7. Language Endangerment I
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Spring 2026



Discussion:

« What makes a language healthy?

* How does a language survive?

« What makes a language unhealthy?

« What social conditions contribute to a language’s health?

« What natural conditions contribute to a language’s health?
* What are endangered languages?

Note: These questions were discussed out loud in class - we didn’t use slides for this
discussion, but the questions are posted here as a reminder or study guide for those of
you referring to these slides for the Final Exam.




Language Endangerment

¢

‘most of the languages spoken in the world today—
nearly 90 percent, some think—may be lost by the
end of this century.” (R&H 107)

* Why?

e Is this a problem?

e Why?

e Can this problem be addressed?
e Should it be?

* Who gets to decide?

171 - Francés Derlémore of the Bureau ean
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Generational Transmission

“The languages described and listed in [Encyclopedia of the World’s
Endangered Languages] are all at least to some extent under threat of
extinction within the next two generations of their native speakers.
The ultimate reasons for their decline are many, but the most
immediate reason is a simple, stark truth: knowledge of the language

as a tool of everyday communication is not being passed from one
generation to another.” (p.viii)



Language Documentation

¢

‘Training of linguists in language documentation is a crucial issue for the future,
and courses like the one offered in London are a valuable and all too rare asset, if
the task of reclaiming disappearing languages is to be met.” (EWEL x)

* What is language documentation?

« Why would this be important?

* How can this be done?

* What ethical considerations should be made?



et ———

- R r e a s

R e S SR e | » W here is this?

.7“"* Gclcgcﬂ Op cle Noot

@m_ R M | - Which way is
p—y e | north?

* What language
is the map
written in?

/&m,,nm, - dooracrefoc? Blaceste ofp 0
31 < MANATVS
Nt Gnfp BoswsGnes EseTRffl |20 Boriae van Taillirin®hitlpa3y: BlsE pae GeyecegStyn
Ligek Huugs 24: Posiis van Fonifazzrs 8: 3 Badon v gioly Sy
1 tyff-oterallin Bousosogisn vaicd$22: Bous va Matores e Trck 20 Plantsven 2 Spormars
1 cogp m'%‘}ml e nvabevan |23: Boiz van Jan Clottin 40 Boii vare Dibryck Ui rosman.
§ 10@7639 @R 3 Eveonzsi)s . Pl vase Duvit 2 Fovref g : Bore van Gfyue
7t Pfanbzz/l" 22 Toredd /2:73/:/ b g2 Ploi van Frdeical ipdee Y23 B y:m ‘ue Boic ban i‘f-lmf 24
§: Pller rtaf e a bt G R6: Plert vas Tmin. .7.,,/ Sy o St /r it/
9 f’[wu‘,q van G Bprorfs . 1.7 ﬁm ware van )m//y (s Rivider bot 4 fiooge farit
i0: PhlasigPvar Tawills ¥ 43 Biyontn G van Tomas Bromil
K4 (f’[mn,«. pan ,éph Lascher 2g: @au tun Jare Esvirts |4 42 LLantc nare Bitesee fo L, e reid
\ 122 Plar e pan M. L8 o00 Neofina| 30+ Paiz 2 Lutvir Hoieh W 5: Plane s darid? Sorgues
- g 134 Llort an Tomas Dits 3450y Bhins tf Loueilis HodeR_>
> ) i ' : 4 Planti van Jun Gan Rottrdan|32: Lo van Maer s A: % Tore //m//n‘h«md
[4¢ ” L . 3 TR o (N 15 Plantatvan Tidrick LitntrfS 331 Pleii van Davide-Bises |B: Cooven dfsedin
1 6 3 9 Manatus Ma . ot Bhee, 16} Browuwtry wiie Besrl Pk 34: mesese Syleis et Ein PLhlar | C: Saey o Moot 52
N X " | T s e e Plecze van Jecol Gilaar Detre i e D: sa%y Mok
i i _ - \ ) 5 SRR G S (9 Poiot: va Gugilis (Van \35ts® g 673 Pt tari” P v Guartste rarctd Sowarti)
; [ ) T e —Thi b Koo b _?xuun"ﬁatﬁ(r/ oF G”f b Al
¥ - AR 19: boiwssoqvan Losu sacas £ |36 z/Mux Si2 6o van vl fod

/ “.‘ \ \ L , GikritfS mit=z tan fyn Gonfor|
£ | J : Tk

Doy




Vv * What other
‘4« languages are
on the map?

Munsee placenames
are documented here.

* Why?
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pS 1 “This is the type of houses the Indians live in.”




 Around 1634, a Dutch explorer, Harmen Mendertsz Van den Bogaert,
wrote one of the earliest wordlists in Kanien’kéha (aka Mohawk).

e It consists mostly of nouns, with a few verbs as well.

* How do you think he elicited the words? N i | pointing
* Most of his wordlist is very valuable, and S, \wwu & turin
-one modern scholar wrote that he “deserves = L :\%‘gf@;‘,f};‘(j}}}jjﬁ,ﬁ}iﬁ' 5 5
. . . 1 R \\\‘ \ \\(’!1;_-, il
high praise for recording a vocabulary of SR

such quality.”
q y *  Gunther Michelson, in Gehring & Starna (eds) A Journey into Mohawk and Oneida Country, 1634-1635.
e Is gesturing linguistic?

 He wrote that the Kanien’kéha word for ‘scraper’ was canagoesat. But
canagoesat, which is ohnakénhsa in modern Kanien’kéha, means ‘deer

hide.

* He also wrote that the word for ‘salmon’ was ghekeront, which is
kaké:ron in modern Kanien’kéha, and means ‘they lie on the ground.’

* Why? What’s going on?



172 NARRATIVES OF NEW NETHERLAND [1644

The inhabitants of this country are of two kinds: first,
Christians—at least so called; second, Indians. Of the Chris-
tians I shall say nothing; my design is to speak of the Indians
only. These among us are again of two kinds: first, the
Mahakinbas, or, as they call themselves, Kajingahaga; sec-
ond, the Mahakans, otherwise called Agotzagena.! These two
nations have different languages, which have no affinity with
each other, like Dutch and Latin. These people formerly
carried on a great war against each other, but since the Maha-
kanders were subdued by the Mahakobaas, peace has subsisted
between them, and the conquered are obliged to bring a yearly
contribution to the others. We live among both these kinds
of Indians; and when they come to us from their country, or
we go to them, they do us every act of friendship. The prin-
cipal nation of all the savages and Indians hereabouts with
which we have the most intercourse, is the Mahakuaas,* who
have laid all the other Indians near us under contribution.
This nation has a very difficult language, and it costs me great
pains to learn it, so as to be able to speak and preach in it
fluently. There is no Christian here who understands the
language thoroughly; those who have lived here long can use a
kind of jargon just sufficient to carry on trade with it, but they
do not understand the fundamentals of the language. I am
making a vocabulary of the Mahakuaas’ language, and when
I am among them I ask them how things are called; but as they
are very stupid, I sometimes cannot make them understand
what I want. Moreover when they tell me, one tells me the
word in the infinitive mood, another in the indicative; one in the
first, another in the second person; one in the present, another
in the preterit. So I stand oftentimes and look, but do not
know how to put it down. And as they have declensions and
conjugations also, and have their augments like the Greeks,
I am like one distracted, and frequently cannot tell what to do,
and there is no one to set me right. I shall have to speculate
in this alone, in order to become in time an Indian grammarian.
When I first observed that they pronovnced their words so
differently, I asked the commissary of the company * what it

* Mohawks and Mohicans. * Mohawks.

* Presumably Bastiaen Jansen Krol, who had been at Fort Orange most of
the time from 1626.

1644) MEGAPOLENSIS ON THE MOHAWKS 173

meant. He answered me that he did not know, but imagined
they changed their language every two or three years; I argued
against this that it could never be that a whole nation should
change its language with one consent;—and, although he has
been connected with them here these twenty years, he can
afford me no assistance.

* Where do you think this person is
describing?

» The man who wrote this passage was a
Dutch preacher in New York, in the
vicinity of present-day Albany.

* What trouble was he having?

They have also naturally a very high opinion of themselves;
they say, Thy Othkon, (‘1 am the Devil”") by which they mean
that they are superior folks. In order to praise themselves and
their people, whenever we tell them they are very expert at
catching deer, or doing this and that, they say, Tkoschs ko,
aguweechon Kajingahaga kouaane Jountuckcha Othkon; that is,
“Really all the Mohawks are very cunning devils.” They

From Johannes Megapolensis Jr.’s (1644) A short account of the Mohawk Indians



Language Revitalization

“Language rescue cannot be imposed from outside; and it
is not usually the business of linguists to interfere in
political processes. Ultimately communities must help
themselves, with informed decisions and the perspective
of more than one generation. But before the community
can help itself, the language must be coditied - set down in_
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Now do Activity 2.




For next time:

* Read pp.1-9 in the Encyclopedia of the World’s Endangered Languages.
There will be a quiz on this reading at the start of class.

e Remember, we’ll next meet on 4/13. There’s no class on 4/6. Have a
great Spring Break!
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