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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

• Why?
• Is this a problem?
• Why?
• Can this problem be addressed?
• Should it be?
• Who gets to decide?

“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)

Frances Densmore of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology and Mountain Chief (Blackfoot), 1916

In groups, do Activity 1.





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

• What is language documentation?
• Why would this be important?
• How can this be done?
• What ethical considerations should be made?

“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)



• Where is this?
• Which way is 

north?
• What language 

is the map 
written in?

• Why?

1639 “Manatus Map”



• What other 
languages are 
on the map?

• Why?

“This is the type of houses the Indians live in.”

Munsee placenames 
are documented here.



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

• It consists mostly of nouns, with a few verbs as well.
• How do you think he elicited the words?
• Most of his wordlist is very valuable, and

one modern scholar wrote that he “deserves
high praise for recording a vocabulary of
such quality.”

• 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?

pointing

gesturing

Gunther Michelson, in Gehring & Starna (eds) A Journey into Mohawk and Oneida Country, 1634–1635.



• 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?

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



Language Revitalization

Now do Activity 2.

“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 codified – set down in 
some permanent form. Initially this process may require 
outside help, but not always. Let us not forget Sequoia, 
inventor of the Cherokee syllabary in the nineteenth 
century, who made it possible for his fellow-speakers to 
read and write their own language.” (EWEL xiii–xiv)



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.

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