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Ad’s Languages Went EXtinCt
H. McWhorter

(2001)
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perhaps 100,000 to 15(?,000 years ago, new IanguageS -
“Jied.” Humans have ngrated' as part of our species heritgg,
following the Neolithic revolution—the invention/digcwerygo,
os in different parts of the world).‘Some experts believe thyy g
wpanied by increasing language loss. Mzgr'ants may learn the l“"guagg
¢ been acco 1: or the two languages may form a hybrid (a creole), People may g4

ey enco;:ﬂsfz ;heya Iready know, or they may delete old ones as they legyy, new ones
ges t0 1 sgea k an isolated language, its fate is intertwined with theiy biological and.

more langua
off, the language dies with them.

until W es;at different tim

When small grouPS di
cultural fate; .y‘ :Zf{ate’ethat prior to the advent of agriculture, humans spoke q vastly greater
ExPert; ;ﬁperent languages, perhaps as many as 100,000! Now that number is doyy to
numbeg 0‘3; but many of them are spoken only by very sma]l numbers of people.
abouéf»wu’rse, “language death” is a metaphor, but it is the one commonly ysed to dis.
cuss this phenomenon. Language death begins with multilingualism, followed by “language

shift,” when people begin to move to another language for many of their communicatiye

needs.
Using the analogy of biological evolution, in this chapter John McWhorter discusses the

tragedy of linguistic extinction. He adds that linguistic extinction is even more complete than
biological extinction because languages have left no trace at all, while organisms have had the
chance to remain as fossils or as genetic constructs from offspring DNA.

McWhorter begins with a discussion of the reasons one language may give way to another
over a brief period of time. He details many cases of languages known to have died both in
the remote past and in very recent time. Moreover, even cases when languages have not co-
Pletely disappeared cannot compensate for the fact that the vast majority of the people in the
world—96 percent—speak just twenty powerful languages (maybe along with an indigenois
_l“’fguﬂge)- McWhorter further argues that with the growth of cities and of national cultures,
it is unrealistic to expect anything like the 6,000 currently spoken languages to endure st
though that prospect is,

Cultu?i?]l;;::;z; pleads the case that what is lost when a language dies is ZOtl :Z m:;f ZZ
detals o i ge assoczated’wzth that language but rather the speCfCS of the g‘; o love
1 structure, the delicate, elaborate rules, So he urges linguists and others

language at the know wht
ver f : can kno
they e Y least to record dying languages so that in the future we

R“di"g Questiong
. What

f’fhe 8eneral pattern of language death?
“Gence do we have of earlier languages that have died?

;A Natti’“[

7 of Babe"
of the World’s Languages Went Extinct. From The Powe
York: Times Books, 2001, pp. 253-86.
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. discus b biol*‘gic“l evolution and human language
Jlants, languages change, split into Subva:
aimals & revivify, evolve functionless features, and
spetically altered. The analogy continues B
 eved be g&{ikt‘ animals and plants, can go extinct,

" anguage>” nd plants drive one another to extinction
X

¢ out of ecological niches in compe-
B0 ance, in the past languages have usually
or susuin“ | one group conquers another or when
. “‘IM‘ Janguage that it perceives as affording
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\ o endowed with valuable goods or access
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L outside language with status and up’v,vard' rrilobility ‘and
i indigenous one with “backwardnes's. Tl}lS is espectally
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;;;kdxnz" language associated with money, technology,. and
ohrinement in the media while the indigenous one is an
dhscure tongue spoken only in villages.
Apoint arrives when one generation speaks the outside
lnguage better than the indigenous language, largely using
e lter to speak with older relatives and in ritual func-
tons. As such, these people do not speak the indigenous
inguage much better than many Americans might speak
?Arenc‘h or Spanish after a few years of lessons in high school.
‘:‘;‘:suu'nﬁkely to speak to one’s child in a language one is
mngfl;;g(’;?g‘e in ta;lnd does not co.nsider an expres-
et onl;r 5 :sr:ed at a.language dies, because a lan-
b, Ong ispspoke n0n n1lntact as a mothe_r tongue to
X paged op 10 Childreo y by adults a.'nd is no longer
i ghe 0, even though it will be “spo-
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i g g speakeI:;nother several decades, it will die
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0 when 5 1
; X aNguage |
there is a long trip indeed betwgee:f Preseryeq ;
accounts, and poetry Preserved Onﬂze\

guage being used daily by livig
as an expression of thejr souls, I%{
from our exposure to Latin—ng
h.ave ﬁottlen at those declensiq
tive absolutes, even this wag
language fluently, and whatali?: gc;iadﬁtfiroom -
imagine, outside of the clergy, where ﬂuen?izann ::z\;:\e\?
€

? .
natural or necessary? Languages die when others take their

place—we don't need Latin or any dead language, because
we've got languages of our own. As often as not, )a Tevived
language hovers in the realm of the “undead”—part of the
revivification effort entails gamely making space for the lan-
guage in lives already quite full without it and sometimes
even vaguely discomfited by its return.

apes,

breathing humay being

any of us cap attest tg \\%‘S
matter how gooq Yyou m;S'
1S, conjugations, anq ab\z-

WorLrp HistTory: A TREADMILL
10 LinguisTic OBLIVION?

It Was Ever Thus—To an Extent

Like biological extinctions, language deathhas be.en o
lar and unsung occurrence throughout human history. We
have records of Indo-European languages DOW 1O \osng_ear
spoken, such as Hittite from present-day Turkey andt‘,'dﬂavS
and Tocharian, spoken by Europeans ot pene;{z;\ance
far east as present-day China. There was On;eDaa\nxaﬁan‘a
language spoken on the Adriatic shores calle ian, whose last
kind of transition between Italian and Romanlﬁn; van
speaker died in 1898. The Romance lngW€® oy,

gastwar
spread in a continuous patch from Portugel
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o speaking has : Cornish of Corn
| * Man diedin 1974 I
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. a
In other case$ oy In Africa, where languages
reconsructbl ¥ ¢ small region to another, the Maa lan-f
often change IO usual in being spoken across a belt o
guage is relatively ':” two countries, stretching from the
S 1, e
R mt(t)(r)pzirear;icgidle of Tanzania. Peculiarities a@ong
s Ofsf\ e:(;:ps of its speakers attest to Maa having .kllled
various groups ¢ is spread, the Maa being a traditionally
local languages in 1ts SPreats 7 ¢ idely in the past
successful pastoral people who migr e L
in search of grazing lands.

In northern Kenya, there are Maa speakers who stand
out in being hunter-gatherers instead of pastoralists. These
Dorobo peoples assist the Maa of the area in their herding,
and the MadSs oral tradition mentions having met hunter-
gatherers in the past. Presumably before the meeting, the
I?orobo spoke their own language, this made even more

élkezl by the cultural distinctiveness they retain today.
dj(:tlm:?rd therfz are other Maa speakers whose cultural
veness tips us off to language death in days of yore
The Camys People on Lake Barin f '
fish, traits alien to and 80 of Kenya farm and
and even looked down on b diti

Maa peoples; the Arusa of T . y traditional
though speaking Mag, In oty anzania also remain farmers,
in the face of Maa jg .co s CasF: S the death of Ianguages
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Janguages have often died as the resy

enslavement, and oppression, However s \'iolent
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ditions, we could perhaps congratulape . org, " W we;;
conquest of this sortis no longer Ofﬁciaﬁurselws x}?a Yoy aerﬂ’ane’dis]
world community (even if, sadly, condi ¥ sa qi(lnd! % Jith SW 12
such events to be allowed passively (tnons “’%f:d&‘“ po al,ishiwlg
when the people in question are ot pe Prgcee ‘&:.:,5' polish' by ¥
cially important) and that our enlightenrcelve . (O‘Pe:._ sp"kefn ¢ pe
value of diversity combined wit, the aveq awarenesm‘?" by Yogach po
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This, however, is an understandable bi b | Fﬂi;bt seel i
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Our parallel with animals and plapy, unfortununake” | O

to the fact that, today, languages are i fact g ey q® pla®>
rate as alarmingly rapid as that of flora ang f1sa ean’ng.:_ ot of M;]
geopolitical forces that are raping the globzlun& Theg milies twliai
are also vaporizing not just the occasiog Obenwm% proad 85 "
spoken in remote regions, but most of the wor d“f€ lng mdo-EurC’P
sand languages. Today, a subset of the “o 1L i ;
guages (Chinese, English, Spanish, Hindj, ﬁa:-venms-

Russian, Portuguese, Japanese, German, Freﬂcllfyse~'

Javanese, Bihari, Italian, Korean, Telugy, Tamﬂ) Un}ﬂ.i". wend tOW
and Vietnamese)® are imposed as languages of’em; WM s s,

and ﬁder commerce throughout the worlq The e
that ninety-six percent of the worlds population
one or more of these top twenty; that is, these peoplegeg
one of these languages in addition to an indigenos g
and there is a threat that succeeding generations yil
only the dominant one and let the indigenous one di T
means that only four percent of the world's populatiosik
ing and dying speaking only an indigenous language

This imbalance of power leads to some rather gruecm
predictions. By one reasonable estimate, ninety perctd
the world’s languages will be dead by 2100—thatis
fifty-five hundred full, living languages will no log¢ k
spoken about 1,125 months from when youare read{ngdvlb;
As David Crystal puts it, this means that a language 0=
roughly every two weeks. Y

Many of the languages we are most exm il
among the top twenty or will be among the. ﬁvzxe g
‘medium’ languages that will likely Survie 5
mass extinction (Catalan, Finnish, Wolof, T.}Clal' enl{é
and all of these languages have been S; ﬂe o
in writing and in recordings that, even e oﬂll;
native speakers, their revival, or at lea;twb o Thust®
support, would be at least techfllcaﬂy :hat moré yide#”
difficult to appreciate the massivé loss it
language death will entail. . jyna®

The Native American Sltua‘t;::elaso“ mree;:‘;ﬂ
the arrival of Europeans, there i AmeriB® ¥
separate languages SPOke.n bysljies. Todap “
today the continental United 5t where®S all gt !
languages are no longer spoken: ar
of the rest are spoken only curted
extinct within a decade o 5* o
in Europe, Albanian, Fr}Sla“’a 0, 40
Occitan, Welsh, Lithuanial




0 Vg,
i EXtep
lor s ing
Ora and fayy, }t g
y o . R o
5 the glob‘ﬂ envip € sam
Onm

CCasion ' \
st of [hil\:‘s‘\;\“_ﬁ tongQ;
of the “to -
p
'}‘L Hindi, Arabic Benga
“erman, French Pun& i,
1, Telugu, Tamil, ‘\1ar1m
as 1anguages of educ::hx.
ut the world. The resull(0 r
world’s population SPQA;:;
; that is, these people speak
tion to an indigenous one,
eding generations will leam
the indigenous one die. This
the world’s population is liv-
 indigenous language.
.ads to some rather gruesome
e estimate, ninety percent of
dead by 2100—that is, about

{11 no longer be

languages W ‘
om when you aré reading this

means that 2 Janguage is 4718

t\vem\ls, lan_

most exposed 10 %
ve-hundred' ,
impendmg

we are

7 T opstt p
¢ s  of variatio” o

.1“‘, “h & 1
e wih?
gt
¥

i ..Euh‘?e"m‘

< is, 10
,«v‘;gﬁ 15 f eneral tren

s counterbalance

spoken and meanwhile only English,
) l‘mser {re still being passed on to children,
we h, Icelandic, Dutch, French,
$€ Serbo-Croati;m, Macedonian,
$ Estonian, and Hungarian only
3 iewed as “quaint” and backward
u‘ound in sports cars.
. Amel"lcal’l klnguages was an
L remarkably beautiful conglom-
. s kinds of baroquenesses we
vered mostly by languages
on a common general

.mmp c‘?‘e‘ Joriow
p mﬂ‘ ope is €O
Jll are pased

""F““‘C‘l\ o that ¢ ve American languages spoken
©pnlf ) pe N

s put cted at the very least two dozen
; oss the continent as

ire Eurasian landmass, taking in
¢ en Japanese: Arabic, and others.

on
hat Chmese,

case in the number of the world’s
e decr'ew ¢ an isolated phenomenon
¢ V) irends in human development

il j thou-
SRR D nia, Until just about eleven tk
" ﬁl.en worldwide consisted of relatively
s 8 This life style was not one
: .gatherers.
o goups of:gn:;:ard population increase and spread,
el ge:roﬂd was feasibly shareable by large numbers

with minimum occasion for one group to
er one along with its language. We can

skt 0 appened bt generally on a very local

4 by the birth of new languages as
ot reached a certain size spawned offshoot groups
‘onvedavay from the original group, their speech even-
oy ievelopiﬂg into a new language. It has been estimated
s orld could have harbored as many as one hun-
«thosand lnguages, and the scenario has been termed
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Lagesalelanguage death began with the development
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1sh unlikely tha'f the clicks developeg 3t language g 1y
chance. Most likely, Khoi-Sap ¢ In Kenya merely by

spoken more widely in Africa, a;gcéa:\ang\.mges Were once
remnants of that situation. What this - one ofthe only
numbers of click languages myst hav??\s is that untold
other peoples spread into what began as ch‘es 1aus Bantu and
tory. Again, archaeological evidence sup cor-t a:;%“age terri-
skulls of people of the ethnicity who tofay 55 : a}i scenario;
languages have been found as far north as Zpambix‘aqm-San
Bantu takeover apparently occurred within a meare’f'¢m i
turies’ time after 1000 B.C. e
In the New World and Australia, Europeans similarh
overwhelmed Native American and Aboriginal \anguageys
assisted by the germs that living among livestock had '\mmu’-
nized them to but that quite often decimated indigenous
hunter-gatherer populations on impact.

Situation Critical: The Downsides
of the Global Economy

Thus even today’s six thousand languages constitute a vast
decrease in the number of languages that existed before the
Neolithic revolution. Today, however, 2 second revolution,
which some leftist political commentators term the imperi-
alist one, is having an even starker effect on how many lan-
guages are spoken in the world.

During the Neolithic revolution, when 2 language
spread across an area, it generally did so relatively slowly
such that, by the time the spread was complete, the language
had already developed into several new ones, which cont'm-
ued to spawn new ones in turn. For example, by the U
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‘The Genericization of 2 Language,
The Demise of the “Hard Stuff”

Just as pidgins strip away aspects of language not necsr
to basic communication, dying languages aremarkedby;
tendency to let drop many of the accreted ‘s’ languegs
drift into developing through time. In a language titoe
uses little, the first thing to start wearing away in the gun
mar is, predictably, the “hard stuff” that takes lfelong i
practice to learn and retain.

The Death of Inflections One “frill” in alanguasfisﬁ
inflectional prefix or suffix, which quite a few langllﬁﬂ“
without. Inflections arise accidentally thr.ough ;?::ﬁoﬁ
what begin usually as separate words, which il
become one of the challenging aspects of langl.mgjjmgf .
entailing lists of arbitrarily shaped bits of stuffﬂge“inanv ”
cepts such as gender, person, and number that;fm i
either clear from context or unnecessary 0 C?n ndd®
People who use an inflected language daym,ublerfm
learn the inflections with ease and have noe gs ing? edﬁ
them throughout their lives; they becof: have o
wlking Do i dying anguags i
mastered the inflections fully or havel® e 190 i
time, and thus to them the inflections o
they would be to a foreigner le?arneft-e - oﬁﬂ;‘ ‘
Thus speakers of a dying 1 ﬂecmmediafely minfh,hﬁ
using inflections in favor of “?oresl eaker fecls &
constructions, just as an English P
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. Nettleand R.omame’s. message isas depressingasitis sep.
sible, because at its heart is the belief that the preservation of
any significant number of the world’s languages will requi(:e
a significant transformation in the global economy, which
is driven largely by governments for whom such notions as

cultural diversity have been anathema at worst and of low
priority at best. The sad fact is that Western scholars’ earnest
musings on the value of linguistic diversity are ultimately
a luxury of the prosperity created by the very destructive
policies at the heart of the extinctions in question. It is not
accidental, for example, that to date almost all of the seminal
books and anthologies on language death have been pub-
lished by Cambridge University Press, an entity representing
and founded on an institution made possible only through
the wealth generated by what was once one of the worlds
most nakedly imperialist, exploitative powers.

Developing countries, constrained by limited bud-
gets, pressing poverty, and poor educational systems, and
too frequently run by despotic dictatorships as little con-
cerned with minority rights as the monarchies thz?t creatgd
today’s First World countries, generally only pay lip service
to European calls that they preserve their lands anq indig-
enous cultures. After all, the very European countries urg(—l
ing “multiculturalism” on, say, an Indonesia only develc')pe ]
their own broad-horizoned intelligentsia on the bas On
resources derived from deforesting and polluting sl
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The Task Ahead and Why It Must Be Done
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the call of duty as the Cathedral of Notre Dame. A select
few even sit swathed in a Dorian Gray complex as a by-
roduct of the invention of the printing press. The worlds
P 2P
riffs on basic materials that emerged in East Africa around

148,000 B.C. represent six thousand ways of being human.
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Notes

rendering the data elicited
d the edges——pan'\cu\ar\y
of the language ever

1. Unfortunately he died toothless,
from him somewhat fuzzy aroun
awkward because he was the only source

recorded.

2. Yes, there were! Just imagine that.
7 of us have
3. Notice that India is so populous that languages many f“ ““’ 0““\‘
never heard of are spoken by more people than almost any

ers in the world (Bihari, Telugu, Marathi).

4 Which in itself sounds like a song cut from The Must
the road to New York.

¢ Man on



Jication :
and APP ose a language? wh‘y? What is lo.st with jt?
s tragic tot ‘l’m familiar things in more familiar termg, ich
fxs (hi aboue time, they may urge us to overl9ok diﬁerences }l))r.o.
(o8 tages eds-a:jvanta ges of using biological evolutiop 4 " analoéy fls.
antag™™ d dis or
s an
Jass, How many generations back did their forebeqyg Speak |
$8. -~
i lf?aHoW many languages were spoken? How many la~n8uages::ln
, Po ther tha Englis .h w well? Are any of their ancestors languages endanger din
g“"ges‘o,smates speak and (:mge to be genuinely spoken? e
our classm an fOrl'e 3 Ilznngguage and the activities being done to combat jtg loss,

dange

uage:
ents in YOUr

n
o Rescarch 816

ula
Vocabulary o o
s language revival : prefix
Cfeole' diglossic linguistic equilibrium suffix
-dl 51 e lingua franca .
i‘:ﬂ::tion pidgin, pidginized
Suggested Further Reading
nguages. Boston and

Abley, Mark. 2003. Spoken Here: Travels Among Threatened La

New York: Houghton Mifflin. s :
Dorian, Nancy C. 1981. Language Death: The Life Cycle of a Scottish Gaelic Dialect. Philadel-

phia: University of Pennsylvania Press. .
Dorian, Nancy C, ed. 1989. Investigating Obsolescence: Studies in Language Contraction and

Death. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
McWhorter, John H. 2001, The Power of Babel: A Natural History of Language. New York:
Times Books,
Nettle, Daniel, and Suzanne Romaine.
Languages. Oxford. Oxford University Press.
Wals;: zdgiChael- 2005. Will Indigenous Languages Survive? Annual Review of Anthropology
1293-315,

2000. Vanishing Voices: The Extinction of the Worlds




i Lo : | A}?[vﬂt"""m

ni 3 W
‘ 7hmkingd e 1o Jose 8 language! Why? What iy lowt With i1y
(it ot At 1o 11 “ wut unfamiliar things fn more familig, tery
ube

me time, they may urge us (o oye
» jyantages ol using hluluglml evoli

o you ‘d/rf’, s think
' At the

' Whig)
tlog .
"‘“"Nw\,\ Py
oy and disic

u(" Hon uy Mang

Iy
y,il"‘”‘

logy y
frumah l.mxuﬁ'ﬂ‘;'" y“”“hm. How many generations back did 1o, lorely
i h, ils

ish? How many languages were spokent .l low
o and how well? Are any of thelr ancestory li
o classmmies ‘I"'W 4 language to be genuinely A,mkmf

87 m;;’i’ﬂ/'ml Janguage and the activities belng done
an endangere

?"U
, What i

O Comby A Loy
y Hasesrch

Vocabuilary
lm,g“y’,y' death e l,yu’l)l
ik language revival prefix
creoe dgowsic Ningulstic equilibrium iy
;’l,:flnﬂt lngua fratica ‘
Inftec o pidgin, pidginized

buggested Purther Heading

Abley, Mtk 2000, Spoken Heres ravels
New Tonk: Hemghtom Mittlin

attan, Waney (, 1941 Langiage Deathy 'the
P Unbversity of Vennsylvania Vrass,
Vs, Waney (., e 1949, Iy veiligatng Obsolesconcer Studios
g Cmmbnidgs Unityersit ¥ Press

201, The Fowey of Wabel; A Natural History af Fangiinge. New Yiik

Among Threatenwl Languages, Boston g

Iife Cyele of w Scottish Gaelie Diglon, Phifhilol

I Lanigiage Controae tin and

Leath, sy
W»ﬂﬂl, Jots
Thines Bops

) el it St miviia Yiniiwinie

2900 Vantshing Valees ‘The Extinetion of the Wrkds
I‘m tnd, Ouind Uversity Vres,
LT W Hdbigmansy

Wy s Laiganges Survivet Al Hoview of Anthopoli




