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Language is more than a way of communicating…

We express what we think, believe, and know through our languages
Language is a proxy for knowledge

To be multilingual is to honor and affirm 
the full richness and textures of our many selves and our different worlds better

An internet that is not multilingual and multimodal
is inherently unjust

This is the language of friendship, the reconciliation of skies
An ocean of art and knowledge, this world of language 
(Latif Siddiqi, Urdu!)

Why language?



What we asked and aimed for

With over 7000 (spoken and signed) languages in the world…

How many can we fully experience online? 

What would a truly multilingual internet look, feel and sound like?

● Map the current status of languages on the internet
● Raise awareness of the challenges and opportunities in making the internet more 

multilingual
● Advance an agenda for action



What we did

…and always a work-in-progress!

Stories

● 12 countries
● Every continent
● 13 languages 

(stories + 
translations)

Numbers

● 11 websites
● 12 Android apps, 16 

iOS apps
● Google Maps, 

Wikipedia

Summary

● Weaving together
● Community review 

and resource
● Solidarity in action



Most people have to use their 
nearest European colonial 
language (English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, French…) or 
regionally dominant 
language (Mandarin Chinese, 
Arabic...) to access the 
internet.

The internet is nowhere 
near as multilingual as we 
imagine or need it to be. 
Only about 500 of our 7000+ 
languages are represented 
online in any form of 
information or knowledge.

What we learned

Historical and ongoing 
structures of power and 
privilege are intrinsic to 
the way languages are 
accessible (or not) online. 



More than 7,000 languages are in use today.

Yet, digital platforms donʼt reflect this language 
diversity. 

Many of us cannot use our preferred languages to 
access websites and apps.

How many people are affected by this digital 
exclusion, on the basis of their language?

How many are affected by digital language exclusion?



A platform survey: languages on major sites & apps

We present the first ever survey of the interface languages 
(written text forms) supported by digital platforms. 

Our focus: popular websites and mobile apps for knowledge 
access, language learning, and communication. We 
reviewed 11 websites, 12 Android apps, and 16 iOS apps.

We asked: 

Is the interface for this website or app 
available in different languages? 

Which ones?



Interface language support is often limited to particular languages:

- Certain European (en, fr, es, pt) and certain Asian languages (Mandarin 
Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean) are very widely supported

- However, thousands of languages are not supported at all, including 
languages of the Global South spoken by hundreds of millions

Some platforms do better than others:

- Wikipedia, Google Search, Facebook support more than 100 languages
- Among messaging apps: Signal Messenger supports 50-70 languages
- They are the exception: many others only support around 10-30

We find: highly unequal language support 



Unfortunately, data about language literacy is scarce. 
Ethnologue has estimates of oral language populations.

We add up: how many people are potentially unable to 
access a platform if a certain language is not supported?

We find potential digital exclusion of billions of 
people on the basis of their language preference. 

We estimate that at least 3-5 billion people cannot 
use their preferred language in order to access these 
widely used websites and apps.

50%
  w

orld pop.

How many people are excluded?



South Asian languages

Only half of the platforms offer 
interface support for any South 
Asian language.

Hindi and Bengali, spoken by hundreds 
of millions of people, are not as widely 
supported as we might expect. 



Most Africans have to use a 
European-colonial language to 
access these digital platforms. 

Many Africans speak English or French, 
along other languages. Yet not everyone 
will agree that these are “African 
languages”. 

African languages



Does Google Maps show the world in your language?

Can everyone use Google Maps to navigate 
the world in their own language?

We ran millions of searches to find out. 
Again, we find significant gaps.

For example, on the map for Kolkata (India) 
we find many English-language results but 
less in Hindi and Bengali – yet all three 
languages are spoken there.

On the maps of Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) 
and Nairobi (Kenya) we find few results in 
Swahili, but many in English.



Wikipedia today supports hundreds of languages



However, when we compare article 
counts to the population sizes for the 
10 most widely spoken languages in 
the world… 

We find there is comparatively  little 
content in some very widely spoken 
languages – for example, Mandarin 
Chinese, Hindi, Bengali, Indonesian, 
spoken by billions of people.
(Population estimate: Ethnologue 2019, 
which includes second-language speakers.)

English Wikipedia has very comprehensive coverage



Wikipedia has descriptions of many of the world’s places



Such articles can have geographic coordinates (“geotags”)



https://geography.oii.ox.ac.uk/wikipedias-global-geography/ 

https://geography.oii.ox.ac.uk/wikipedias-global-geography/


Geographic coverage of English Wikipedia



Geographic coverage in other widely spoken languages



There is language inequality: 
some languages have much more 
content on Wikipedia than others.

There is geographic inequality: 
some geographic regions are much 
more well-covered than others.

Taken together, we can say that 
Wikipedia has a highly unequal 
language geography.

Wikipedia’s coverage is highly uneven!



Many places are not well-described in their local languages!



Who creates Wikipedia’s 
descriptions of the world?

What perspectives, experiences, 
histories are left out?

What barriers prevent others 
from participating?



Local participation requires connectivity

The cost of broadband subscriptions relative to the gross national income per capita, in 
2013. Graham et al. (2015), “Towards a Study of Information Geographies”



An unintentional barrier: contribution norms

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yanomami 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yanomami


Local contributors need local-language references… 
which are not always available.

Source localness for Wikipedia articles. Interactives at http://www.shilad.com/localness/  
Sen et al. (2015), “Barriers to the Localness of Volunteered Geographic Information”

http://www.shilad.com/localness/


“We will strive to counteract 
structural inequalities to 

ensure a just representation 
of knowledge and people in 
the Wikimedia movement.”

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Strategy/
Wikimedia_movement/2017/Direction 

The Wikipedia response: knowledge equity

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Strategy/Wikimedia_movement/2017/Direction
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Strategy/Wikimedia_movement/2017/Direction


Hundreds of Wikipedia projects are now 
working hard to address systemic bias

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:WikiProjects_relevant_for_
countering_systemic_bias  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:WikiProjects_relevant_for_countering_systemic_bias
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:WikiProjects_relevant_for_countering_systemic_bias


https://www.wired.co.uk/article/wikipedia-inequality-pay-editors 

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/wikipedia-inequality-pay-editors


Many, many more examples, stories, and lived 
experiences in the report!

We want to reset expectations. Wikipedia is doing 
really well, however the remaining gaps might 
require fundamentally different approaches.

Most of all, we look forward to shared creative 
approaches to explore these issues!

In closing…

internetslanguages.org


