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Endangered Languages in Turkey 

 

Preface 

Since the Neolithic period, Anatolia, situated on the threshold of the Taş Tepeler 
(Stone Hills) such as Göbeklitepe, Karahantepe, and Çakmaktepe, and serving as 
a locus of human (Lat. homo sapiens) settlement, the being also described as 
homo loquens (Eng. “the speaking animal”), can be characterized as a “pantheon 
of languages” (Akkuş, 2025, p. 361) This characterization stems from its 
geography: bordered on the one hand by the Caucasus, described by the Arab 
historian-geographer al-Masʿūdī as the “Mountain of Languages,” and on the 
other by the “Fertile Crescent,” where Sumerian, the first language to be 
committed to writing, was spoken. In this geography, some of the earliest Indo-
European languages, such as the Hittite language, as well as Hurrian, were 
spoken, and thousands of documents belonging to these languages have been 
unearthed through archaeological excavations. 
Within this pantheon of languages, numerous linguistic varieties were spoken 
throughout history; subsequently, some of these languages disappeared for 
social, cultural, and political reasons. For instance, Indo-European languages 
such as Luwian and Phrygian, despite being significant components of ancient 
Anatolia, gradually became extinct. Similarly, Hattic, spoken by the Hattians, 
disappeared with the rise of the Hittites. After Hattic, Hittite itself met the same 
fate as its predecessor. However, because Hittite lexical items, morphological 
features, syntactic distinctions, and diachronic developments were documented 
on clay tablets in administrative, religious, and economic texts, when these 
records were brought to light through archaeological excavations of tablet 
archives in Hittite cities long buried underground, Hittite was, in a sense, 
“revived.” The first Hittite utterance deciphered by the Czech Assyriologist 
Bedřich Hrozný from tablets containing Hittite was “[You will eat bread; you 
will drink water.” [Hittite: Nu ninda-an ezzateni water-ma ekuteni.]. Through 
philologically based investigations beginning with this utterance (meaning “You 
will continue to live”) comprehensive grammars and dictionaries of Hittite were 
gradually produced. 
In the last century, it has become evident that, under the influence of 
globalization, which has continued to transform and permeate every aspect of the 
world, many languages worldwide face a rapid threat of extinction, and some 
have already disappeared (Moseley, 2010). It is predicted that the majority of the 
approximately 7,150 languages spoken today are at risk of extinction by the end 
of this century for various reasons (Nevskaya and Erdal, 2016). It is further 
thought that the speakers of these languages will gradually lose their cultural 
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identities and become assimilated into the larger communities in which they live. 
The relevant literature lists numerous social factors that threaten the 
sustainability and healthy development of languages. Prominent among these are 
globalization, the widespread expansion of mass media, large-scale migration 
movements of communities speaking different languages, and the need for a 
common lingua franca in multilingual societies (Nevskaya and Erdal, 2016). 
Building on this historical and theoretical backdrop, present-day Türkiye stands 
out as one of the most linguistically diverse regions of its size, owing to its 
position at the intersection of Anatolia, the Balkans, the Caucasus, the Middle 
East, and the Eastern Mediterranean. Within its contemporary borders, Türkiye 
hosts a considerable number of languages belonging to several distinct language 
families, including Turkic, Indo-European, Caucasian, and Semitic, alongside 
language isolates. While Turkish functions as the dominant and official 
language, a wide array of minority and heritage languages—such as Kurdish 
varieties (Kurmanji, Zazaki), Arabic, Laz, Georgian, Armenian, Syriac (Neo-
Aramaic), Circassian varieties (Adyghe, Kabardian), Abkhaz, Homshetsma 
(Hamshen), Romeyka, Lomavren (Posha) and others continue to be spoken to 
varying degrees. Many of these languages, however, are classified as vulnerable, 
definitely endangered, or severely endangered according to international criteria, 
as their intergenerational transmission has been weakened or interrupted. 
The endangerment of languages spoken in Türkiye is shaped by a complex 
interplay of historical, political, socio-economic, and demographic factors. 
Processes such as nation-state formation, language standardization, urbanization, 
internal migration, compulsory education in a single dominant language, and 
shifting language attitudes have profoundly affected minority language 
ecologies. In many cases, younger generations increasingly favor Turkish in 
public and private domains, while heritage languages are confined to restricted 
settings or older age groups. As a result, language shift rather than stable 
multilingualism has become the dominant trajectory for numerous speech 
communities. 
Against this backdrop, the documentation, description, and analysis of 
endangered languages spoken in Türkiye acquire particular urgency. Each of 
these languages encodes unique linguistic structures, oral traditions, ecological 
knowledge, and culturally embedded worldviews that cannot be fully recovered 
once lost. Moreover, the study of these languages contributes not only to 
language preservation efforts but also to broader theoretical debates in 
linguistics, sociolinguistics, anthropology, and history, shedding light on 
language contact, typological diversity, and long-term processes of language 
change and attrition. 
 
This Special Issue is dedicated to endangered languages spoken in Türkiye and 
brings together interdisciplinary and methodologically diverse contributions that 
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examine their structural properties, sociolinguistic dynamics, historical 
trajectories, and prospects for maintenance and revitalization. By foregrounding 
both relatively well-documented and lesser-studied languages, the volume aims 
to enhance the scholarly visibility of Türkiye’s rich linguistic diversity and to 
contribute to broader discussions on language endangerment, documentation, 
and sustainability in one of the world’s most historically layered linguistic 
landscapes. 
The Special Issue opens with a contribution that addresses one of the most 
fundamental concerns in the study of endangered languages: documentation. In 
“The documentation of endangered languages: The case of Çankırı Poshas,” 
Melike Üzüm and Nurettin Demir present a methodologically grounded and 
empirically rich examination of fieldwork practices through a case study of the 
Posha language spoken in the province of Çankırı. Drawing on data collected 
over a five-year period (2010–2015), the authors situate this variety of Posha 
within the broader context of endangered minority languages in Anatolia, 
highlighting its precarious vitality status and its restricted functional domains 
within the community. By critically engaging with the challenges of 
documenting a minoritized language, the study offers practice-informed insights 
that are relevant well beyond the Posha case. 
The second contribution shifts the focus from documentation to the structural 
consequences of long-term language contact. In “Contact at the treetops: 
syntactic transfer and syntactic complexity,” Metin Bağrıaçık and Balkız Öztürk 
provide a theoretically sophisticated analysis of syntactic borrowing in Asia 
Minor Greek dialects—Trabzon Greek (Romeyka), Silli, Cappadocian, and 
Pharasa—spoken today under highly endangered or moribund conditions. 
Through a fine-grained examination of ki-clauses, the authors demonstrate how 
contact-induced change is constrained by syntactic structure and complexity. 
This study exemplifies how endangered languages and dialects spoken in 
Türkiye are not only sites of loss, but also sources of crucial theoretical insight 
into the limits and pathways of grammatical accommodation in contact settings. 
The third article turns attention from structural outcomes of contact to the 
intimate, everyday domain in which language maintenance or shift most 
decisively unfolds: the family. In “Exploring Family Language Policy: Parental 
Perspectives in Homshetsma-Speaking Families,” Gülay Akın offers a nuanced 
sociolinguistic investigation of how intergenerational transmission is negotiated 
within households where Homshetsma is spoken. Drawing on in-depth 
qualitative data, the study reveals tensions between symbolic attachment to the 
heritage language and pragmatic considerations linked to education and 
socioeconomic mobility, underscoring the central role of parental ideologies and 
practices in shaping the future of endangered languages. 
The fourth contribution addresses a question of both theoretical and practical 
relevance in multilingual settings in Türkiye: mutual intelligibility between 
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closely related, yet socially and politically distinct languages. In “Assessing 
Mutual Intelligibility between Kurmanji and Zazaki Spoken in Elâzığ at Text 
Level,” Bilgit Sağlam, Fatih Özek, Ahmet Buran, and Charlotte Gooskens 
present a large-scale, empirically grounded study conducted among middle and 
high school students in eastern Türkiye. By combining experimental 
intelligibility testing with analyses of language attitudes and exposure, the 
authors provide robust quantitative evidence that challenges common 
assumptions about mutual comprehensibility. Within the context of this Special 
Issue, the study demonstrates how empirical intelligibility research can inform 
both scholarly debates and practical decisions concerning education, language 
planning, and minority language support. 
The fifth contribution foregrounds spatial documentation and lexical variation as 
key tools for understanding and preserving endangered languages. In “Mapping 
Laz and Homshetsma in the Black Sea region: Kemalpaşa,” Ahmet Batuhan 
Çelik, Rıdvan Güven, and Mehmet Akkuş present a fine-grained lexical atlas of 
Laz and Homshetsma as spoken in the Kemalpaşa district of Artvin—a micro-
region that epitomizes the Black Sea’s layered linguistic ecology. Based on 
extensive fieldwork, the study maps lexical similarities and differences between 
the two languages, offering insights into language contact, shift, and 
maintenance. As the first installment of a projected series, this atlas lays the 
groundwork for future comparative research and constitutes a valuable resource 
for linguists, anthropologists, and policymakers alike. 
The Special Issue concludes with a comprehensive examination of 
ethnolinguistic vitality that brings together quantitative breadth and qualitative 
depth. In “‘May our language not perish. Our language is our memory.’: A 
mixed-methods investigation of the ethnolinguistic vitality of Laz,” Mehmet 
Akkuş, Çiğdem Sağın Şimşek, and Gülay Akın offer a socially grounded and 
methodologically innovative study of Laz, a South Caucasian language spoken 
along the eastern Black Sea coast. By integrating large-scale survey data with 
narrative interviews, the article captures both measurable patterns and lived 
experiences, highlighting generational tensions, adaptive strategies, and 
enduring affective ties to the language. As the final contribution to the volume, 
this study encapsulates many of the central themes of the Special Issue—
language, memory, identity, and resilience—while offering a model for future 
research on endangered languages in Türkiye and beyond. 
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