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Introduction

The Latin American linguistic scene is highly varied and rife with prejudices and misconceptions. Spanish and Portuguese are pervasive, but cohabit with numerous native languages of Amerindian origin, as well as other European languages and language variations are not yet determined. However, the dominance of European languages has created a stratification of linguistic prestige and ethno-cultural aspirations. In fact, almost all groups of non-Spanish speakers and non-Portuguese speakers are in a critical situation. These linguistic communities are marginalised because they do not speak the official languages which are essential for communicating outside their homes.

It is almost impossible for minority languages to gain prestige as a means of social self-definition. For most groups, it is rather a question of survival of languages as well as cultural definitions. One way to preserve the languages is to provide them with a writing system. Having a basic alphabet allows a language to be graphically represented, transcending the orality and keeping its identity through the years.

This linguistic research work has dual goals. First, it is intended to give significant relevance to the Amerindian languages, by using braille, the tactile writing and reading system used by people who are blind. Second, it is also intended to highlight the essential role of braille as a tool for research.

Ultimately, this ambitious project will contribute to providing an alphabet for the majority of non-European languages in the American continent. The researchers have taken as a starting point Peru and its native languages such as Quechua, Aimara and Ashaninka.

Amerindian languages

· Ashaninka. Ashaninka belongs to the linguistic family of Arawak, and includes at least seven major dialects. Numbering approximately 25,000, the Ashaninka live scattered in a vast territory in the central eastern part of Peru. Political violence or the exploitation of forest resources caused the Ashaninka to migrate to nearby territories, which they share with other peoples, including the Machiguenga.

Since March of 2008, Ashaninka is recognised as an official language in the Ayacucho province, where Quechua and Spanish are also official languages. It is used officially at school from the fifth grade through secondary school, and is compulsory in the Ayacuchan regions with predominant Ashaninka population.

· Quechua. Quechua, or Quichua, belongs to the language family of the central Andes. Its speakers occupy the western part of South America in six countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, and Peru. With between 8 and 10 million speakers, it is one of the most wide-spread language families in those countries.

Quechua may have originated from an earlier language in central or western Peru. It attained its greatest influence in the 15th century, when it was the official language of the Incan state. Quechua suffered a decline at the beginning of the 20th century, due to Spanish gaining ground through schooling in rural areas.

There are many websites available in Quechua. There is also an initiative for the promotion of education in Quechua, mainly in Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador. The Wikipedia project in Quechua has also stimulated the digital progress of Quechua.

· Aymara. The Aimara were centred in Tiwanaku, although there is linguistic evidence suggesting that the Aimara came from the north. Between 300 and 500 B.C.E., the Tiwanaku territory developed into an urban area of 40,000, enjoying important regional power in the Southern Andes. In the year 1200 the city was suddenly abandoned and its arts disappeared with it.

Current speakers of Aymara occupy Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru.

Political Context

In a country like Peru, where growth and human development play an important part, education is important in overcoming poverty, social inequality, and the lack of social inclusion. Peru has made a great deal of progress in primary education, the modernisation of the education infrastructure, the reduction of illiteracy, training of public school teachers, and investments in staff. However, these achievements have not been extended to the indigenous population. This is an impediment to building an intercultural citizenry.

It is estimated that there are 1,046,639 indigenous children in Peru between 3 and 17 years of age. (INEI: 2007). Although those children and adolescents with a native mother tongue have the right to an intercultural bilingual education (IBE), they are not receiving enough attention from the state. The lack of an adequate intercultural bilingual education prevents them from systematically and permanently developing skills in their own native language and Spanish.

Intercultural bilingual education fosters respect for cultural diversity and strengthens personal and cultural self-esteem. It is therefore of utmost importance that the teachers not only know the language of their students, but that they know it well enough to teach it. All citizens have the right to learn in their primary language. This right applies to indigenous children whose mother tongue is not Spanish, and includes children with visual impairments who are braille readers.

Braille Alphabets for Amerindian Languages

This braille project is the work of the Iberoamerican Braille Council’s technical group, with the support of the School of Linguistics of the Universidad Mayor of San Marcos and the Research Centre of Applied Linguistics. We are driven by the dual desire to preserve the autochthonous languages, and to foster the use of braille by speakers of Amerindian languages who are visually impaired. The partnership will use this study to encourage the production of braille materials by the authorities and agencies who serve these populations. For too long have the speakers of native languages been marginalised and discriminated against—this is doubly true of individuals who have visual impairments as well.

Peru, with its multicultural society and its rich array of languages, was the starting point for this research. We would like to continue with the research throughout the rest of Latin America, joining forces with other university research institutes, associations, research centres, institutes, etc. 

Braille alphabets for the Ashaninka, Quechua, and Aymara have been devised, and texts have been selected to be printed out in braille. It will be the first time that braille materials will be produced in the Centre of Applied Linguistics. With the cooperation of the Peruvian Ministry of Education’s Special Education section, we can now provide accessible material and support the survival of the indigenous languages of Latin America.
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