AS Linguistics ( pilot)   Unit 1 

Language Death: sudden or gradual?

1. Definitions:

For a language to count as ‘living’ there has to be native speakers alive to use it.

When all the people who speak a language die, the language dies with them.

2.Some examples of death:

MANX 

The last native speaker, Ned Maddrell, died in 1974

CORNISH

Died out in the eighteenth century, when Dolly Pentreath of Mousehole died in 1777

ABORIGINAL LANGUAGES

250-300 aboriginal languages were spoken in Australia when the Europeans arrived. Less than half have survived. This is due to massacres, or death from diseases introduced by the Europeans.

Less than 2 dozen are currently actively being passed on to younger speakers.

In Tasmania, the whole indigenous population of between 3-4,000 people was exterminated within 75 years, and their languages died with them.

It was originally predicted that all of the aboriginal languages would be lost by 2000, but fortunately this hasn’t happened.

3. To die gradually, the functions of a language are taken over in one domain after another, and so as the domains in which a language is used shrink, so its speakers become less proficient. Speakers gradually lose fluency and competency. The minority language is used in less and less contexts, often ending up as used only at home. Its structural features become less complex, sound rules get simplified, vocabulary gets smaller and smaller. It may carry on being used for ritual purposes, or in ceremonies, for example. 

Maori is a good example of such a case. Only respected elders have the knowledge of its appropriate use in ritual occasions. It is now only used for:

· Formal ceremonial speeches

· Prayers for the sick

· Opening prayers, e.g. at meetings.

4. Language death is not a recent phenomenon, though. It has always occurred throughout history. There are records of IE languages no longer spoken.

However, today, in parallel with animals and plants, Languages are disappearing at an alarming rate.

96% of the world’s population speaks one of the ‘top twenty’ languages. Some also speak an indigenous language, but the dominant language ( e.g. English) may only be learned, leading to gradual death.

5. Some estimates:

90% of the world’s languages will be dead by 2100

A language is dying roughly every 2 weeks, according to the linguist David Crystal

6. Some examples:

Native American languages.

300 of these before arrival of Europeans.

One third of these no longer spoken

Many of rest only spoken by handful of elders – will be extinct in about 10 years

7. A current threat: capitalism / Industrial Revolution 

· Strongly centralised national governments encouraged

· Technological advances

· Handful of languages ‘elbow out’ others

· Imposition of single language (nationalist models)

· Indigenous peoples ‘yoked’ into centralised cash economy.

· Transformation of traditional lifestyles

· Dominant powers render local populations as migrant workers- move in to cities

· Societies moving from independent subsistence on land towards relationships with capitalist superstructures.

8. A final notes of optimism: deliberate intervention

Hebrew , by late 1800s only used in writing and for liturgical purposes. Move to make it official language of Israel was successful, - now spoken natively by 6 million.

