activists to document their own languages and help them gain 
access to technical guidance from our team of professional linguists, 
anthropologists and web developers.
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