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Introduction
K E N D A L L A . K I N G , N A T A L I E S C H I L L I N G - E S T E S , L Y N F O G L E ,

J I A J A C K I E L O U , A N D B A R B A R A S O U K U P

IN THE LAST THREE DECADES, what might be called the field of endangered and minority
languages has evolved rapidly. In short order we’ve moved from the initial dire
warnings of linguists such as Michael Krauss in the 1980s and early 1990s (Krauss
1992), to the explosion of media attention on “last speakers” throughout the 1990s,
to, in more recent years, the development and refinement of theoretical frameworks
for assessing linguistic health and endangerment as well as critiques of some of the
assumptions underlying those models (e.g., UNESCO Ad Hoc Expert Group on En-
dangered Languages 2003; Fishman 1991, 2001; King 2001; Nettle and Romaine
2000; Romaine 2006). Further, we have seen the rapid development of organiza-
tions, funding programs, and community-based efforts to document, maintain, and
develop receding languages and language varieties (Grenoble and Whaley 1998,
2006; Hinton and Hale 2001; UNESCO Endangered Languages Programme 2007).

A wide range of individuals has participated in these developments, with mem-
bers of endangered language communities rightly playing an increasingly vocal role.
Yet while general interest, scientific investigation, and practical work have exploded
over the last decades, efforts have also become more differentiated and diffuse and, in
turn, more embedded in academic subareas and in particular local endangerment situ-
ations. As a result, the connections and comparisons—across different research para-
digms but also across different communities—have become more difficult to make.
Concomitantly, as more descriptive work from a wide range of world regions and per-
spectives has been conducted, there is growing recognition that some of our current
terminology, frameworks, and research approaches are inadequate. As more and
more data are gathered, even seemingly basic questions become increasingly compli-
cated: How do we determine which languages count as “endangered”—or even “mi-
nority,” for that matter? Who makes such classifications, and what’s at stake? More-
over, what are the different meanings and functions of “language revitalization” in
linguistic, political, and ideological terms? There are pressing practical questions as
well. For instance, how do we make sure that language data are widely accessible
while also preserving confidentiality? How do we maintain the trust of the speakers
whose generosity we depend on as we seek to further our knowledge of the full scope
of human language variety? More broadly, should we focus solely on the most highly
endangered and smallest languages, or can we also learn about the linguistic and
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social underpinnings of the recession of linguistic diversity by studying endangered
dialects of majority languages? And, finally, how far and in what ways should lin-
guists and other researchers move beyond academic circles in working with language
and dialect endangerment? What are the best modes and models of collaboration in
defining, documenting, and developing minority and endangered languages and lan-
guage varieties?

This book seeks to address these and related questions. Our aim for this volume
is to bring together a diverse group of papers written by active researchers and practi-
tioners involved in different types of work with minority and endangered languages
and language varieties around the globe. These papers were initially presented at the
Georgetown University Round Table conference in Washington, D.C., March 3–5,
2006. We have organized these into three complementary strands: defining, docu-
menting, and developing, each representing a major area of recent work.

By “defining,” we refer to efforts that address how languages and language vari-
eties are best classified, for instance, as “endangered” or “moribund,” and equally
important, what the implications of such classifications are, and who should have the
final say in making them. In the first part of the book, Suzanne Romaine examines
responses to different endangerment situations, ranging from noninterference, to
documentation, to active involvement in maintenance and revitalization efforts, ar-
guing that revitalizing an endangered language is integrally linked to maintaining the
community who speaks it. Wesley Y. Leonard questions the very notion of an extinct
language and, from a first-person perspective, discusses the implications of different
metaphors for describing the status of the Miami language. M. Paul Lewis, in turn,
proposes a general system for establishing parameters of language vitality in view of
standardizing data collection.

The second part of the book centers on the documentation and description of
endangered languages and focuses both on best practices, methods, and goals in
documentation and on up-to-the-minute reports from the field. Gregory R. Guy and
Ana M. S. Zilles provide exacting documentation of the continuing loss of diversity
in vernacular Brazilian Portuguese and convincingly demonstrate that such loss is a
grave blow to linguistic science because it diminishes our resources for exploring
how and why intralanguage diversity arises, develops, and patterns. Christine Mal-
linson also explores diversity in a minority language variety, though her focus is on
a minority within a minority (African Americans in predominately white Appa-
lachia) and on individuals’ agentive use of linguistic resources from a variety of dia-
lects in shaping and reshaping personal and group identity. Emily McEwan-Fujita,
through an ethnographic study of a Gaelic language-planning organization in Scot-
land, analyzes the negotiation of language ideologies in the everyday practices of
language revitalization professionals. Finally, Nancy H. Hornberger draws on Bakh-
tinian theory to discuss the role of voice in forming identities for young biliterate
children.

The third part of the book analyzes current practices in developing endangered
languages and dialects, and in particular language revitalization efforts and out-
comes. Tadhg Ó hIfearnáin offers new data describing the language situation in the
Gaeltacht region of Ireland and tackles the complicated issue of how promoting
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standardization may actually hinder language revitalization efforts. Leena Huss out-
lines the mostly positive impact of the ratification of the European Charter for Re-
gional or Minority Languages in Norway and Sweden while cautioning that policies
must be tailored to suit the needs of individual minority language communities as
well as regularly evaluated and revised to ensure optimal outcomes. Paul D. Fallon
presents the case of the Blin language of Eritrea and focuses on five areas of corpus
planning (determination, codification, elaboration, implementation, and cultivation),
suggesting a need for more materials in the language. And Teresa L. McCarty, Mary
Eunice Romero-Little, and Ofelia Zepeda draw from a major ethnographic project to
describe the current ideological and social practices surrounding Navajo loss and
revitalization.

The last two chapters in this part consider language diversity in the United States
overall. Joy Kreeft Peyton, Maria Carreira, Shuhan Wang, and Terrence G. Wiley
emphasize language preservation and revitalization through nurturing rather than
discouraging existing linguistic diversity, for example, through strengthening heri-
tage language education efforts. Similarly, Walt Wolfram stresses the importance of
educating the public on the value of linguistic and cultural diversity not only in
schools but also via informal and entertaining educational venues including museum
displays and video documentaries.

Finally, the two chapters in our afterword focus on the human lives at stake.
Elana Shohamy, drawing from historical analysis of one of the most well-known
cases of revitalization, that of Hebrew in Israel, forces us to consider the human costs
and personal sacrifices that are often part of language revitalization efforts. William
Labov concludes with an eloquent reminder of the human value of the speakers of
minority languages and language varieties and echoes back to the first chapter in our
volume in his assertion that linguistic diversity must never be purchased at the price
of minority speakers’ autonomy and quality of life but can only be sustained in a
world where diversity in all its forms is embraced and treasured.

We warmly thank all of the contributors as well as the hundreds of participants
of GURT 2006. Our hope is that the efforts presented here help to advance our col-
lective understanding of the best models, approaches, and practices for sustaining
linguistic diversity, one of the most important challenges of our generation and for
those to come.
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1

Linguistic Diversity, Sustainability,
and the Future of the Past
S U Z A N N E R O M A I N E

Merton College, University of Oxford

ONE OF THE MOST STRIKING FEATURES of our world is its astonishing diversity. This diversity
is reflected not only in the rich variety of plant and animal species and ecosystems in
nature but also in the variety of cultures and languages in human societies. In his in-
imitable fashion Woody Allen once quipped, “I am [at] two with nature.”1 Allen, of
course, is the quintessential urbanite, and it is perhaps hard to imagine anyone further
removed from nature than modern city dwellers in industrialized nations, where hu-
man activities appear to take place largely outside nature. Living in buildings con-
structed from artificial materials, buying our food in supermarkets rather than grow-
ing it ourselves, perhaps driving occasionally to the woods so that we can take
weekend hikes into “nature,” nature gets pushed further to the margins of our exis-
tence and extremes of our consciousness. It does seem that we and nature are two. In-
deed, Cajete (1994, 26) attributes what he calls the “crisis of modern man’s identity”
to our “cosmological disconnection from the natural world.”

Although our efforts to distance ourselves from nature, and to contain and con-
trol it through technological innovations, may temporarily obscure the coevolution
and interdependency of life, human history is written in the same book as natural his-
tory. Every plant and animal owes its existence to a single-celled ancestor that
evolved some 3.9 billion years ago. As Lakota belief has it, “Mitakuye oyasin” (We
are all related; Ross 1989). Diversity has been with us since life began, and we hu-
mans have inherited a world of difference. The tendency of evolution to this point
has played out toward more life forms and greater cultural diversity. Although we are
still in the early stages of understanding the ramifications of diversity in ecosystems,
species, cultures, and languages, there is a growing body of factual evidence and sup-
porting theory pointing to an impending extinction crisis in the realms of both bio-
logical and cultural-linguistic diversity. We are crossing a threshold of irreversible
loss of species and languages into a fundamentally changed and less diverse world.
What is being destroyed is the fundamental process that generated the very condi-
tions of life that we are at home in. The continuation of large-scale speciation and
language genesis is threatened by the elimination of the conditions that historically
made them possible.
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A new wave of interdisciplinary studies is yielding a holistic view of diversity
and consideration of how these two worlds of difference, biological and cultural/
linguistic, are related and what common factors are at work to diminish them, or
conversely, to sustain them (see, e.g., Harmon 2002). I hesitate to use the term
“sustainability” at all because it has become such a fashionable, but all too often
vacuous, buzzword. Nevertheless, to talk about the notion of sustainability in rela-
tion to linguistic diversity is really to ask how communities around the world can
sustain continued use of their languages in the future in the face of the spread of
global languages such as English. In a world where the forces of globalization are
creating technology and social conditions for achieving widespread homogeneity,
the future will not be like the past.

Three Responses to the Loss of Linguistic Diversity
I want to examine three responses to the threats posed to linguistic diversity.

1. Do nothing.

2. Document endangered languages.

3. Sustain/revitalize threatened languages.

The first and second positions are not logically incompatible; that is, one may
feel we should do nothing to stop language loss but that documentation is worth-
while. Likewise the second and third positions may go hand in hand. Many revital-
ization projects have documentation as a goal and a necessity. Both kinds of effort,
documenting and revitalizing activities, can help sustain and preserve a language.
Nevertheless, the various assumptions underlying these three approaches articulate
different conceptions about the values of linguistic diversity and what I have called
the “future of the past” (with acknowledgment to Alexander Stille 2002, from whom
I have borrowed the phrase).

Position 1: Do Nothing
Although the linguistic community became aware of the problem of language death as
more than an academic concern during the 1990s, and a few books aimed at the general
public have heightened awareness, I suspect Fishman (1994, 60) is unfortunately right
when he says that “very few people (including most of their own speakers) care about
the impending demise of small languages.” Some of the most prominent pieces in the
media have actually been quite negative, if not downright celebratory, at the prospect
of the disappearance of languages. Malik (2000, 16) writes, for example, “What if half
the world’s languages are on the verge of extinction? Let them die in peace.”

A variety of justifications are used in support of this position, sometimes re-
ferred to as benign neglect or laissez-faire. Its advocates include not only many pop-
ular commentators but also some linguists such as Edwards (1985, 86). One argu-
ment rests on the view that we should accept changes in language use as “normal.”
Extinction is just a fact of life. Journalist David Berreby (2003, F3) writes: “Every
day, English, Spanish, Russian and French, along with almost all other living lan-
guages are being altered by speakers to suit changing times. . . . Language evolution
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is taking place every day; why interfere with it?” He attempts to naturalize change by
failing to distinguish change in general from language shift and death. In doing so, he
obscures the sense of loss that accompanies the process when change takes the form
of language shift.

Another variant of this argument is rooted in the ideology and rhetoric of free
market capitalism, which argues that a free, competitive market in any activity
should produce an optimal distribution of that activity for all concerned. Language
death occurs because people make a free choice to shift to another language. As peo-
ple are rational beings who may reasonably be expected to know where their self-
interest lies, we, as outside observers, cannot condemn such choices nor should we
intervene in the linguistic market. The decline of some languages is just a side effect
of countless individual choices and thus is no more or no less morally significant
than a change in the price of fish. Malik (2000, 16), for instance, claims that the rea-
son why most languages die is “not because they are suppressed, but because native
speakers yearn for a better life. Speaking a language such as English, French, or
Spanish, and discarding traditional habits, can open up new worlds and is often a
ticket to modernity.”

Although some of these critics acknowledge that the rapid decrease in the num-
ber of languages over the past few centuries is connected with European colonization
of the world and Western economic expansion, they tend to downplay the power im-
balances underlying the material, political, and economic domination of most of the
world’s small language communities. This imbalance has allowed a few metropoli-
tan groups a virtual stranglehold upon global resources and global power. Language
death does not happen in privileged communities; it happens to the dispossessed and
disempowered—a point I return to later.

Still another argument underpinning the laissez-faire position has been articu-
lated by linguists as well as popular critics. I paraphrase it crudely with the slogan
“Keep politics out of science.” Berreby (2003) states bluntly: “The study of lan-
guages is a scientific enterprise, the effort to preserve them is not. It is a political
question.” Ladefoged (1992, 810) responded similarly to a set of papers arguing for
the preservation of languages that we must be “wary” of arguments for preserving
languages “based on political considerations.” Linguists should behave with “profes-
sional detachment.” Speaking as a linguist who had conducted fieldwork in Tanza-
nia, where Swahili is replacing a number of smaller languages, he observed that
“tribalism is seen as a threat to the development of the nation, and it would not be act-
ing responsibly to do anything which might seem, at least superficially, to aid in its
preservation” (809). Like Berreby and others, Ladefoged pointed to the continual
change leading to new varieties of language. Berreby, for instance, says that we are
in no danger of running out of languages and that maybe we have all the languages
we deserve and need. When we need a new one, we just invent it. Ladefoged (1992,
811) also opines that “the world is remarkably resilient in its preservation of linguis-
tic diversity.” Whether the forces creating linguistic diversification are ahead of
those destroying it is actually questionable, but that does not mean we can dismiss
current and future losses as insignificant. Dorian (1993, 577–78), for example,
observes that if a fifth of the world’s buildings were threatened with destruction,
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architects still might well speak of imminent catastrophic destruction, even though
more buildings could be built in the future.

The job of linguists in Ladefoged’s (1992, 811) view is “to lay out the facts con-
cerning a given linguistic situation.” Similarly, Berreby (2003, F3) writes that “the
elucidation of language in all its complexity is an enthralling scientific enterprise”
but that “saving endangered languages” is not a part of it. Berreby thus wonders
“where science ends and politics begins.” Posing the question in this way presup-
poses that science exists in a social and political vacuum. Unfortunately there is no
politically neutral lens through which one can view what Ladefoged calls “the facts.”
It is an indisputable fact that Eyak, a native Alaskan language, may disappear very
soon after its one remaining speaker, Marie Smith Jones, dies, but this fact is viewed
quite differently by Malik than it is by others such as myself. However, I will post-
pone considering my views until after I have looked at the second position.

Position 2: Documentation
The arguments supporting documentation include the safeguarding of linguistic di-
versity, contributing to a knowledge base for language universals, and the Western
idea that knowledge in and of itself is valuable. I think most linguists would agree on
the value of documenting endangered languages. A substantial literature is emerging
on the topic of documentary linguistics in an effort to establish a set of best practices
(Lehmann 2001; Himmelmann 1998). Some linguists, however, also regard docu-
mentation as a safer, more scientific, and more politically neutral act as well. For
some, this belief is based on an acceptance of the view that linguists cannot or should
not do anything to intervene in the various larger forces that fuel language shift.
Newman (1998), for instance, characterizes endangered languages as a “hopeless
cause” even though he regards documentation as an urgent scientific task. Ladefoged
is clearly among the linguists supporting this position as are Robins and Uhlenbeck
(1991) in their respective capacities as president and secretary-general of the Comité
International Permanent de Linguistes (CIPL) and as editors of a volume titled En-
dangered Languages. They explain in the preface to the book that the linguist’s task
is largely one of recording languages, writing grammars and dictionaries, and so on
and that the most urgent priority is certainly for documentation. Thus Robins and
Uhlenbeck (1991, xiii) declare, “The Comité International Permanent de Linguistes
(CIPL) is fully aware that as an apolitical organisation it is unable to reverse this pro-
cess of gradual decline of many languages, because this process is largely deter-
mined by social and political factors beyond our influence. Nevertheless, CIPL can-
not remain idle. . . . We have to make an effort at least to record languages threatened
by extinction, to encourage and enable linguists to do fieldwork, to write grammars,
to compose dictionaries, and to preserve and make accessible their oral and written
literature.”

A number of national funding bodies such as the U.S. National Science Founda-
tion, the German Volkswagen Stiftung, and international agencies such as UNESCO
have undertaken documentation projects and set up archives to serve as repositories
for data. The recent Rausing bequest to the University of London’s School of
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) to support academic research on endangered
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languages has placed its emphasis on documentation. The Hans Rausing Endangered
Languages Project (HRELP ) aims to give some £15 million in research grants over a
ten-year period in support of documentation projects because they believe that “this
is the surest way of helping the endangered language communities we’re working
with” (www.hrelp.org/grants/). They propose to “support the documentation of as
many threatened languages as possible, focused on where the danger of extinction is
greatest, facilitating the preservation of culture and knowledge, and creating reposi-
tories of data for the linguistic and social sciences and for indigenous communi-
ties. . . . Projects aimed primarily at language revitalisation will not be supported.”
The guidelines for grant applicants explain further: “Whilst the link between docu-
mentation and revitalisation is appreciated (and desirable), the prime focus of the
funding is documentation. Applicants are encouraged to structure the documentation
in ways which assist the local communities to perceive and foster language and also
increase the potential for ELDP (Endangered Languages Documentation Project)
funds to be combined with revitalisation funds from other sources.” Thus the guide-
lines already suggest that the “facts” to be recorded should explicitly be structured in
a particular way.

In her reply to Ladefoged, Dorian (1993, 576) points out that “linguistic salvage
work that consists solely of recording for posterity certain structural features of a
threatened small language is inevitably a political act, just as any other act touching
that language would be. . . . Fieldwork, however antiseptic it may try to be, inevitably
has political overtones.” Moreover, a presumption of value underlies the document-
ing enterprise. Dorian is right to stress that linguists “cannot enter the threatened lan-
guage equation without becoming a factor in it.”

Even if we could put politics aside, there are considerable problems with putting
all our eggs in the documentation basket. Although technological innovations have
provided us with better and more sophisticated tools than ever before for studying and
preserving linguistic data in the form of tape and video recording, digital databases,
and so on, there is a distinction to be made between documenting language data and
preserving or sustaining a language. What is being saved or preserved? Nora and
Richard Dauenhauer put it best when they say, “Preservation . . . is what we do to ber-
ries in jam jars and salmon in cans. . . . Books and recordings can preserve languages,
but only people and communities can keep them alive” (quoted in Lord 1996, 68).

For some like Berreby, documentation holds out the prospect of revival at a later
stage. He writes, “If the information and political will are present, Ubykh can be re-
vived 500 years from now. Hebrew, after all, was brought back from ancient texts
into daily use after 2,000 years” (Berreby 2003, F3). The last known speaker of
Ubykh was Tevfik Esenc, who died in 1992. Berreby’s claim rests on a misunder-
standing of the circumstances surrounding the so-called revival of Hebrew and the
extent to which it provides a suitable model for the majority of the world’s endan-
gered languages. If Berreby is right, there’s not a lot to worry about, except perhaps
the question of how to proceed to document as much as possible from as many lan-
guages as possible before they die.

As scholars work to record endangered languages, relying on ever more ad-
vanced forms of technology in their efforts, the enormity of the task as well as the
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rate of technological change pose formidable challenges. Some of the new informa-
tion technologies that we think of as “advanced” are actually proving to be far less
durable than the older technologies of print and stone that technology gurus assured
us they would replace. I am not, of course, suggesting that we should abandon docu-
mentation projects or carve phonetic transcriptions on stone tablets but rather that we
should not be naïve either about what documentation can achieve. Thanks to techno-
logical advances, we can record and archive massive amounts of information onto
smaller and smaller storage devices at the same time as we can access seemingly infi-
nite amounts of information on the Internet. A CD or DVD-ROM on which I save the
file for this chapter is, for all its advances and massive amount of storage space, far
more fragile and vulnerable than the Gutenberg Bible produced in Mainz circa 1450.
The appearance of the Gutenberg Bible heralded a new era in the distribution of in-
formation, one that has only been matched in recent times by the impact of comput-
ing technologies. The Bodleian library at the University of Oxford recently displayed
its copy of the Gutenberg Bible, which was believed to be one of the best preserved.
Naturally a lot of effort was involved in preserving the book for centuries and will
need to be continued if the book is to endure. No one knows how many books and
printed manuscripts from the past have been lost, but there may be no reason to be
more optimistic about the amount of information from today’s documentation proj-
ects that will survive even fifty years in the future. “One of the great ironies of the in-
formation age,” writes Alexander Stille (2002, 300), “is that while the late twentieth
century will undoubtedly have recorded more data than any other period in history, it
will also almost certainly have lost more information than any previous era.”

Data recorded on CD-ROM and other digital storage devices are not necessarily
any more secure than words on medieval manuscripts copied and recopied down
through the ages by monks and scribes. As old storage mechanisms become obsolete,
information must be continuously moved to the latest medium or the data will be
lost. A vast amount of data is for all intents and purposes lost because we have lost
the technology required for viewing/hearing it. E-mail records from the Reagan
White House, fewer than twenty years old, languish in unreadable computer formats.
Moreover, Stille underlines the dizzying pace with which archives are filling up: the
U.S. National Archives and Record Administration opened a new storage facility in
1994 that was intended to last several decades, but despite the fact that it is the
third-largest government building, it is already approaching its storage capacity.

The fragility of all recording and preservation technologies is satirized in a story
relevant to my concern with endangered languages, Epeli Hau’ofa’s (1993) story
“The Glorious Pacific Way.” On a tiny island in the Pacific, Ole Pasifikiwei, who re-
cords oral traditions in his spare time from his job as chief eradicator of pests and
weeds, comes to the attention of a Mr. Harold Minte, a visiting diplomat on a mission
to identify projects aimed at preserving the Pacific way of life that are worthy of
funding. After much negotiation about how to tailor his work in such a way so as to
meet Minte’s eligibility criteria, Ole manages to get a grant of two thousand dollars
to buy a typewriter and a filing cabinet to record and store the material that he has
been writing down by hand in exercise books. As Ole becomes ever more proficient
in manipulating international development organizations, he receives more and more
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money. Mr. Minte also obtains an invitation for him to attend an international work-
shop in Manila funded by an international organization on the correct method of col-
lecting and recording oral traditions. On his return from the training course, however,
Ole finds that his aunt, who has been taking care of his house in his absence, has used
all his exercise books for toilet paper or sold them cheaply to her needy neighbors.
All the information he spent seven years gathering goes literally “down the bloody
drain” (Hau’ofa 1993, 92). Although the main point of Hau’ofa’s story is to satirize
international funding agencies, it highlights the paradox in the fact that our forms of
preservation may themselves destroy what they seek to preserve. Folk traditions and
other forms of knowledge passed down orally for generations are always only a gen-
eration away from extinction, but they become vulnerable to other dangers once writ-
ten down. So it is with all technologies. Probably every field-worker has lost some
precious piece of data. I still recall the one occasion in Papua New Guinea when one
of the oldest men I interviewed spoke in the only piece of connected discourse he
ever uttered in Tok Pisin. He was a bush pidgin speaker. However, I did not manage
to record it on tape because not only one tape recorder but also a backup recorder
failed to work properly.

Another risk of accumulating increasing data is the difficulty in distinguishing
the essential from the ephemeral. I applaud those who are engaged in developing
much needed standards of documentation, but inevitably today’s concerns may not
be those of the future. As Dorian (1993, 578) suggests, records that satisfy a phoneti-
cian are likely to disappoint an ethnographer of speaking. What is salvaged will inev-
itably be small compared to what will be lost. Even working for forty years with a
dwindling community of Scottish Gaelic speakers in three East Sutherland villages,
Dorian has increasingly come to realize many of the interesting things she was un-
aware of until it was too late to record them. She is now one of a few remaining mem-
bers of a group of speakers whom as a young woman she called older and younger
fluent speakers.

Position 3: Sustain/Revitalize
A number of linguists, myself included, have worked at broadening the public per-
ception of the link between the survival of linguistic diversity and environmental is-
sues. Nettle and Romaine (2000) argue that the greatest linguistic diversity is found
in areas that are also high in biodiversity. These regions are inhabited by indigenous
peoples who represent around 4 percent of the world’s population but who speak at
least 60 percent of its languages and control or manage some of the ecosystems rich-
est in biodiversity. Not only do biodiversity and linguistic diversity share the same
geographic locations, but also they face common threats. Whether or not one accepts
a coevolution of biological and linguistic diversity on theoretical grounds, it is hard
to ignore the similarities in the practical forces driving biological extinctions and cul-
tural/linguistic homogenization. The dangers facing small communities are greater
than ever before. This is reflected in the increasing number of languages that die each
year, as the homelands of indigenous peoples are being destroyed, or they are assimi-
lated into larger nation-states, some of which are actively seeking to exterminate
them.
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Because the historical causes of the threats facing the earth’s languages, cul-
tures, and biodiversity are the same, the solutions are also likely to come from the
same place: empowering local people. The idea that linguistic diversity should be
sustained is not a sentimental attachment to some idealized past as critics suggest but
is part of the promotion of sustainable, appropriate, empowering development. At
this point we must come back to some of my earlier remarks about how some of the
supporters of the benign neglect position have glossed over undeniable disparities in
power underlying the history of language shift.

In many cases shift occurred not because of an increase in the available choices
but because of a decrease in choice brought about by the exercise of undemocratic
power. Such power is almost always wielded by denying access to resources from
which communities make their living. Languages can only exist where there is a
community to speak and transmit them. A community of people can exist only where
there is a viable environment for them to live in and a means of making a living.
Where communities cannot thrive, their languages are in danger. When languages
lose their speakers, they die. Extinctions in general, whether of languages or species,
are part of a more general pattern of human activities contributing to radical alter-
ations in our ecosystem. In the past these extinctions took place largely without hu-
man intervention. Now they are taking place on an unprecedented scale through our
intervention—in particular, through our alteration of the environment. The extinc-
tion of languages can be seen as part of the larger picture of worldwide near-total
ecosystem collapse.

Buruma’s (2001) attempt to rebut Nettle and Romaine’s (2000) claim concerning
the intimate connections between environmental disruption and language loss actu-
ally supports their position when one looks more closely at the details in the context of
the larger picture. “Deaths are always sad events,” Buruma (2001, 24) writes, but he is
“not sure the ecolinguists always deplore these losses for the right reason. When lan-
guages die because their speakers are massacred or forced to change, this is indeed de-
plorable, but the ecolinguists think diversity is a good thing per se, and the loss of any
language, no matter how small, and whatever the circumstances of its demise, a loss
to humanity.” Although Buruma (23) agrees that ecolinguists “sometimes with good
reason” link the ruin of native habitats with waves of Europeans/Americans crashing
through what he calls the “fragile world of small peoples and tribes,” he seems conve-
niently unaware of the magnitude of the losses and their consequences.

Yes, there is that “little matter of genocide,” as Churchill (1997) called it, and
just as importantly its continuing denial. Although many of those individually af-
fected by what Crosby (1993) has called “ecological imperialism” were small peo-
ples and tribes, many populations, especially in Mesoamerica, were substantial. Col-
lectively, the population of native North and South America comprised somewhere
between 100 and 150 million people around 1500. By 1890 the sustained impact of
European conquest and newly introduced diseases such as smallpox and measles to
which the native inhabitants had no immunity obliterated as much as 97–99 percent
of the population.

It has been said of Margaret Thatcher that she “owed a lot to a lack of knowledge
of history” (Anderson 2004, 22). So too does Buruma’s misrepresentation of the
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extent of threat and loss suffered by one indigenous people in particular, namely, the
Inuit in Nunavut. Although he acknowledges that the Inuit are a threatened commu-
nity, Buruma (2001, 26) maintains that they are threatened not by the Canadian gov-
ernment but “because they are a dwindling group on the edge of the world.” He notes
that their suicide rate is “horrendous,” but he adds, “They do still speak their lan-
guage. Another expression of their identity is shooting rare Bowhead whales with .50
caliber hunting rifles. The point here is not to be facetious. The hunts are not just for
the meat. They are defended on cultural grounds: shooting whales is deemed essen-
tial for the preservation of identity. This, surely, is not what the ecolinguists have in
mind” (Buruma 2001, 26).

No, indeed it is not. Here is an interesting case that illustrates nicely my earlier
point about the impossibility of laying out “the facts of the linguistic situation,” to
use Ladefoged’s (1992, 811) phrasing, without engaging in politics. Buruma’s state-
ment is also a good example of a style of pseudoscientific argumentation that Gould
(1981, 117) has described as typical of those whom he calls intellectual charlatans:
“They begin with conclusions, peered through their facts, and came back in a circle
to the same conclusions.”

The idea that there is a correlation between horrendous rates of suicide, hunting
endangered species, and maintaining the Inuit language is, to say the least, spurious.
To imply by juxtaposition of these facts that there is a causal connection that contra-
dicts the links that Nettle and Romaine (2000) make between the linguistic diversity
and the need for sustainable habitats is a distortion of our arguments. We certainly
did not suggest that maintaining indigenous languages would guarantee preservation
of biodiversity, especially in the absence of policies of sustainable development. Sen
(1999) has argued that freedom of choice is both a principal means and end of devel-
opment. Good development involves local community involvement, control, and ac-
countability. It is not about setting indigenous peoples aside in isolated reservations
or expecting them to go on completely unchanged. It is merely about giving them
real choice about what happens in the places where they live. This is precisely what
many people have lacked.

Although the Inuit have now had control over their territory for five years, it is
naïve to suppose that the people are no longer threatened by the Canadian govern-
ment, as if all will suddenly be well after centuries of resource depletion through out-
side commercial activities and misguided missionary and government policies aimed
at the destruction of much of native language and culture. These continue to have a
profound and far-reaching impact on all aspects of native life, culture, and well-
being. Unfortunately, it is far easier and quicker to destroy resource bases than to re-
build them. To suggest that the Inuit are deliberately pursuing policies leading to the
extinction of bowhead whales in order to preserve their identity is to misunderstand
the grounds for native self-determination and the compromised conditions under
which it has often been achieved or continually denied. Let us consider some of the
facts that Buruma ignores.

The new territory of Nunavut (which means “our land” in the Inuktitut lan-
guage) came into being on April 1, 1999, granting the Inuit people self-rule and con-
trol over their own institutions. The creation of Nunavut was the result of the largest
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land claim agreement in Canadian history and turned a dream into reality for the
twenty-seven thousand some residents who make their homes in twenty-six small
communities spread out over an area about one-fifth the size of Canada. Although
Nunavut has been home to the Inuit for millennia, it was part of Canada for more
than a century. During that time, and even centuries before it, from the time explor-
ers, traders, whalers, and missionaries entered the Arctic beginning in the 1600s, the
people’s traditional ways of managing their land and resources according to their
own needs and customs were progressively undermined (Brody 1975).

About fifty years ago the Canadian government attempted to end their custom-
ary seminomadic existence on the land by moving traditional Inuit extended family
camps to settlements, where they would rely on southern imported goods instead of
hunting. Under Canadian rule they had no legal rights over the use of the natural re-
sources and the land they had lived on for centuries. Construction of Canadian and
U.S. military bases and radar stations intended to serve as the primary line of air de-
fense against a possible invasion of North America disrupted caribou migration pat-
terns. Now superseded by more modern surveillance technology and the demise of
the Cold War, these abandoned stations stretching three thousand miles along the
69th Parallel on the Arctic coastline from the Yukon Territory to Baffin Island pose
the biggest cleanup operation in North America to rid the environment of toxic
waste and the remaining facilities. A particular problem is contamination caused by
the leeching of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), a mixture of chemicals widely
used in the 1950s in paint and transformers. Inuit women have levels of PCB in their
breast milk five to ten times greater than those found among women in southern
Canada. PCBs, pesticides, and other pollutants from the south and from other parts
of the world have been discovered in the ice and soil as well as in the fat of seals and
other animals the Inuit have traditionally relied on for subsistence (Rasmussen
2002, 87).

The Inuit also killed whales as a vital part of their traditional hunting economy.
In addition to the meat, the blubber from the whale was also valued as a source of
food as well as heat and light. Commercial whalers discovered the bowhead whale as
early as 1611 in the eastern Arctic. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
commercial whalers reduced the bowhead whale populations to the point of extinc-
tion and then abandoned arctic waters when the remaining whales were too few to
make the expeditions profitable. Since 1946 bowhead whales have been completely
protected from commercial whaling. As part of their signing of a 1993 land-claims
settlement with the Canadian government that led to the creation of Nunavut, the
Inuit demanded the right to resume bowhead hunting on a regulated basis. Between
1991 and 2002 they killed only five bowheads, under a strict quota from the Cana-
dian government. Although some experts believe that a harvest of this scale is sus-
tainable, environmental pressure groups along with industrialized nations, whose ex-
ploitative commercial whaling brought the bowhead to the brink of extinction, are
attempting through the International Whaling Commission to curtail the Inuit’s his-
toric right to subsistence whaling.

The territory’s suicide rate is indeed horrendous, as Buruma states. It is nearly
six times the national Canadian average. During Nunavut’s first year as a territory,
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twenty people committed suicide, and dozens of others tried. Yet this depressing
fact, which not coincidentally is mirrored in many other indigenous communities
around the world, also needs to be examined in the historical and cultural context of
the colonialism that produced a collective sense of shame about native languages and
identities.

In Canada, the federal government and churches entered into a formal partner-
ship to run a residential school system for Indian and Inuit children as part of the gov-
ernment’s assimilation policy. Education in such church-run, government-funded
residential schools was supposed to prepare children for life in white society by de-
nying them their native identity and forcing them to learn in an alien cultural and lin-
guistic environment where their own languages were forbidden. The residential
school system was in operation for nearly 150 years. In some parts of Canada as
many as five generations of children attended, and some communities were depopu-
lated of children between the ages of five and twenty. In the 1950s and 1960s Inuit
children attended residential schools in Inuvik, Chesterfield Inlet, Churchill, and var-
ious other communities, where they were separated from their families and commu-
nities. In this way missionaries undermined traditional social structures and the
transmission of cultural and linguistic knowledge from one generation to the next.
They replaced the children’s Inuit names given by elders with Christian ones. In the
1940s, the federal government added a number to this name. One woman’s name was
Annie E7-121. Some Inuit children sent to Toronto schools wore a string with a disc
indicating their number (Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples
1996).

The hearings of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) uncovered
the tragic legacy that the residential school system has left with many former stu-
dents. The Inuit attribute high suicide rates to past assimilation attempts and lack of
self-determination. Research supports their belief and indicates that a variety of risk
factors may be systemic to the life experience of many Inuit communities, among
them unemployment, poverty, poor education, lack of opportunity, and loss of cul-
tural identity. Suicides rates are highest among young people, particularly young
men. Many young people are weakly integrated into traditional culture and discon-
nected from their elders and family support networks.

At the same time, the education system does not offer them opportunities, so
they lack skills that would allow integration into Western society. The traditional
role of men as hunters has been disrupted by the introduction of the Western econ-
omy. The inability to meet the burden of providing for their families has damaged
self-esteem. Communities where the market for sealskins has collapsed have been
among the hardest hit by high suicide rates (Kral 2003). The Inuit hope that self-
government will help them reclaim their identity and confidence. Research has
shown that a high level of cultural spirituality and cultural orientation and strong so-
cial identity may be protective factors against low self-esteem, stress, and hopeless-
ness (Chandler and Lalonde 1998; Garroutte et al. 2003; Kral et al. 1998).

Given huge upheavals such as these, the surprise is not that indigenous languages
have declined but that some such as Inuktitut have survived at all. Buruma (2001, 26),
however, argues that the Inuit are threatened because they are a “dwindling group on
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the edge of the world.” This observation betrays a fairly typical schizoid way of
thinking about indigenous peoples as living on the edge, stuck in a traditional society
and a primitive way of life doomed to extinction by the inexorable march of prog-
ress. Buruma espouses an irreconcilably contradictory view of indigenous peoples,
demonizing them and romanticizing them. He denies them the right to exist in moder-
nity with his remark about hunting whales with .50 caliber rifles. The survival of in-
digenous peoples is now often dependent on modern means of production and trans-
port that they pay for with money acquired from wage labor. But rather than being
swallowed up by homogenizing forces, many recast their dependencies on modern
modes of production in order to reconstitute their own cultural ideas and practices and
themselves as traditional communities. During the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, as the Inuit became increasingly dependent on a market economy, they adopted
new technology to earn income from industries centered on seal netting, fox trapping,
and cod, char, and salmon fishing.

Again, the issue of choice is important. The Inuit would prefer to adopt only
those outside elements that facilitate their own practices. They have chosen the rifle
and snowmobiles but prefer to use their own language among themselves. Yet gov-
ernment policies have aimed at imposing a whole package deal of capitalism in-
tended to displace rather than supplement the Inuit way of life. In doing so, they
force a choice between tradition and modernity by denying the people the right to
continue living on their own land and resources in ways that they choose (Brody
1975). From another part of the Arctic, Kawagley (1995, 105–6) articulates a per-
spective of the Yupiaq people of southwestern Alaska, which demands that native
people be allowed to consider technology before it is introduced to their villages.
What he calls “soft technology” provides a means to temper and adapt Western
technology to local culture and ecology so that it does not make excessive non-
sustainable demands on the environment. Soft technology does not replace indige-
nous technologies but seeks to update or fine tune them. The task for the Yupiaq is
to reconstruct and redefine a new native identity built around native traditions, be-
cause at the moment their youth are like round pegs in square holes, emotionally and
mentally exhausted from the inability to succeed in the native world as traditionally
defined or in the modern world as defined and controlled by others (Kawagley 1995,
111–12).

Policies narrowly focused on economic development defined in Western terms
have narrowed people’s options and are then used to justify more economic develop-
ment, usually in the form of mining natural resources such as gas and oil that the rest
of Canada urgently needs, as the solution to problems that were caused by the impo-
sition of a Western economy in the first place. Cajete (1994, 79) argues that every
time a deeply rooted culture is dispossessed and forced from the land in the name of
progress, the viability of humans living in that environment is affected. Supplanting
indigenous knowledge and stewardship of a local ecology with Western technology
rarely succeeds because these new alien technologies fail to respect the intimate rela-
tionships between people and the environment. More often than not, a human and
ecological wasteland is left in the wake of Western economic and resource develop-
ment schemes. Ultimately, what the Inuit and other indigenous peoples are being told
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by Buruma and others is to stop being themselves, move south and assimilate, and
they will be all right. Widdowson and Howard (2002, 32), for instance, dismiss tradi-
tional knowledge as “nothing more than a blend of traditional survival skills and su-
perstition.” Widdowson (2005, 18n) claims that making Inuktitut the official lan-
guage of the newly created territory of Nunavut “creates tremendous problems
because it is a pre-literate language not suited for use in complex legal and bureau-
cratic procedures.” In her view Nunavut is unviable: “The only sensible policy in the
long run appears to be . . . depopulation of Nunavut and the gradual integration of the
Inuit into more productive processes” (Widdowson 2005, 23).

Many other critics of the campaign supporting linguistic diversity think in a sim-
ilar dichotomizing fashion about language, namely, that preserving native languages
entails abandoning modernity. Malik (2000, 17), for instance, sees such efforts as
having

much . . . in common with reactionary, backward-looking visions [that] seek
to preserve the unpreservable, and all are possessed of an impossibly nostalgic
view of what constitutes a culture or a “way of life.” It is modernity itself of
which Nettle and Romaine (2000) disapprove. They want the peoples of the
Third World, and minority groups in the West, to follow “local ways of life”
and pursue “traditional knowledge” rather than receive a “Western education.”
This is tantamount to saying that such people should live a marginal life,
excluded from the modern mainstream to which the rest of us belong. There is
nothing noble or authentic about local ways of life; they are often simply
degrading and backbreaking.

Needless to say, Nettle and I don’t endorse the view Malik attributes to us. We
don’t think “sulking on your own rock is a state worth preserving,” as he puts it. The
preservation of a language in its fullest sense ultimately entails the maintenance of
the community who speaks it, and therefore the arguments in favor of doing some-
thing to reverse language death are ultimately about sustaining cultures and habitats.
In discussions of language maintenance, revitalization, and so on there is a tendency
to reify languages, when it is communities and language ecologies we should be talk-
ing about. As Cajete (1994, 81) puts it, we need to revitalize our ecological relation-
ships. When we lose sight of people and the communities that sustain languages, it
becomes easy to argue, as a number of critics have, that there is no reason to preserve
languages for their own sake. Maintaining cultural and linguistic diversity is a matter
of social justice because distinctiveness in culture and language has formed the basis
for defining human identities. We should think instead about languages in the same
way as we do other natural resources that need careful planning: they are vital parts
of complex local ecologies that must be supported if global biodiversity is to be
sustained.
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NOTE
1. Reportedly Allen’s first published joke, this quote exists in several versions: “I am at two with na-

ture.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woody_Allen (accessed May 3, 2006). “I am two with nature.”
www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/w/woody_allen.html (accessed May 3, 2006).
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2

When Is an “Extinct Language” Not Extinct?
Miami, a Formerly Sleeping Language

W E S L E Y Y . L E O N A R D

University of California, Berkeley

MANY MIAMI PEOPLE, myself included, experience a paradox when we speak our heritage
language, which is said to be “extinct.” But what does it mean to be extinct? While
members of the Miami nation have a number of ways of viewing the world, I believe
it is fair to assume that we all know extinct species are those where the last living ex-
ample has died and where there will never be living examples of that species again.
The problem occurs when this idea gets extended to languages such as Miami, as the
paradox of speaking an extinct language is not imaginary. This chapter first resolves
that paradox by situating the story of how Miami was reclaimed from extinction
within a proposed category of “sleeping languages,” which I define as those that are
not currently known but that are documented, claimed as part of one’s heritage, and
thus may be used again.1 Second, it offers a formal means of integrating these sleep-
ing languages into endangered language theory and discusses what some of the
larger implications and challenges of doing so might be.

This story reflects my perspectives and experiences as a linguist with an interest
in indigenous language reclamation, a member of the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma, and
chair of the Miami Language Committee. The motivation for the chapter comes from
my belief that a more accurate classificatory system will contribute to better lan-
guage policy and a better understanding of indigenous peoples, many of whom claim
heritage to a sleeping language. Except where noted otherwise, “we” refers to myself
and others who have been active in Miami language reclamation programs under the
belief that our language and culture are important for community well-being, but the
opinions expressed in this chapter should not be taken to represent the entire Miami
community.

A Brief History of Language Shift in the Miami Community
Miami is one of the major dialects of Miami-Peoria (also called Miami-Illinois), a
language of the Algonquian language family that is classified as extinct by well-
known sources such as the Ethnologue (Gordon 2005).2 However, as detailed later, it
is not and never was extinct; it was merely sleeping. Due to reclamation efforts that
began in the 1990s, it might now be said to have been awakened.
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With the passing of the “last” fluent speaker in the early 1960s, Miami really
was a sleeping language for about thirty years. The key criterion for being a sleeping
language is the existence of documentation and of people with heritage to the lan-
guage but no individuals with substantial knowledge of the language. That shift from
Miami to (only) English had been occurring since the nineteenth century and was
driven by the forced division of the Miami community in 1846 and English-only
practices in the federal Indian boarding school system, among other reasons (see
Baldwin 2003 and Rinehart 2006 for further discussion).

Documentation of Miami-Illinois occurred in the late seventeenth to mid-
eighteenth centuries by French missionaries, and substantial work continued into the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries by many others, including linguists Albert Gatschet
and Truman Michelson (Costa 2003). Although the historically spoken language is
thought to be undocumented in audio form (aside from a short 1949 recording), the
written documentation is vast and includes dictionaries, texts, overt grammatical in-
formation such as verb paradigms, and information about sociolinguistic norms. How-
ever, wide awareness of the existence and interpretability of those materials is a recent
phenomenon. Richard Rhodes noted (personal communication 2004) that Algon-
quianists had viewed Miami as a puzzle that couldn’t be solved until David Costa
found and collected the historical documents and then pieced the structure of the lan-
guage into a useable form in his dissertation (Costa 1994; updated as Costa 2003). Fur-
thermore, valuable documentation of the language is still surfacing. For example, a
seventeenth-century dictionary discovered in 1999 contains information not attested
in any other known records (Costa 2005). This anecdote shows that even when a lan-
guage’s documentation appears to be insufficient for reclamation purposes, new in-
vestigation and scholarship may prove otherwise.

Beyond the seemingly spotty documentation, there is the additional point that
Miami was spoken and known by no one. In this way, it was unlike any of the well-
recognized classical or liturgical languages that are called “dead” but are in fact
known and actively used in certain domains. Furthermore, while reclamation of
some languages without speakers may be aided by “language rememberers”—those
who don’t speak the language but were exposed to it enough earlier in their lives to
have some residual knowledge—there are no elderly semispeakers of Miami, and
“remembering” of this type is highly limited. Our elders are instrumental in sharing
cultural knowledge and supporting the language reclamation efforts, but none can
understand a novel sentence or serve as language informants. This relatively small
group of elders with memory of the language collectively remember only a few
words and names, fixed phrases, and songs; some can speak in general terms about
how the language sounded and the social contexts of its use. As recently as 1990, the
aforementioned was the most substantial language knowledge held in the Miami
community. Thus, while Miami may not have been the best prototype of “sleeping”
given that a few people always knew a few words, by any practical assessment, it
was a sleeping language.

With respect to knowledge by younger Miamis around that same period, the
scope was even more limited. Fragments of Miami came up only in the aforemen-
tioned songs and in naming practices—and only in a minority of Miami families. My
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own experience as a child in the 1980s serves as an example of what a Miami youth
might be expected to have known. I come from a family highly involved in our tribe,
with my grandfather having served as chief for most of my life, and I grew up partici-
pating in many Miami cultural activities. That high level of connection noted, my en-
tire Miami language knowledge as a child was comprised of my own Miami name
alongside a few other names; bezon, a word for “hello” that happens to be a borrowed
term; and finally, that there was a language called “Miami.” (I didn’t know myaamia,
the name of the language in the language, until much later.) To the best of my knowl-
edge, many Miami children in the 1980s did not know a single Miami word.

Particularly around the mid-twentieth century, the period in which the use of the
Miami language was declining—eventually to a state of sleep—the Miami Tribe of
Oklahoma as a political and cultural entity was likewise undergoing hardship. Elders
today talk about how the future of the tribe at the time looked bleak, and how atten-
dance at official meetings of the General Council (the people) was sometimes so low
that they struggled to meet the quorum requirements established in the tribal consti-
tution. Furthermore, there was no obvious place to hold those meetings as the nation
had no land base. This was an especially problematic factor given that much of Mi-
ami cultural practice revolves around interacting with the land.

That was then. After an economic expansion facilitated by gaming revenues in
the late 1990s to early 2000s and the creation of a formal language program follow-
ing an Administration for Native Americans grant to create workshops for training
tribal members to teach our language, the present situation is greatly different. De-
spite the history of two forced removals in the nineteenth century, the era of federal
boarding schools, and other kinds of marginalization, the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma
exists today as a growing nation with well over three thousand enrolled members and
strong support from the General Council and the elected leadership to promote lan-
guage reclamation efforts.3 The overall vitality and future prospects of the Miami na-
tion have made a significant shift from a lack of even a common building as recently
as the mid-1970s to having tribally owned and operated administrative and commu-
nity spaces, several successful business ventures, a growing land base, and many so-
cial and educational programs today.

Like the economic situation, the scope of language reclamation efforts has
moved from “ground zero” (Baldwin 2003) to becoming a significant program. Al-
though there had been a growing sentiment in the 1980s among tribal members that
language and culture were missing in their lives, it wasn’t until after David Costa’s
dissertation and funding became available that major efforts at the tribal level began.
The teacher-training workshops that began in the mid-1990s continue (now as gen-
eral language workshops) and have been supplemented by cultural immersion camps
for Miami youth, language CDs, lesson books, games, other language-learning tools,
and some (classroom-style) classes. Importantly, these efforts are now primarily
funded directly by our tribal government and hence are guided by tribal priorities
rather than those of outside agencies. Other programs focus more on teaching and ex-
periencing our unique culture and supplement the language-focused activities, thus
creating a natural balance in which language and culture are intertwined and build off
each other. After ten years of these efforts, there are now hundreds of Miami people
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with some knowledge of the language and perhaps about fifteen people with conver-
sational proficiency. Many Miami families have incorporated the language into their
daily communication, and a few children are being raised with the language.

Furthermore, the Myaamia Project, an initiative at Miami University whose mis-
sion is “to facilitate and encourage the preservation, promotion, and research of Mi-
ami Nation history, culture and language” (Baldwin 2003, 20), began in 2001 and
has been a successful impetus for promoting scholarship that is beneficial both to the
Miami community and to Miami University.4 Major products resulting from that ini-
tiative include the first modern Miami dictionary (Baldwin and Costa 2005).

This history is of great significance. Both in terms of the existence and usability
of the language documentation and in terms of the economic and cultural stability
that facilitates seeking out and using that documentation, Miami might have ap-
peared once to have been essentially an irretrievably lost language. At best, it looked
to be in a deep stage of sleep. Despite those challenges it has nonetheless undergone
substantial reclamation, thus offering real hope to other communities whose lan-
guage situations appear bleak.

Classifying Language Vitality: Integrating
Sleeping Languages
While not normally explicitly acknowledged, most existing classifications of what is
often termed “language vitality” are based primarily on (perceived) patterns of cur-
rent use and not around the potential of future use—except, ironically enough, in
predictions that the use of the language in question will decline or stop. The widely
used Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (Fishman 1991, 2001), for example,
is largely framed around whether children acquire the language in the home and
whether the language currently is being used in domains such as education, work, and
government; it does not include languages that have gone out of use. This is not, how-
ever, meant to imply that issues related to the possibility of increased or new future
use have not been included in endangered language classification systems. Rather, the
issue is that sleeping languages have not been given a formal place. It is true that some
recent scholarship (e.g., UNESCO 2003; Lewis 2006) has incorporated the quality
and quantity of documentation as a criterion to assess endangerment, but it does not
extend to recognition of sleeping languages or any similarly framed category. Like-
wise, the term “sleeping” has been introduced in the literature (e.g., Amery 1995;
Hinton 2001), but its definition and intended scope are not made explicit. I offer an
extension of the linguistic notion of “competence” as a way to make that next step and
formally include sleeping languages in endangered language theory.

Long used in linguistics, “competence” has been taken to refer to the cognitive
capacity that allows an individual human to speak or comprehend a language, and its
counterpart, “performance,” refers to the actual use or comprehension stemming
from that capacity (see Chomsky 1965). I suggest that the notion of competence
should be extended outside of the individual and into the community. Again, it refers
to the capacity that allows a language to be spoken and comprehended, but under the
revised definition it can include any kind of capacity—whether it be knowledge held
by a living person or that which exists in documentation (either of the language itself
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or of closely related varieties that could be consulted to reconstruct it). Thus the key
question might be phrased, “Does the language as a system exist in some usable
form?” For sleeping languages, the answer is “yes.” Schematically they can thus be
represented as [�competence, –performance] and differ from truly extinct lan-
guages, which are [ –competence, –performance].

Unlike the view where the death of the “last” speaker represents a language hav-
ing become extinct and hence outside the scope of what is called “language endan-
germent,” I further propose that levels of this endangerment can be characterized as
falling into a continuum that includes sleeping languages, as shown in figure 2.1.

The idea of the continuum is that there are an infinite number of points, and one
could add or delineate any number of categories as appropriate to the specific issue at
hand; those presented here are intended only to be examples. Certainly, any given
language variety does not have a specific point at which it becomes 100 percent
“safe”—hence the arrow at the left edge of figure 2.1. The other extreme on the right,
conversely, is a specific point and represents either the death of the last person with
knowledge of an undocumented language or the loss of all existing documentation of
a language without speakers (e.g., in a fire). Languages that are irretrievably lost are
by definition no longer “in danger of being lost” and are thus strange to conceptual-
ize under a frame of endangerment. Therefore truly extinct languages are placed out-
side of the continuum altogether.

Under this view, the transition of a language from one with living knowers to
one that is sleeping is not the endpoint that it has traditionally been deemed. Instead,
it is a change of state that can be represented schematically as [�competence,
�performance] → [�competence, –performance]. This change may correspond to a
higher level of endangerment, but it hardly corresponds to one of irretrievable loss.
Sleeping languages thus fall on the continuum somewhere around the “more endan-
gered” area, with individual languages falling at different points, depending on the
level to which they are documented, how much the community wants to learn and
use them, and details of various socioeconomic factors that can facilitate or hinder
the reclamation process. Miami was once near the rightmost point of the continuum
but is slowly moving to the left.

Having established why sleeping languages are different from truly extinct
languages, the question remains why they should be classified as “endangered
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languages.” One answer is that the definition of “endangered”—in danger of being
lost—basically applies; the competence of the people who claim heritage to sleeping
languages may never be realized. A related answer is that the guiding principles driv-
ing endangered language theory and practices of reversing language shift (Fishman
1991, 2001) apply to sleeping languages and their reclamation; a number of well-
recognized indirect factors figure into both sleeping and nonsleeping languages
alike. These include educational policies that promote or prohibit language teaching
and use in schools; immigration and other demographic trends; and issues of social
desirability, perceived economic value, and how members of the academic commu-
nity (especially linguists) view the importance of the language in question with re-
spect to documentation, revitalization, and other priorities. Such social factors are
fully relevant for sleeping languages in that the potential for their reclamation—that
is, the competence held by the people who claim heritage to it—is not stagnant but
instead changes based on a variety of trends and pressures.

In particular, the factor of priorities within academia has special relevance for
sleeping languages and warrants additional discussion. One of the main differences
between sleeping and (endangered) languages with speakers is that formal tools of
linguistics—and hence linguists—may be more necessary for the reclamation of the
former because the language will usually need to be reconstituted. Conversely, for
endangered languages that are fluently known, immersion exists as an option for cre-
ating new speakers. Fortunately for Miami people, Algonquianist David Costa con-
tinues his research on our language, the findings of which have been indispensable to
the reclamation effort. Our competence as current and potential future speakers has
increased because he and others have gathered, analyzed, and collated information
about our language into a more useable form.

Equally important as the research itself may be the guidance that comes from the
people who do it. Specialists in linguistics and related fields are often consulted for
advice and direction. That advice should be realistic but inspiring, but we must also
question its reliability. (Here, “we” includes everybody—whether a community
member, a trained specialist, or both, as in my case.) The following anecdote offers
an example of why this is so.

In the 1990s, linguist and Miami tribal member Daryl Baldwin spoke to other
specialists at language conferences and elsewhere and told them of how he was
learning the Miami language so that he could raise his children with the language.
All but one of those he spoke to told him that it was a noble idea, but that it wouldn’t
work. Today, however, the six members of the Baldwin family speak Miami on a
daily basis, and the youngest two have been acquiring it in the home. Intergenera-
tional transmission has started again, albeit on a small scale. Of course, language rec-
lamation is a multigenerational process and will likely involve levels of proficiency
lower than “fluent” for quite some time, but we can at least say that the language is
not extinct and that many specialists’ predictions were wrong.

The question then arises as to why languages like Miami are still called extinct,
which is an issue that involves far more than just a formal recognition of competence
and sleeping languages. The first and simpler problem is that people are just misin-
formed about Miami. The bigger and more complicated problem is that of “linguistic
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purism,” the ideology that a language has a given “correct” form and that its trans-
mission and use should follow certain established patterns. As argued by Dorian
(1994), purist ideologies can hurt the new generation of speakers. Similarly, in a
study that examines why Kwak’wala (Kwakiutl) language revitalization efforts are
thought to be failing despite an increase in younger people who know the language,
Goodfellow (2003) argues that a lack of recognition of the legitimacy of the way
young people speak explains this paradox. She concludes that “the greatest obstacle
to keeping Native American languages thriving is a prevalent belief of linguists, lan-
guage planners, teachers, and the general public that a language must somehow be
maintained in its ‘pure’ form, which usually means the oldest form of the language
now spoken by elderly people” (2003, 53).

Calling the purist attitude the greatest obstacle may be a stretch, but it is certainly
among the largest problems. In the extreme view within this ideology, a reclaimed
language will never be a legitimate representation of the historically spoken lan-
guage, which therefore really may be thought of as extinct. I suspect that this is why
Miami’s reclamation is only partially recognized as legitimate in the larger commu-
nity and why Daryl got the responses that he did when he related his desire for his
children to know their language and culture. Anybody can recognize the hypothetical
possibility of learning a language from written documentation and communicating
with it, but unfortunately, some don’t recognize the legitimacy of doing so.

Within the Miami community itself we have dealt with the potential challenges
of purism by being up front about the fact that our language learners will speak an an-
glicized version of Miami and that this change is okay. Furthermore, it has been
noted (e.g., Spolsky 2002) that the absence of native speakers can provide an ironic
benefit in that there won’t be anybody to criticize the language being spoken differ-
ently, and this may be true for us. Still, I would hesitate to conclude that our elders
would be less supportive if they were themselves speakers. While it’s true that some
of them have questioned the importance of language reclamation, how realistic it is,
and whether writing the language is appropriate (Rinehart 2006, 227), as noted ear-
lier, they are generally supportive of the reclamation efforts.

Fortunately, purist ideology from the younger members of the Miami commu-
nity has also not been a significant obstacle. While the question of authenticity occa-
sionally gets posed, it’s not a recurrent theme. Likewise, although participants in our
summer language workshops do express concern about speaking Miami “correctly”
and sometimes get discouraged about speaking lest they say something “wrong,” I
have never heard an adult learner chastise somebody else for saying something in a
nonstandard way. Those of us who teach language workshops acknowledge that
there is a standard form to the language that we try to use as a basis of instruction, but
we de-emphasize the importance of maintaining this standard relative to the ideas
that we should just speak, not be afraid to make mistakes, and that we are asserting
our linguistic rights as Miami people when we speak our language.

Conversely, I have heard non-Miamis use purist rhetoric in reference to our
modern language and people many times. The following examples (and the sorts of
answers I have offered) are not exact quotations but are representative of the sort of
commentary I have heard: “How can you be sure what Miami used to sound like?”
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(We can’t be sure, as is the case for most languages.) “But how can you talk about
modern concepts?” (When we need to create a word, we do—in a Miami way; the
lexicon is not a frozen entity.) “I met some Miamis and thought they didn’t seem
Indian.”

The last point, while seemingly unrelated to language reclamation, is perhaps
the most important. There is an added burden to indigenous communities in that the
competence held by the community members involves not just the knowledge of the
language (or the ability to acquire it from documentation) but also the strength to re-
ject colonialist views—extensions of the purism referred to earlier—that the only
real Indian languages and cultural ways are those that existed far in the past. I reject
those views. Historical Miami culture is historical Miami culture, and modern Miami
culture is modern Miami culture; both are legitimate. The core values and traditions
are the same and need to be maintained, but the details of daily life have changed,
and like all peoples, we Miamis are a very diverse group. The grammar of the lan-
guage and the ways in which it is used follow the same pattern. While the modern
version of Miami seems similar enough to the variety described in the documentation
that they would be mutually intelligible, of course they are different; all currently
spoken languages have changed from how they used to be spoken. Are they all
extinct?

The existence of these changes in itself is hardly remarkable, but given that Mi-
ami still gets labeled “extinct,” some discussion of those changes is warranted to sub-
stantiate the claim that the language really is in use. One such example involves recent
lexical innovation. Often, we have dealt with lexical gaps by semantically broadening
existing words. For example, aahteeleentanto (extinguish it [the flame]) now also
means “turn it off” in reference to items powered by electricity. Elsewhere we have
created words using existing Miami roots. Examples include kiinteelintaakani—liter-
ally “the fast-thinking thing”—to mean “computer” and aacimwaakani—literally
“the narrating thing”—to mean “telephone.” Hohowa is a sort of hybrid, combining
the English ho ho with the Miami animate suffix to mean “Santa Claus.” Loan-
translations include nintaya keetoopiita—literally “my pet is thirsty”—which gener-
ally means “my car needs gasoline” (calqued from Kickapoo, a related language).
These words are now common.

More telling to demonstrate the language’s active use is the existence of recent
“naturally evolved” adages—new sayings that occurred in spontaneous conversa-
tion and that have been adopted by some segment of the Miami speech community
as a fixed collocation. An example that was proverbialized early in our language
reclamation efforts is piici wiihsa eehtooki waapimotaya (she must have many blan-
kets), a phrase that refers to the Miami cultural practice of gifting people with blan-
kets and means that somebody must be an important person (as evidenced by their
having received many gifts). A less exalting example is amahkisena noontiahtoonki
(his moccasins were set outside), which describes a man in certain unfortunate
circumstances and is framed around the historical practice of a woman being able
to divorce her husband by placing his personal belongings outside the wiikiaami
(wigwam).
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Using Metaphors to Talk about Languages:
The Miami “Awakening”
From the arguments made in this chapter, one may be led to the assumption that the
use of death and extinction metaphors for languages is never appropriate, but they do
have their place. Even I occasionally use them, but only in situations where I have
made a conscious decision to do so for a sound political, social, pedagogical, or de-
scriptive reason. The rationale comes down to how different metaphors have differ-
ent social effects and also how they differ in their levels of accessibility to the wide
range of audiences that one might need to speak to.

Indeed, the biological metaphor of death or extinction is strong in that it not only
emphasizes that languages are intimately connected with humans (Nettle and Ro-
maine 2002, 7) but also frames the issue of the recent unprecedented rate of language
“loss” as a crisis. There is nothing inherently wrong with using these terms to de-
scribe languages or even adopting them as category names. Rather, the problem lies
in using such “final” terms blindly or because they are the only known option. The
use of any metaphor can be a speech act (see Searle 1969)—in other words, the meta-
phor may superficially look like only a description but in fact is often used as a call
for action. That said, a suggestion of impending “language extinction” may be very
strong in a context where a language has not yet ceased to be known. Conversely, it
can be a disservice to a community whose language is sleeping. We need a different
metaphor.

However, while I maintain that [�competence, –performance] languages should
be categorically differentiated from those that are [–competence, –performance] for
several social and descriptive reasons, I acknowledge that there is no single correct
way to describe and incorporate this differentiation. Nobody can predict exactly how
others will understand their metaphor (or even a literal description), but the key to be-
ing effective is to really consider the choices. The second part of using a metaphor
successfully might be to state explicitly why it was chosen in the first place.

On that note, it is with an ongoing personal reflection and after extended discus-
sion with others that I have chosen to refer to the state of the Miami language from
the 1960s to the early 1990s as “sleeping”—using an accessible metaphor that is not
only more accurate than “extinct” but also that, importantly, comes from the Miami
community. As argued in Hill (2002) the discourse of experts has a large influence in
framing the issues around endangered languages and can be problematic when it
doesn’t capture the points of view of people with heritage to those languages.
“Sleeping” is notable in that it does reflect a Miami point of view; our cultural recla-
mation efforts are named myaamiaki eemamwiciki (the Miami Awakening)—liter-
ally, “the Miamis awaken”—and sleeping is the counterpart to that awakening. This
metaphor revolves around the idea that the knowledge that allowed our community
to remain strong historically has not disappeared but that some of it must be actively
sought and taught because it has been hidden for some time. As an extension of the
metaphor, our annual cultural immersion youth camps, which are among the most
important of the reclamation programs, are called the eewansaapita (he [the sun]
rises) camps.

WHEN IS AN “EXTINCT LANGUAGE” NOT EXTINCT? 31

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



In conclusion, there are many ways to talk about language, all with political and
social implications. The specific terms used and the ideas they imply guide policy, re-
search, and even how people view their own heritage languages—or, for that matter,
how they view their heritages, period. Formerly sleeping languages such as Miami
serve communicative and social functions, and among other factors, I believe that our
recognition of the fallacy of extinction has facilitated our coming as far as we have in
awakening myaamia—both the language and the culture. Perhaps a wider recognition
of this fallacy will facilitate other sleeping languages’ coming back into use and being
recognized as the legitimate codes that they are. May the myaamiaki (the Miami peo-
ple) and members of other communities no longer have to experience the paradox of
communicating and fostering an identity through an extinct language.
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NOTES
1. This chapter focuses on smaller, indigenous communities such as the Miami whose languages went

out of use recently and completely (see Amery 1995 for a discussion of Nunga reclamation, another
representative example). Due to space limitations, this chapter does not explicitly address other lan-
guages such as the obvious example of Hebrew that have parallels (but important historical and so-
cial differences) with my proposed category of sleeping languages.

2. Here I refer to the lay usage of the term “extinct,” adopting the point of view that a nonspecialist
looking up information on his or her heritage language would likely have. In the Ethnologue itself,
this term is defined as referring to a language with no living, first-language speakers and hence
would have accurately described Miami from the 1960s to the 1990s. Furthermore, the 2005 edition
acknowledges that “some linguists would not consider a language extinct if there are revitalization
efforts and the language is being used as a second language even though there are no longer first-
language speakers,” and the Ethnologue’s editorial staff is discussing better ways to categorize lan-
guages like Miami in future editions (M. Paul Lewis, editor, personal communication, 2005).

3. Members of the Miami Indians of Indiana (primarily descended from Miamis who were not part of
the 1846 removal from the ancestral homelands) and of the Peoria Tribe of Oklahoma (primarily de-
scended from bands historically known as “Illinois”) also have the same heritage language. Thus the
total number of people with heritage to the Miami-Peoria language is more than ten thousand. As my
enrollment, professional relationship, and most of my direct experience are with the Miami Tribe of
Oklahoma specifically, I do not have the background to fully comment on the scope of language rec-
lamation by members of these other groups except to say that it exists and that some families have
come a long way in their language reclamation efforts.

4. Miami University (Oxford, Ohio) is a state institution that takes its name from the Miami people and
that now has a special relationship with the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma. The Myaamia Project grew
out of that relationship and exists to promote and oversee research on Miami tribal issues (particu-
larly language). It is unique in that the research is directed by Miami tribal community needs but oc-
curs in a major academic institution and thus serves the larger academic community as well. See
www.myaamiaproject.org, Baldwin (2003), and Baldwin and Olds (2007) for further discussion of
the Myaamia Project’s history, goals, and impact.
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3

Evaluating Endangerment: Proposed Metadata
and Implementation
M . P A U L L E W I S

SIL International

AS AWARENESS OF and concern for the loss of linguistic and cultural diversity has grown
in the last two decades (e.g., Craig 1992; Fishman 1988, 1990, 1991, 2000, 2001;
Hale 1992a, 1992b; Jeanne 1992; Krauss 1992; Nettle and Romaine 2000; Wataho-
migie and Yamamoto 1992), so too has interest in finding a way to evaluate the level
of endangerment of the world’s languages. A desire for a comprehensive description
of the state of the linguistic world has developed from research on how many lan-
guages there are and where they are located to investigation of their transmission,
use, and preservation (Brenzinger et al. 2003; Dorian 1989; Fishman 1991). The
World Languages Review describes this agenda as follows: “How can we describe
the sociolinguistic situation of the languages of the world in a way that lets us assess
the situation of each language and at the same time put forward recommendations or
patterns of action to help preserve the linguistic and cultural heritage of humanity?”
(Martí et al. 2005, 1).

Categorization of the level of endangerment of a language is not a simple con-
ceptual task, as it represents the intersection and interplay of many individual,
group, and societal factors (Hyltenstam and Stroud 1996). Thus labels such as “en-
dangered” or “highly endangered” entail constellations of factors relating to lan-
guage use, language attitudes, language proficiency, population, location, socioeco-
nomic status, and level of education among others. Theoretical formulations of how
these factors relate to and affect each other are still developing. At the same time,
more programmatic plans of action for preservation and revival (e.g., Crystal 2000;
Fishman 1990, 1991; Grenoble and Whaley 1998; King 2001; Nettle and Romaine
2000) are also being proposed and implemented. Fishman’s Graded Intergenera-
tional Disruption Scale (GIDS) (Fishman 1991) provides the best known summation
of the interplay of language transmission, language attitudes, and language use in
language maintenance or shift to date; however, it doesn’t provide a detailed set of
factors to be evaluated or a well-defined way to measure progress in efforts to re-
verse language shift. UNESCO (Brenzinger et al. 2003) has more recently devel-
oped another comprehensive framework that is designed to provide evaluative mea-
sures, outlining nine factors in evaluating the level of endangerment of a language
(intergenerational language transmission, absolute numbers of speakers, proportion
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of speakers within the total population, shifts in domains of language use, response
to new domains and media, materials for language education and literacy, (govern-
mental and institutional) language attitudes and policies, community members’ atti-
tudes toward their own language, type and quality of documentation. However, our
ability to make use of such existing taxonomies is hampered by the fact that actual
data from the field have been collected and compiled using a variety of classifica-
tory schemes, which often renders analysis across different frameworks difficult and
confusing. Further, for many languages the needed data are either not readily avail-
able or have not been collected at all (Lewis 2006). There appears, therefore, to be
an immediate need for “standardization” in the collection of data for the evaluation
of language endangerment.

This chapter represents an approach to such standardization, in a way that it is
hoped will contribute to our knowledge of the situation of each language as well as to
the identification of the most appropriate remedial steps to be taken in each case. I
suggest parameters of vitality/endangerment and develop a generalizable set of situa-
tional factors to be tracked for the purpose of getting a better understanding of those
parameters and, ultimately, evaluating the level of language endangerment in any
given case. This proposal is intended to serve both researchers and activists of endan-
germent and revitalization, without prematurely binding them to any particular ana-
lytical framework.

Desiderata of a System for Evaluating Endangerment
There are some basic desiderata to be considered in the design of a system for evalu-
ating language endangerment:

Comprehensiveness and universality. The kinds of data we ask for should be
collectable from all regions of the world, from all language families, and
from any and all situations.

Consistency and reliability. The kinds of data we collect must be
operationalized in such a way that data can be compared across all lan-
guages and regions of the world. A common set of categories must be
agreed on so that labels are understandable and ambiguities are reduced.

Validity. The data we collect must above all be valid indicators of characteris-
tics that are demonstrably related to endangerment, as evidenced in ongoing
research. Frameworks such as those developed by Fishman (1991, 2001),
Hyltenstam and Stroud (1996), King (2001), and Brenzinger et al. (2003),
among others, provide the essential elements for such a system.

Feasibility. The data must be collectable, maintainable, and manipulable in a
relatively straightforward way.

Proposed Metadata
As outlined earlier, this chapter proposes a system for standardized collection of spe-
cific data that will contribute to our knowledge of the situation of each language.
These data are categorized within seven parameters of vitality/endangerment and
consist of situational factors.
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The parameters amount to a set of metadata, a description of the general catego-
ries of data that are needed in order to be able to assist analysts in describing each
language situation. The situational factors correspond to specific data items that
should be collected within each general category. To designate the situational factors
(tagged SF), an identifier that consists of a three-letter parameter designator, for ex-
ample, AGE or DEM for demographics, STA for status, and so on, has been assigned
to each situational factor, followed by a number. Numbering reinitializes for each
parameter.

In large measure these data are already being collected in various forms. This
proposal makes explicit the rationale for their collection and proposes a standardized
format for reporting them.

Parameter 1: Age
Fishman (1991) declared that the loss of intergenerational language transmission is the
most significant factor in language endangerment and identified the home domain as
one of the most important regarding the retention of an endangered language and the
reversal of language shift. Thus parents and immediate family appear to have the most
important role in passing on a language from one generation to the next, although there
is also evidence that communities play a significant role in language transmission (and
perhaps more crucially in its revitalization; see King 2001, 209–11).

Proposa l . The following situational factors related to the age of speakers are proposed:

� The clearest and most feasible situational factor in support of an analysis of
intergenerational language transmission is the number of users by age group
(AGE-SF1).

� In addition, it may be quite helpful to identify for each language the age of the
youngest known user (AGE-SF2). This number (the age) could then be used as
a kind of index of language transmission, with higher age numbers indicating
lower levels of language transmission and lower numbers indicating more ro-
bust transmission of the language from parent to child.

Complex i t i es

� Issues related to age grading and apparent time (Hockett 1950; Labov 1972)
must be taken into consideration. Fasold (1984, 215) observes that “it is often
the case that different language behavior is expected of people in a society at
different ages.” Evaluation of the age cohort data needs to take such localized
expectations into account.

� Researchers and data collectors will need to arrive at a consensus regarding
the operationalization of AGE-SF1 by identifying a standard set of age co-
horts. Use of different age thresholds between cohorts will diminish the com-
parability of the data. However, Eckert (1989) has noted that dividing the age
continuum into equal chunks without reference to the actual life stages that are
significant in a community can sometimes mask significant language-use pat-
terns. Perhaps the identification of generational cohorts (i.e., children, parents,
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grandparents) following Fishman (1991) would be sufficient for most
purposes.

� Researchers and data collectors will need to arrive at a consensus definition of
a “user.” Will this include first-language (L1) users only? Children learning
the language as their second language (L2)? What level of proficiency in the
language constitutes one as a “user”? Inconsistencies in these definitions will
diminish the comparability of the data.

Parameter 2: Demographics
While the absolute number of speakers is an important datum to record, there are ad-
ditional demographic factors that are helpful in evaluating the endangerment level of
a language.

Proposa l . The following situational factors are thus deemed particularly important in
this context:

� The number of L1 users (DEM-SF1) should be recorded, providing a way to
evaluate the size of the group in relation to other groups around it and in rela-
tion to the general norms of group size for the region (see DEM-SF5 next).

� The number of users of the language as their L2 (DEM-SF2) gives an addi-
tional perspective on the language maintenance dynamics. In some cases, a
large number of L2 users in relation to the total ethnic population may indi-
cate that the language is not being adequately transmitted to children but is be-
ing learned later in the community or through more formal means. Con-
versely, where there are a large number of people who use a language as their
second language who are not members of the ethnic group associated with the
language, there is a great likelihood that the vitality of the language in ques-
tion is relatively strong or at least that the community in general finds some
benefit from acquiring the language, which could contribute to maintenance.

� The number of L1 users who also use a (particular) L2 (DEM-SF3) gives a
view into the multilingualism situation and provides a way to begin to account
for the pressures from other languages that may be affecting ongoing language
maintenance. This situational factor identifies second languages being used
and provides a count of users for each. The total of these counts subtracted
from the count for the number of L1 users renders a count for the number of
users who are monolingual in L1.

� The number of people who report their ethnic identity as that associated with
the language (DEM-SF4; both users and nonusers) provides a way to compare
actual language use with perceived identity.

� The calculation of the regional population norm of L1 users provides a way to
contextualize population size (DEM-SF5). Grimes (1986) proposed a method-
ology for calculating the norms for language group size for the five regions of
the world used by the Ethnologue (Grimes 1984): Africa, the Americas, Asia,
Europe, and the Pacific. He noted that the absolute number of users varies
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considerably from one part of the world to another and that what may consti-
tute a very large language group in one region could conceivably be quite
small in another. Moreover, Grimes (1986) observed that the distribution of
languages by population in each of the five regions followed a log-normal dis-
tribution. That is, the language population totals for any given region when
expressed as logarithms and plotted on a graph form a bell curve (a “normal”
distribution), though the overall shape of the bell curves differ from region to
region. This, he asserted, indicates that there are regional norms of language
size that can be determined through statistical methods. Absolute numbers for
populations tell us little if they are not considered in comparison with the
norms for the region in which they are found.

I am proposing that these norms be recalculated periodically based on the most
current data available and that these norms be used as a means of evaluating the
absolute population numbers provided by DEM-SF1, DEM-SF2, DEM-SF3, and
DEM-SF4.

� The absolute proportion (DEM-SF6), represented by DEM-SF1 (L1 users
only) divided by the total population of a reference group (e.g., total popula-
tion of a country), is proposed as an additional demographic situational factor
that can be used to evaluate the level of endangerment. This statistic shows
the size of a group relative to the overall population (i.e., the percentage of the
total population) and gives some sense of its visibility on the national (or re-
gional) level.

� In addition, it is proposed that patterns of residence (DEM-SF7) also be taken
into consideration and recorded. Communities that are in different residential
patterns (e.g., traditional villages, displaced, widely scattered, urban enclaves,
rural only, etc.) are likely to have different responses to contact and different
outcomes in terms of threat and endangerment.

Complex i t i es

� As described earlier (see Parameter 1), a consensus on the definition of a
“user” is needed. This will determine whether semispeakers and others with
limited proficiency will be counted in DEM-SF1, DEM-SF2, or only in
DEM-SF4.

� Researchers will need to resolve how overlapping and nested identities will be
handled. Individuals often identify themselves with more than one ethnic or
social grouping. Depending on the situation, one of those identities may be
more salient, making it difficult to come up with reliable data for DEM-SF4.

� A related issue is how discontinuous populations, displaced peoples,
cross-border groups, and so on identify themselves. While they may share a
common linguistic affiliation they may not share a common ethnic or cultural
identity.

� In most cases, it is likely that the reference group used to calculate DEM-SF6
will be the total population of a country, though there may be other ways of
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specifying the demographic context against which the previously discussed
population numbers will be analyzed. For example, on the one hand, a lan-
guage group that resides in more than one country might actually be larger
than the population of any one of the countries in which it is found. On the
other hand, it may be found that the proportion of the language group popula-
tion to the population of a specific region within a country may be more sig-
nificant than its proportion to that of the country as a whole.

� A set of common residence pattern categories needs to be identified and
agreed upon as the values for DEM-SF7.

Add i t iona l Suppor t ing Data . Dates and sources for all of these statistics are needed in order
to ensure the collection of comparable data within a reasonable time frame. It is im-
possible to collect all of the data for all of the languages of the world on a single day
or month or even in a single year. This variation in the moment of collection will re-
sult in variability in the data, which can be controlled for to a certain extent by track-
ing both source and collection date.

Parameter 3: Language Use
Gal (1996, 586) describes language shift as a process “in which ever more speakers
refrain from using language X and instead use language Y in ever more social func-
tions and situations.” Thus data about the social functions and situations, the do-
mains of use, of a language, as well as ongoing changes in the assignment of those
domains, contribute significantly to our understanding of the level of endangerment.
In-depth research in each situation would ideally provide a more detailed analysis of
language use patterns.

While there is general agreement that loss of domains of use indicates an erosion
of the vitality of a language, the identification of what domains to track and the na-
ture of any hierarchical organization of such domains is somewhat more tenuous and
varied. An extensive list of possible domain categories is proposed in the following
paragraphs, with the caveat that it may not be entirely practicable on a global scale
within the desiderata listed earlier.

Proposa l . A variety of domain categories should be tracked, ranked from most infor-
mal and intimate (e.g., the Home domain) to most public and formal (e.g., a domain
such as Government Functions). The configuration of the domains in which the lan-
guage is predominantly used can provide a reasonable profile for each language. In
addition, longitudinal comparisons of these domain configurations can provide in-
sights into the direction and pace of language shift if it is occurring.

� The predominant use of the language in the home (USE-SF1) records data that
supports both an analysis of daily use patterns as well as providing an addi-
tional indicator of ongoing intergenerational language transmission.

� The predominant use of the language in Public Encounters (USE-SF2) pro-
vides data on in-group public use of the language in locations such as the
street, at community gatherings, and so on. These are likely to be informal
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encounters and provide a window into the community use of the language out-
side of the home.

� The predominant use of the language in Recreation (USE-SF3) provides data
on the in-group public use of the language in recreational settings such as chil-
dren playing together or informal team or sports activities. (Formally orga-
nized sports events may be better analyzed as Public Functions [USE-SF10] as
they may, at least in some cases, represent out-group activities; see Lewis
2001, 62.)

� The predominant use of the language in the public market (USE-SF4) pro-
vides data on public commercial interactions that are primarily in-group ori-
ented but may involve some interaction with outsiders as well.

� The predominant use of the language at work (USE-SF5) provides data on the
language most closely associated with income generation. Language use in
this setting may well be a strong indicator of where the community is finding
its economic benefits and rewards, which could be a strong motivator for ei-
ther language maintenance or language shift (Palmer 1996).

� The predominant use of the language in religious gatherings (USE-SF6) pro-
vides data on the use of language for worship, prayer, and religious ritual. If
more than one religion or more than one kind of religious gathering is present
in a community, this factor might be tracked separately for each. (Public, for-
mal, religious gatherings may well pattern in the same way as formal public
functions [USE-SF10, described later], so there would be no need to distin-
guish them.)

� The predominant use of the language in stores and commercial establishments
(USE-SF7) provides data on language use in more formal commercial set-
tings. In some situations, buying and selling may be done in a public market
but also in more public, more formal, and perhaps more out-group-oriented
settings than is captured in USE-SF4, such as stores and commercial establish-
ments. If the patterns of language use here are different from those relating to
the market, recognizing stores and commercial establishments as a different
domain of use may be helpful.

� The predominant use of the language in mass media (USE-SF8) such as au-
dio, video, film, or print (newspapers, signage, advertising, etc.) provides data
on “new” domains of use for many minoritized languages.

� The predominant use of the language in formal education (USE-SF9) pro-
vides data on another potentially “new” domain of use and also implies a cer-
tain amount of development activity (which is tracked in DEV-SF7, DEV-SF
8, and DEV-SF 9).

� The predominant use of the language in formal public functions (USE-SF10)
provides data on (potentially) mixed-group events and gives some insight into
language attitudes: while the level of formality of an event very likely lies on
a formal-informal continuum, some events can be clearly identified as cere-
monial and formal: for example, inaugurations of institutional cycles (new
governments, school terms, etc.) and similar civic events and nonreligious
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gatherings. The patterns of language use at such events may well provide
some indication of which language(s) would be appropriate for public display
and which would be considered inappropriate for such uses.

For each situational factor/domain described earlier, it is suggested that the data
to be recorded could be one of three possible responses to the question “Is the lan-
guage used predominantly in this domain?” The proposed response options are
“yes,” indicating clear predominant use of the language in this domain; “no,” indicat-
ing clear lack of use in this domain; and “new,” indicating that the language is gain-
ing use or being introduced in this domain, though it may not yet be predominantly
used. While much more detailed description of language use patterns is possible and
even desirable, for the sake of feasibility the proposal is that the presence or absence
of predominant use in each domain and the indication of growing use in a domain
may be a minimum requirement.

Complex i t i es

� Researchers will need to arrive at a consensus regarding the most appropriate
inventory of domains to be tracked and how those domains are to be defined.
Ten domains to track and evaluate represent a significant effort that may not
be feasible on a wide scale. Other domain categorizations might be more
widely applicable than those proposed here. Fishman (1991, 55) provides an
example from Basque where only six domains were identified. Fishman’s
comment on the complexity of measurement of language use is that “some-
times there is simply no alternative to minimalism on the evaluation front”
(54). Perhaps a less fine-grained but more generalizable set of domain catego-
ries would also meet the desiderata of comprehensiveness and feasibility.

� Researchers need to agree that simply recording “yes,” “no,” or “new” are ap-
propriate responses. They may also want to add a response that indicates that
a language is losing ground in a domain.

Parameter 4: Language Cultivation/Development,
Literacy, and Education
It is useful to categorize the state of cultivation or development of each language.
While the effects of cultivation efforts are variable, in general, development (graph-
ization, standardization, elaboration, etc.) tends to increase prestige and subjective
ethnolinguistic vitality.

Proposa l . Development might be categorized in terms of the following:

� The existence and ongoing transmission of oral literature (DEV-SF1), either
through live practice and presentation or through audiovisual media.

� The existence of a practical orthography (DEV-SF2), which can be used for
reading and writing and the production of literature.

� The existence of standardization materials (DEV-SF3) such as alphabet
books, word books, glossaries, lexicons, and dictionaries in the language (for
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users of the language), pedagogical and prescriptive grammars, usage and
style manuals, and so on.

� The existence of literacy instruction materials (DEV-SF4) for use by begin-
ning and intermediate readers and writers. This would include teachers’ manu-
als and instructional helps. Other easy or early reading materials would also
be recorded here.

� The existence of a significant body of print literature (DEV-SF5) beyond easy
reading materials in the language.

� The existence of mass media materials (DEV-SF6) such as audio, visual, or
print media for mass distribution.

� The existence of elementary education materials (DEV-SF7) in the language
either as the medium of instruction or as a subject.

� The existence of secondary education materials (DEV-SF8) in the language
either as a medium of instruction or as a subject.

� The existence of tertiary education materials (DEV-SF9) in the language ei-
ther as a medium of instruction or as a subject.

Complex i t i es

� In addition to the existence of an orthography, it may also be helpful to indi-
cate whether or not there are multiple (perhaps competing) orthographies and
the level of acceptance of each by the community. Background information on
the history and rationale behind the various orthographic options can also be
very helpful in evaluating the ethnolinguistic vitality and ideological currents
within a language community.

� It is also clear that even though materials of the various types exist, they may
not be used or accepted. Some may be outdated or have such a limited distri-
bution that few potential users of the materials may be aware of them. In some
situations, materials may have been produced but never published or distrib-
uted due to lack of resources. In addition, the report of the existence of such
materials does not say anything regarding their quality or usability.

Add i t iona l Suppor t ing Data

� It may also be helpful to track the script(s) in use or available to the
community.

� For all of the situational factors that relate to the existence of particular kinds
of materials (standardization, literacy, pedagogical, literature), it may be help-
ful to also track whether those materials are accessible to the communities
where the language is spoken and whether they are in use.

� For the three situational factors that relate to the use of the language in educa-
tion (elementary, secondary, and tertiary), it may also be important to track
whether there exists a policy of such use and to what degree that policy is ac-
tually implemented and carried out in practice. See Parameter 5, Status and
Recognition.
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Parameter 5: Status and Recognition
While official recognition and language policy often are not reflected in usage, the
creation of “space” for a language can be an important environmental variable that
supports the ethnolinguistic vitality of a minoritized group of users.

Proposa l . Status and recognition might be recorded in terms of the following:

� Any and all kinds of official and semi-official recognitions (STA-SF1) of a
language should be identified. Official recognition would include legislated
designations as an official or national language, a medium of education, or
some other functional assignment. Unofficial recognition might be a similar
sort of functional assignment by a nongovernmental body such as an organiza-
tion, union, or association. The information tracked would be the status as-
signed to the language, the agency assigning that status or giving it that level
of recognition, and the date on which that status was granted.

Complex i t i es

� Different kinds of recognition may bear more influence on the trajectory of a
language than others. It might be useful to identify categories of status-
assigning agencies in order to distinguish between recognitions that are highly
significant and those that are less so. It is likely, however, that such categori-
zations of significance would be subjective and not universally accepted.

� The granting of status or recognition may be no more than rhetorical in some
cases. The level to which a granted status is actually implemented and worked
out in practical ways would also be of interest.

Parameter 6: Language Attitudes
Language attitudes have always been difficult to quantify and evaluate. There is an
extensive literature dealing with both the theoretical construct and the methodologies
for the assessment of attitudes (e.g., Agheyisi and Fishman 1970; Allard and Landry
1986; Bourhis 1983; Brudner and White 1979; El-Dash and Tucker 1975; Garrett,
Coupland, and Williams 1999; Henerson, Morris, and Fitz-Gibbon 1987; Hewstone
and Giles 1986; Lewis 1975; Ryan and Giles 1982; Shuy and Fasold 1973; Webber
1979; Wolff 1959). The two situational factors proposed here are no more than very
general categorizations—a very blunt instrument for gauging language attitudes—
that may nevertheless prove useful in providing a “rough cut” regarding attitudes in
view of the desiderata of comprehensiveness and feasibility.

This parameter merits considerably more thought and development, and re-
searchers are asked to generalize in their responses recognizing that much more
could (and should) be said.

Proposa l . The situational factors for the evaluation of attitudes are the following:

� Attitude assessment should include an evaluation of the number of community
members who positively value their own language (ATT-SF1), using the scale
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proposed in the UNESCO framework (Brenzinger et al. 2003): none, few,
some, many, most, all. This provides a general sense of community support
for the language (subjective ethnolinguistic vitality) without attempting to re-
duce that evaluation to a quantitative value that may give the impression of an
indefensible level of precision.

� This should be accompanied by a similar evaluation of the number of mem-
bers of the most significant outside group who positively value the language
in question (ATT-SF2). The same values proposed in the UNESCO frame-
work (Brenzinger et al. 2003) could be used: none, few, some, many, most,
all. This outsiders’ evaluation of the language may represent merely sentimen-
tal or symbolic attitudes without implications for actual usage. (Note that the
number of L2 users of the language is already tracked by the previously dis-
cussed DEM-SF2.)

Complex i t i es

� A consensus is needed on how to operationalize the response options (none,
few, some, many, most, all) in order to maximize comparability between dif-
ferent reporting situations.

� A consensus is also needed as to what the indicators of a positive evaluation
are. Actual use of the language, the most concrete and readily observable indi-
cator, is tracked in the demographic situational factors (DEM-SF1,
DEM-SF2), but other behavioral and attitudinal indicators may be relevant as
well. Possibilities include summary statistics regarding statements by users of
the language, either positive or negative, that reveal their “sentimental” or “in-
strumental” (cf. Kelman 1971) attachment to the language, commitment mea-
sures such as those used by Fishman (1968), or other measures of behavioral
outcomes (cf. Bourhis and Giles 1976; Giles and Bourhis 1976).

Parameter 7: Amount and Quality of Documentation
The amount and quality of documentation has no direct causative connection to the
state of endangerment of a language. A language doesn’t remain in use simply be-
cause a word list has been recorded or a grammatical description has been produced.
However, the degree to which a language has been documented does contribute to
the overall study of endangerment and to preservation and revitalization efforts. De-
scriptive materials help us better understand the process of language loss: What actu-
ally happens to the language’s forms and structures as usage changes and transmis-
sion falters? Documentation also serves a vital archival function, preserving forms
and structures that are disappearing and maintaining the potential for their retrieval
and reintroduction.

Proposa l . Amount and quality of documentation may be categorized in terms of the
following:

� The existence of a word list (DOC-SF1). This should be accompanied by a de-
scription of the word list itself. Is it a standard list that is widely used for
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comparative purposes? How many words? Has it been modified? Added to?
Any obvious anomalies in the list should be noted.

� The existence of audio or video recordings (DOC-SF2). Are there any audio
or video recordings of the language? Of particular value are recordings of con-
versational data from which pragmatic techniques and strategies can be de-
duced. More scripted and polished recorded materials are also valuable, but
conversational data provide important clues into the “social life of the lan-
guage,” as well as giving examples of linguistic structures (Penfield 2006).

While all documentary evidence should be clearly described and attributed, this
is even more important with audio and video materials. Both a written record and an
audio record should provide on the media itself the source(s), date, time, location,
and researcher(s) involved. Additional metadata would include the nature of the re-
corded event (location, participants, description of the event), as well as information
about the recording itself: the media format and recording equipment and technolo-
gies used and its archival quality and suitability for analysis or repurposing for lan-
guage (re-)learning or revitalization.

� The existence of phonological descriptions (DOC-SF3). Useful additional data
might include the extensiveness of the description, the theoretical model used,
and the amount and source of the data used.

� The existence of grammatical descriptions (DOC-SF4). Useful additional data
might include the extensiveness of the description, the theoretical model used,
and the amount and source of the data used.

� The existence of bilingual dictionaries (DOC-SF5). The presence or absence
of a descriptive bilingual dictionary (in contrast to a glossary or dictionary in-
tended for native users—tracked separately under the previously discussed
DEV-SF3) is a factor that can contribute significantly to revitalization efforts,
in addition to enhancing the understanding of the lexicon and semantics of a
language. Additional descriptive data regarding the size, thoroughness, and
coverage of the lexicon as well as all languages used in the dictionary are
helpful.

� The existence of text collections (DOC-SF6). Collections of texts provide a
potentially rich set of resources both for study of the language and for recon-
struction and revitalization. Additional data on such text corpora that should
be recorded include dates of collection, participants/researchers involved, for-
mat of the archive, accessibility and availability, topics covered, discourse
genre, and so forth.

Complex i t i es . The characterization of the quality of materials will inevitably be subjec-
tive. Linguistic adequacy of a data set is often determined by one’s theoretical per-
spective. Data collected and analyzed by one linguist using one theoretical frame-
work may not be considered very useful by another linguist working in a different
theoretical framework. Nevertheless, the data used and the insights gained, no matter
the theory that has been applied, are worth noting.
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Add i t iona l Suppor t ing Data . These situational factors cover a variety of documentary ele-
ments. For each, metadata about the documentation is also needed: who produced the
documentation, when, some evaluation of quality (was it collected by a trained lin-
guist?), does it describe a particular dialect or variant, who was it collected from and
what was that person’s proficiency in the language, and so on. The location and ac-
cessibility of the original documentation and any copies should also be noted.

Conclusion
This proposal calls for the organization and compilation of data regarding language
endangerment in a standardized way that is intended to maximize its usefulness both
for researchers of language vitality, maintenance, shift, obsolescence, and death and
for language users, planners, and revitalizers.

The proposal organizes the data within seven parameters that are operational-
ized in terms of thirty-six situational factors. The parameters range in their scope to
include primarily, but only partially, societal and group factors (cf. Hyltenstam and
Stroud 1996), because at the level of global comprehensiveness being proposed,
more individual factors would challenge the feasibility of the proposal. The Age and
Demographics parameters contribute to a description of intergenerational transmis-
sion. The Use, Status, Attitudes, and Development parameters explore the contrac-
tion (or expansion) of the sociopolitical space available to the language. The Docu-
mentation parameter provides a basis for revitalizers and language-shift reversal
practitioners to assess the resources they have at their disposal.

While Fishman’s GIDS and the UNESCO framework (Brenzinger et al. 2003)
inform this proposal, the intent is to provide for the collection of raw data for those
working within any framework regarding the evaluation of the level of language en-
dangerment and to contribute to the ongoing development of theoretical models via
an expanded and validated system for collecting empirical evidence.

Although significantly elaborated at this point, this proposal is as yet far from
complete. It is hoped that the descriptions of the complexities related to each of the
parameters and situational factors provide an agenda for ongoing conversation and
consensus building among theorists and practitioners.
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4

Endangered Language Varieties
Vernacular Speech and Linguistic Standardization in
Brazilian Portuguese

G R E G O R Y R . G U Y

New York University

A N A M . S . Z I L L E S

Unisinos

THE CENTRAL MOTIVATIONS for the attention paid to endangered languages by linguists and
social scientists are twofold: above all there is concern for language as the embodi-
ment or manifestation of the culture and history of the speakers and for the risk to
that social and cultural heritage of a people that language loss entails. In addition,
there is the professional concern of linguists at the loss of typological evidence about
human linguistic capacity and specific evidence about the nature of the endangered
language. And the preferred resolution for both of these concerns is to promote the
preservation—or failing that, the documentation—of languages at risk.

Implicit in both of these motivations is some concept of just what are the social
and linguistic characteristics that define a language variety as endangered. The most
common conception is of some distinct language (typically bearing a language
name) associated with a particular group of speakers—a people or ethnic group—
which is threatened by absorption or replacement by some hegemonic language with
which the endangered speakers are in contact. But the same issues—of vernacular re-
sponse to contact with a hegemonic variety—also arise in connection with less dis-
tinctive, unnamed language varieties that are defined mainly by the social status of
their speakers, that is, nonstandard, popular, or vernacular varieties. This includes
low-status regional and local dialects, nonstandard varieties defined by social class
or exclusion, and varieties associated with ethnic minorities. Indeed, any language
variety that constitutes the verbal heritage of some speech community and experi-
ences assimilatory contact with a dominant or standard language is potentially at
risk; we will call such cases “endangered dialects.” Of course, it is a truism to lin-
guists that the difference between “language” and “dialect” is one of degree. These
categories are really regions on a continuum of linguistic difference that has no natu-
ral dividing points. Hence there is no natural distinction between endangered lan-
guage and endangered dialect. We use the term simply to focus attention on one end
of this continuum.

53

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



What we wish to emphasize is that for many endangered dialects all the issues of
endangerment are especially acute. These varieties may be especially valuable to lin-
guistic science for their lack of prescriptive editing and for their potential to shed
light on historical processes such as prior language contact, creolization, and popular
linguistic developments that go unrecorded or devalued in the standard tradition.
And they may be especially at risk because they lack names and popular recognition
and may have no association with an identifiable “people.” Such dialects lack social
power, and in the modern world, many are faced with standardizing, assimilatory
pressures under the impact of accelerating globalization, mass education, and mass
communication. Varieties that are labeled according to the prevailing social wisdom
as substandard, incorrect, uneducated, bad, sloppy, or whatever pejorative is at-
tached, are often the deliberate targets of efforts at assimilation or eradication. And if
their speakers believe these negative evaluations, they will often be willing partici-
pants, even advocates, for assimilation.

Popular Brazilian Portuguese
As a case in point we focus on the nonstandard or popular varieties of Brazilian Por-
tuguese (PBP), which have been the subject of intensive sociolinguistic research for
the past thirty years. As has been amply documented, a majority of Brazilians speak
popular varieties that differ from the prescriptive standard and from the usage of the
social elite, with respect to numerous features of phonology, morphology, syntax,
and lexicon. Brazil is, in short, sociolinguistically highly diverse, and Brazilian Por-
tuguese (BP) is a veritable tropical rainforest of linguistic variety. This variety has
been of great interest to linguists and has provided evidence for numerous theoretical
and historical claims, such as the parametric nature of syntactic change (Duarte
1995, 2000; Kato 2000; Tarallo 1995, working within Chomsky’s Principles and Pa-
rameters model of grammar), the effect of saliency on syntactic change (Naro 1981;
Naro and Lemle 1976), and notably the historical question of the source (Castilho
1992) and significance of this diversity. This is the issue we will focus on here.

The origins of PBP have been the subject of considerable debate. One common
scholarly tradition attributes popular characteristics to the internal history of Portu-
guese, either seeking European sources or inferring spontaneous innovation within
Brazil. But other approaches appeal to language contact. There is a current of schol-
arly opinion that has attributed PBP characteristics to contact with the indigenous
languages of Brazil (cf. Schmidt-Riese 2000) including the língua geral, a Tupi-
based lingua franca widely spoken in colonial times (Rodrigues 1993, 1996). For
reasons of space, we will not explore this issue here. The other contact-based account
of the origins of PBP appeals to the presence of the Africans who were brought to
Brazil in great numbers during the period of the slave trade. Because Brazil has a
huge population of African descent, and because the economies of colonial and Im-
perial Brazil were largely founded on a system of slave-based agriculture, one logi-
cally possible source of sociolinguistic diversity is prior language contact and creoli-
zation. This position has been advanced by a number of linguists from Mendonça
(1935) and Mattoso Camara (1972) to Guy (1981), Holm (1992), and Lucchesi
(2001). Crucially, it is the linguistic characteristics of the popular varieties that form
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the evidence for this reconstruction of historical events. As Mattoso Camara rightly
notes, there’s no good basis for claiming that standard BP was much influenced by
contact with African languages or creolization. But popular varieties across Brazil,
often spoken by people of African descent, show substantial evidence of such a his-
tory, a fact of considerable interest to Afro-Brazilians, other speakers of PBP, and
linguists.

Importantly, the evidence of three decades of sociolinguistic research shows that
the distinctive characteristics of PBP are receding on a broad front under standardiz-
ing pressures. Features of the contemporary social world, including urbanization, in-
dustrialization, mass advances in literacy and education, internal migration within
Brazil, and improved transportation and communication, are all facilitating the rapid
assimilation of nonstandard speakers to the socially dominant standard and the con-
comitant reduction in the use of popular features, the very features that provide evi-
dence of the social heritage of the language. In this chapter we focus on one of the
most distinctive characteristics of PBP, the high level of variability in agreement pro-
cesses, and present evidence of how it is assimilating toward the standard language.

This evidence is drawn from both real-time and apparent time data. We will cite
data from three different points in real time in Rio de Janeiro, covering the twenty-
four-year span from 1976 to 2000, and apparent time data collected in 2000 in a very
different location socially, the small community of São Miguel dos Pretos, founded
by ex-slaves in the nineteenth century, in the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul.
The corpora from which these data are drawn are the following: the 1976 corpus col-
lected for the Competências Básicas project (Lemle and Naro 1977), which com-
prised interviews with twenty illiterate speakers in Rio de Janeiro; two sets of inter-
views (the first set recorded in the 1980s and the second in 2000) with a group of
sixteen speakers from Rio of varying educational levels (Naro and Scherre 2003);
and data from a stratified sample of twenty-four speakers from São Miguel dos
Pretos, a small southern Afro-Brazilian community founded by ex-slaves in the nine-
teenth century (Almeida 2005).

The evidence of all of these data sets is consistent, showing a rise in the rate of
use of standard features across real time and across age cohorts. In addition, panel
data in Rio show a direct effect of education as a standardizing factor, in that speak-
ers who increased their level of education between the initial and follow-up studies
showed the highest increase in the use of standard forms. The São Miguel data also
confirm the effect of increased education—the youngest speakers, who have a higher
level of education than the older age groups, use the most agreement; São Miguel
also illustrates the effect of other social pressures promoting the spread of standard
features.

Variable Agreement
A very distinctive characteristic of PBP is variability in agreement marking. Stan-
dard Portuguese, dating from the time of Latin (and probably even from Proto-
Indo-European), has always had obligatory, categorical agreement—in number and
person between subject and verb, and agreement in number and gender within a noun
phrase. But PBP, apparently from its earliest days, has had variable agreement
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marking in all of these processes. This variability can be seen in the text in (1) from
George, an illiterate forty-eight-year-old male speaker from Rio interviewed in 1976
for the Competências Básicas project (cf. Guy 1981; Lemle and Naro 1977).

(1) Os pai dela FORU escravo, que eles ERAM os

The(pl) parent(Ø) of her were(pl) slave(Ø), for they(pl) were(pl) the(pl)

negros.

blacks(pl).

Os preto na época de cativeiro ERA escravo. Os branco que

The(pl) black(Ø) in time of slavery was(sg) slave(Ø). The(pl) white(Ø) who

ERA senhor.

was(sg) master(Ø).

“Her parents were slaves, because they were the blacks. The blacks in
slavery-days were slaves, it was the whites who were masters.” (George, tape
17-7A:130f)

In this short text, George utters four two-word noun phrases (NP) (shown as
bold in [1] above), of which one shows full standard agreement (os negros), while
three (os pai, os preto, os branco) have one plural marker omitted (always the second
one) but are all still clearly and overtly plural because of the plural morpheme –s ap-
pearing in the accompanying definite article os. There are also four tensed verbs with
overt plural subjects (indicated by small caps in [1]), of which the first two are plural
marked (foru, eram), whereas the last two are produced in third singular form. There
are also four NP complements of copular sentences that in the standard language
would arguably require plural markers (underlined in [1]): of these only os negros is
plural marked; none of the other three complement NPs shows any plural marking
(escravo, escravo, and senhor). This is variability of a high order, and the rapid alter-
nation between presence and absence of number agreement marking is typical not
only of this speaker but of popular Brazilian speech in general.

The sociohistorical question that arises in connection with data like this is “How
does variability replace a categorical process, or, in other words, where does the ab-
sence of plural marking come from?” Naro, Lemle, Scherre, and others have argued
that this is a spontaneous, internal development in BP (Naro 1981; Naro and Lemle
1976; Naro and Scherre 2003). But other scholars, such as Guy (1981), Holm (1992),
and Lucchesi (2001), argue that absent or variable agreement arose from a creolized
or creole-influenced history. They note that absence of agreement is typical of virtu-
ally all creole languages and that in Brazil this phenomenon appears at the same his-
torical period as the arrival there of massive numbers of enslaved Africans. Else-
where in the Portuguese-speaking world, similar phenomena are found in varieties
involving contact with African languages (cf. Gärtner 2002); even in the classical
(sixteenth century) Portuguese drama of Gil Vicente, the speech of black Africans is
represented as lacking agreement.

The scholarly debate on this point has hinged crucially on the investigation of a
number of well-documented morphosyntactic constraints on variable agreement,
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which provide vital evidence bearing on the origins and social history of PBP. We
cite three of the constraints on number agreement by way of illustration. First are two
constraints on subject-verb agreement: subject position, and morphological saliency
of the plural marking. For subject position, preposed subjects (e.g., As meninas
chegaram “the(pl) girls(pl) arrived(pl)”) immediately adjacent to the verb trigger the
highest rate of plural marking, while postposed (e.g., chegaram as meninas “ar-
rived(pl) the(pl) girls(pl)”) or distant (e.g., as meninas que te contei finalmente
chegaram “the(pl) girls(pl) that I told you about finally arrived(pl)”) subjects evoke
much less verbal marking. The morphological saliency constraint works as follows:
verb forms with highly distinctive number desinences (e.g., ele cantou “he sang” vs.
eles cantaram “they sang”) are much more likely to show plural marking than those
forms where the singular and plural are only slightly or subtly different (e.g., ele
canta “he sings” vs. eles cantam “they sing”).

The creolist position on these constraints argues that they reflect natural con-
straints on acquisition of plural marking by speakers of a creole-influenced variety;
the plural marking rule is acquired more readily in contexts where its operation is
most evident or salient. Positionally, this means when the morphosyntactic relation-
ship between subject and verb is most evident, that is, when they are adjacent in the
canonical order SV; morphologically, acquisition of agreement is facilitated when
the markers of plurality are especially distinctive.

The third constraint considered here affects nominal agreement. This involves
another unusual positional constraint. Words at the beginning of a noun phrase, in-
cluding both prenominal modifiers and head nouns that occur in first position, are ex-
tremely likely to bear a plural marker (at rates above 90 percent), while later posi-
tions, especially postnominal modifiers, are marked at much lower rates. Guy’s
creolist explanation of these facts is that they reflect a substratum effect, in that most
of the West African languages that contributed speakers to the founding African pop-
ulation of Brazil had NP-initial number marking patterns (Guy 1981).

However, the crucial point that we wish to emphasize here is not the question of
prior creolization but the erosion of the evidence. For all of these constraints on both
of the agreement processes the popular patterns are succumbing to standard language
influence, the rate of plural marking is climbing rapidly, and the distribution of plural
markers across contexts is evening out. The spread of standardization is happening
so fast that, in another few generations, it seems unlikely that there will be any evi-
dence to discuss, and the sociolinguistic history that the popular varieties embody
will be lost both to their speakers and to science.

The Advance of Plural Marking
First let us consider the overall rate of plural marking across all contexts. Table 4.1
summarizes the gross rates for the four samples of PBP speech cited earlier.

The Rio de Janeiro data show a fairly dramatic rise in the rate of plural marking
in the twenty-four years from 1976 to 2000. In the earliest studies, the popular vari-
ety of working-class speakers showed a high level of absence of plural marking in
both NPs and verbs; in Guy’s (1981) analysis of Naro and Lemle’s (1976) sample of
illiterate speakers, nominal plurals were marked less than two-thirds of the time (64
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percent) and verbal plurals were marked less than half the time (44 percent). Naro
and Scherre’s early 1980s data (2003) show higher rates of plural marking in both
nouns and verbs, but this is probably more a consequence of the social makeup of the
corpus rather than of the passage of five or six years of time: this sample included lit-
erate speakers of varying educational levels. Naro and Scherre’s data collected in
2000 was a follow-up recontact of the same sixteen speakers interviewed in the
1980s, showing that their rates of plural marking jumped dramatically in less than
twenty years to more than 80 percent marking in both nouns and verbs. Finally,
Almeida’s (2005) study of verbal agreement in an Afro-Brazilian community in
southern Brazil in 2000 shows high rates of plural marking comparable to the Naro
and Scherre 2000 data. Interestingly, Almeida’s community is quite different in this
respect from other Afro-Brazilian communities that have been studied (cf. Baxter
1992, 1995) in having a very high rate of plural marking. Almeida’s discussion of the
social characteristics of São Miguel makes it clear that this high rate of marking is as-
sociated with a high degree of integration with the wider society. São Miguel has a
long history of people working outside the community and having frequent verbal in-
teraction with outsiders. Other ex-slave communities studied in Brazil show both
greater linguistic isolation and much lower rates of plural marking, as illustrated in
figure 4.1 from Almeida’s study.

This across-the-board increase in plural marking by itself represents a signifi-
cant alteration in the behavior of the speakers in this community, taking them a long
step in the direction of the standard. However, these figures are based on pooled data
from a number of speakers. We might well ask “What are individual speakers doing,
and what factors are causing them to change?” The Naro and Scherre panel study
permits some answers to these questions. First, virtually all of the individuals in the
study increased their rate of plural marking in the later sample, save only two speak-
ers who declined by 1 percent in verbal marking. This clearly shows that standardiza-
tion is affecting the behavior of the community as a whole. But the role of education
as a driving force in standardization is also clear: the individuals in the study who
spent at least some years in school in the interval between the two studies were the
ones who increased plural marking the most, as can be seen in table 4.2, drawn from
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Table 4.1
Overall Rates of Plural Marking (percent)

Study/Place-Date Nominal Plural Marking Verbal Plural Marking (3p)

Ga /Rio-1976 (illiterates) 64 44

N&Sb/Rio-1980s 68 65

N&Sb/Rio-2000 81 81

Ac/São Miguel-2000 n.d. 80

aGuy 1981, twenty illiterate speakers in Rio, recorded in 1976.
bNaro & Scherre 2003, trend study of sixteen speakers of varying educational levels, recorded in early
1980s and again in 2000.
cAlmeida 2005, stratified sample of twenty-four speakers from São Miguel dos Pretos, RS, a community
founded by ex-slaves in the nineteenth century.
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Naro and Scherre (2003, 50–52). The average increase in plural marking for those
who got more schooling was about double the increase for those who did not receive
any more schooling.

Now let us consider the contextual constraints on plural marking. A striking re-
sult of recent research is that the increase in plural marking is concentrated in the
most nonstandard contexts, having the effect of obscuring or minimizing the con-
straints on this process that have provided evidence for the debate on the origins of
the dialect.

Consider in figure 4.2 the positional constraint on NP plural marking. System-
atically, all studies of PBP have shown a powerful positional effect: plural markers
are concentrated in prehead positions, especially the first word in an NP, while mark-
ing of head and posthead positions is much less frequent. The dashed line in figure
4.2 shows how strong this effect was in 1980, with rates of marking above 90 percent
for prehead and headfirst positions, versus rates under 50 percent for other positions.
But in 2000, while prehead plural marking is unchanged at a nearly categorical rate,
there is an increase in all other positions, and the size of this increase keeps getting
bigger, moving from left to right across the figure; in other words, the more nonstan-
dard a category was in 1980, the more it has been corrected toward the norm in 2000.
This has the effect of minimizing the positional constraint on plural marking, of flat-
tening out the lines on the graph.

The same kind of leveling of constraint effects is evident in the Rio data on ver-
bal plural marking. In figure 4.3 we see the effect of subject position on verbal mark-
ing. There is a substantial overall rise in plural marking for all subject positions, but
the rise is most marked in those contexts that had the lowest levels of marking in the
earlier period. Once again, the constraint effect is being minimized in the course of
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Figure 4.1 Verbal Plural Marking in Four Ex-slave Communities
Source: Almeida 2005.
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with second-person você, and even with the traditional second-person subject pro-
noun tu for several Brazilian dialects. Second, many Brazilians spontaneously say
they prefer using a gente because it avoids the worries about agreement that arise
with using nós. This clearly demonstrates the linguistic insecurity that speakers feel
about agreement. By adopting the innovative a gente they are effectively reducing
their use of agreement marking by means of a parallel pathway that avoids the incon-
venience of making “mistakes in agreement”—a highly undesirable error in view of
the pronounced social stigma associated with lack of agreement that we document in
the next section.

The Social Evaluation of Grammatical Agreement
We have implicitly asserted in this chapter that vernacular PBP speakers are re-
sponding to the higher social status and power of the dominant standard language
when they increase their rates of agreement. We now present explicit evidence of the
social evaluation of this variable. Grammatical agreement is the subject of overt so-
cial attention in Brazil, and Brazilian speakers often refer to the absence of agree-
ment as a stereotypical marker of “bad” speech. Here are some examples from the
data reported by Zilles in a recent paper on real-time change in PBP (Zilles 2005b).

The first example is from a woman recorded in 1990 in Porto Alegre, a city of
about 1.4 million inhabitants in the southernmost Brazilian state of Rio Grande do
Sul. She was interviewed for the Varsul (“Variation in the South”) corpus, a database
containing more than three hundred hours of interviews from twelve different cities
and towns in the three southern states of Brazil. She is a widow, age sixty-eight, with
an elementary education. The interviewer asks what she thinks it means to speak cor-
rectly. Without hesitation, she replies “Agreement.” But strikingly, when pressed to
elaborate, she tries to give an explanation of why agreement is so important but fails.
This is very suggestive of a myth that she believes in but cannot explain—in other
words, she recognizes the social norm for which superiority is asserted by the lin-
guistically powerful but which in fact is simply arbitrary.

ENTREVISTADOR: O que que pra senhora assim é falar português corretamente?

FALANTE: A concordância.

E: A concordância?

F: A concordância, né? É muito importante, né? Porque- E
escrever corretamente também, ler, saber ler . . .

(VARSUL corpus, RSPOA16, l. 1127–33)

INTERVIEWER: What is it for you to speak Portuguese correctly?

SPEAKER: Agreement.

I: Agreement?

S: Agreement, right? It’s very important, isn’t it? Because—And
write correctly too, read, to know how to read . . .

Our second example comes from an interview conducted in 1970 in Porto Alegre,
with a thirty-year-old professor of dentistry, himself no doubt an elite speaker. (This
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interview is drawn from the NURC project (Norma Lingüística Urbana Culta, “ur-
ban cultivated linguistic norms,” project, which recorded the speech of samples of ed-
ucated speakers from a number of major cities in Brazil.) The interviewer asks about
“defects” in the way people speak, probably aiming at mannerisms such as stuttering
and speech defects. The subject immediately and spontaneously talks about lack of
agreement.

Entrevistador: Quais os defeitos mais comuns que você conhece no modo de
falar?

Falante: Quais os defeitos mais comuns no modo de falar? . . . éh . . .
não há concordância . . . do verbo com a pessoa . . . às vezes a
pes/ são várias pessoas e usa-se o verbo numa pessoa só . . .
ou para uma pessoa . . . eu posso estar aqui . . . perfeitamente
devido ao nervosismo estar falando erradamente . . .

(NUR—Porto Alegre inquérito 09 linhas 413–21)

After repeating the question presented to him, as if looking for a proper answer,
the speaker says, “There is no agreement . . . of the verb with the person . . . some-
times the per—there are several people and one uses the verb for only one person . . .
I may be here—just because of nervousness—speaking incorrectly.”

Strikingly, this is a highly educated person displaying linguistic insecurity, fear-
ing that he may be speaking “incorrectly” because he is nervous (although he is, in
fact, using standard person/number agreement throughout). This bespeaks a power-
ful social stigma attached to lack of agreement. It is this stigma that is no doubt driv-
ing the assimilation evident in the data presented earlier.

Conclusions
Popular Brazilian Portuguese is among the most well-studied vernacular varieties in
the world. Thirty years of sociolinguistic research have demonstrated a rich profusion
of popular features, many of them strikingly at odds with the standard variety, and
some of them typologically quite revealing or unusual. Numerous research projects—
many of them completed, even more still under way, have investigated the socio-
linguistic and dialectological landscape of Brazil. The data have revealed massive ev-
idence bearing on the history and development of the Portuguese language in Brazil,
and some of this evidence speaks directly to the social and cultural heritage of the
great majority of Brazilians. Brazil manifestly possesses a culture and a population
with a rich diversity of inputs from African, European, indigenous American, and
even Asian roots, and the linguistic tapestry of Brazil has offered a colorful portrait of
this diversity. But this tapestry is now being bleached of its color. Features of the stan-
dard language are spreading rapidly, and the grammars of Brazil are being homoge-
nized. One consequence of this homogenization is that the linguistic contributions of
some of the founding peoples of Brazil are being suppressed. The tapestry is turning
monochromatic, and the color that is emerging is a lot paler than the population. The
loss to linguistics and other social sciences from these processes of standardization
will be substantial, but the loss to Brazilian society may be even greater.
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5

The Linguistic Negotiation of
Complex Racialized Identities by Black
Appalachian Speakers
C H R I S T I N E M A L L I N S O N

University of Maryland, Baltimore County

THE DEBATE OVER “where sociolinguistics ‘fits in’ with the main currents of social theory
and how it might become more substantively engaged in social theory” has pervaded
the consciousness of sociolinguistics since the inception of the discipline (Coupland
2001, 2), and calls for sociolinguistics to advance its relationship with social theory
seem recently to have become more urgent. Coupland, for example, specifically ar-
gues that current sociolinguistic research needs to incorporate “integrationist” social
theories, which are balanced in their attention to structure and agency (i.e., they are
neither overly structural nor overly constructivist). Similarly, Eckert (2003) has ar-
gued for sociolinguistics to adopt an integrated theoretical perspective that would
take into account how social meaning is both locally situated and oriented toward a
broader structure. To do so, Eckert suggests, would enrich sociolinguists’ under-
standings of the power dynamics behind the social distinctions that emerge in field
studies of minority or majority language varieties within any community.

Indeed, some recent research has begun to apply integrated theories of social ac-
tion to refine how sociolinguists conceptualize the interrelationship between individ-
ual style, group linguistic norms, and social institutions and ideologies. Dodsworth
(2005), for example, explores the concept of sociological consciousness—the recog-
nition of links among different levels of social structure—as a factor conditioning
variation in speakers’ phonetic productions. Similarly, Dodsworth and Mallinson
(2006) utilize intersectionality theory from sociology to frame apparently conflicting
phonetic data from an individual speaker. They find that the phonetic data reflect this
speaker’s personal tensions as a marginalized member of his local community,
which sheds light on the ways social structures interact with the privileges and in-
equalities of individual experience to produce unique practices, standpoints, and
identities.

In addition, Mallinson (2006) incorporates two current social theories to analyze
language variation in two women’s communities of practice in the black Appala-
chian community of Texana, North Carolina. In the context of the communities of
practice, the women construct social (including linguistic) distinctions based on
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lifestyle and presentation that serve as in-group and out-group markers and reinforce
dominant ideologies about femininity, racial identity, and social status. Conclusions
drawn from this study—which exemplify how social actors draw on a myriad of
daily, locally meaningful, and ideologically laden practices and symbolic markers to
create and maintain social boundaries—dovetail with the premises of intersection-
ality and structuration theories (Collins 2000; Giddens 1984).1 Both theories hold
that social structures such as race, class, and gender are multilevel. They interact to
produce contextualized experiences of oppression and privilege for individuals and
groups, who develop identities and standpoints and reproduce them in interaction, in
ways that maintain or challenge status distinctions and hierarchies that are rooted in
and support broader power relations.

In this study, the same theoretical lens—incorporating the perspectives of inter-
sectionality and structuration theories—is applied to understand how the structure of
race is constructed and articulated in the Texana community. Drawing on the idea
that individuals and groups with unique social locations develop unique identities, I
focus on four residents who articulated complex racialized standpoints during a
three-year period of field research in Texana. The investigation is based on qualita-
tive examination of interview and observational data, followed by a quantitative
analysis (of the interview data) of four variables characteristic of African American
English (AAE): third-person singular –s absence, copula and auxiliary absence with
is and are, postvocalic r-lessness, and prevocalic syllable-coda consonant cluster re-
duction. Combining these multiple data sources—qualitative interview data, obser-
vational data, and quantitative (variationist) sociolinguistic data—allows an investi-
gation of how the speakers use language as a symbolic vehicle to create racial
distinctions that stem from and are relevant to their experiences as members of their
community.

In this regard, like the studies outlined earlier, this study centralizes the fact that
identities are not the “fallout” of external categorization.2 Linguistic usages do not
simply reflect social categories, as Eckert (2003, 115) explains; rather, they are part
of what constructs them. Analyzing the processes is important for understanding
how local meaning making interconnects with the meanings created in broader social
systems—and, in turn, for investigating how the identity issues faced by many mi-
nority communities are expressed (and harnessed) in local language production.

Research Setting
This study focuses on the unique racial situation of African Americans in Appala-
chia. As Dunaway (2003) and others have noted, black Appalachians are a neglected
U.S. racial minority within a neglected U.S. cultural minority—despite the fact that
black outposts have existed in Appalachia since the early settlement period. One in-
dependent black community, Texana, is the largest black community in western
North Carolina and is the focus of this study.3

Located in the Great Smoky Mountain region of North Carolina, which itself is
located in the southeastern United States, Texana sits on the side of a mountain about
a mile from the town of Murphy, the seat of Cherokee County.4 Cherokee County is
the state’s westernmost county; it borders Georgia and Tennessee, and major urban
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areas such as Atlanta, Georgia, and Knoxville, Tennessee, are at least two hours
away by car. Both Cherokee County and the town of Murphy are predominantly
(over 90 percent) white. Texana proper has about 150 residents, all of whom are
black except for about 10 whites. All of these whites are either partnered with black
residents or are children of whites who moved into the Texana community to live
with a black partner.5

Field Methods
To investigate the sociolinguistic situation in Texana, my research colleague Becky
Childs and I made nineteen visits there between May 2002 and June 2005. The major
components of our research strategy included conducting nonstructured interviews,
interacting with and observing residents outside of interview settings, and participat-
ing in an oral history project designed and implemented with community residents.
These elements are characteristic of the qualitative technique of naturalistic inquiry,
which is less in depth than long-term participant observation but still entails attending
to individuals’ spontaneous behavior in their natural setting (Erlandson et al. 1993).
In this process, we became familiar with residents while also accruing community-
specific cultural information on social networks, contemporary situations, shared
memories, and ways of life. These qualitative data provided substantive content for
interpreting the aggregate patterns of linguistic variation that emerged in the subse-
quent quantitative analysis.

Racial and Ethnic Heritage
Details about the history of Texana are few and far between, documented in only
some locally published books and in residents’ memories.6 Many Texana residents
trace their heritage to a diverse group of African, Cherokee, Ulster Scots-Irish, and
Irish-European ancestors—which is the case for many black Appalachians (Dun-
away 2003). Texana’s diverse history is not formally recognized, however. Although
any individual might unofficially “claim” Cherokee heritage, applying for member-
ship to the Cherokee nation entails a strict process. According to Gibson-Roles
(2004), an applicant wishing to enroll with the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians
must meet three criteria: be a direct lineal descendant of someone on the 1924 Baker
Roll, possess at least 1/16 degree Eastern Cherokee blood, and apply for enrollment
either within three years of his or her date of birth or within one year following his or
her eighteenth birthday.7

According to Texana residents, individuals with black and Native American an-
cestry suffered prejudice and discrimination at the hands of both the Cherokee and
the U.S. government. First, those with one-fourth black ancestry or more were
deemed ineligible for the original Baker Roll—regardless of whether they had one-
sixteenth (or more) Eastern Cherokee “blood.” Second, families with black ancestors
who lived on the reservation at the time the roll was created were forced off the local
Cherokee reservation. Third, some individuals with black ancestry whose names
made the original roll later learned that the records had mysteriously burned in a fire.
Thus Texana residents are ineligible for federal funds, subsidies, and social services
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otherwise available to Native Americans today—services that, ironically, were first
implemented to address the lingering effects of past discrimination.

As a result of their mixed ancestry and the history that has embittered many fam-
ilies, many Texanans now grapple with issues of ethnic identity and feel that their
heritage is more diverse than the term “African American” denotes. As a result, most
Texanans self-identify as “black,” a term they prefer because it is a designation based
on the color of their skin rather than on any single racial or ethnic identity. As Zora, a
resident in her fifties, explained, “I call myself black because that’s the color of my
skin. Most everyone here is so mixed with black, white, and Indian blood. We aren’t
really one thing. So that’s why I call myself black, it’s the color of my skin and it de-
scribes me.”8 Similarly, the choice to call themselves black is, for some residents, a
choice not to call themselves by another term. As Joan, a woman in her seventies, ex-
plained, “Our race is a welcoming race . . . So, I don’t say that I’m Cherokee because
the Cherokee people don’t want me.” Thus residents see “black” as more inclusive
and representative of their mixed heritage and as a way to reject further involving
themselves in the politics of naming.9

Yet despite how residents choose to self-identify, they still face the historic real-
ity of race relations within the American South that is fundamentally based on a
black–white dichotomy (Davis 1991). In some cases, Texanans’ own conceptions of
their race or ethnicity are usurped by outsider or institutional definitions—particu-
larly for the youngest children, who are considered by the community to be multira-
cial. As Maggie Lou, a middle-aged resident, explained about children of “mixed”
(typically black/white) race enrolled in the local school system, “They don’t have
them as mixed [on school records]. If their mother’s white, they’ll sign them in as
white, as white kids. They don’t ask. If the mother’s black, then they’ll register them
as black.” Thus, as Nagel (1994, 156) remarks, “While blacks may make intra-racial
distinctions based on ancestry or skin tone, the power of race as a socially defining
status in U.S. society makes these internal differences rather unimportant in interra-
cial settings in comparison to the fundamental black/white color boundary.”10

Speaker Profiles
Having framed my inquiry in an integrative theoretical perspective and situated
Texana as a research setting, I move on to consider four speakers from the commu-
nity. They were chosen for this analysis based on the complex racialized identities
they each articulated during the three-year period of field research in Texana. All
four of the individuals were born and raised in Texana, and I examine how they
have experienced race and region in their local context and setting in order to shed
light on their personal ideologies and standpoints about race and racial identity. For
each speaker, I first present qualitative data from interviews and observations that
include self-reference terms they use, stories they tell to express their affiliation to
or distance from the Texana community, and the views they overtly espouse about
race, racism, prejudice, and racial identity. These qualitative data contextualize the
subsequent quantitative sociolinguistic data and thus allow for an examination of the
connections between what speakers say substantively and the manner in which they
say it.
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Monica
The first speaker, Monica, is a self-identified black woman in her forties who was
born and raised in Texana. After leaving the community during high school, she
briefly moved to Atlanta, Georgia, but returned to Texana to marry a local man and
raise a family. In the 1990s, however, she separated from her husband and moved to
Dayton, Ohio, for about ten years. During her travels, she came to strongly identify
with urban black culture. We interviewed Monica twice during a visit back to Texana
(she now lives in Atlanta, Georgia). At first, Monica said, she found Dayton’s fast
pace to be hard to adjust to and frightening: “After the first two or three months up
there, I was thinking, man I better get from here! [laughter] These folks are treacher-
ous . . . too much game, it’s a trick in just about everything they doing. . . . I’m just
like, damn, this is much [even] for strong-willed me!” She also recounted how, when
she first moved to Dayton, locals identified her as a Southerner and took advantage
of her presumed naïveté: “They, where you from, Mississippi? Alabama? You know,
stuff like that. And I says, why, you know, stop making fun of way I talk, you know,
stuff like that. So it was obvious. And I think that’s another reason why they zeroed
in on me to take advantage, too, because I’m not from here, I’m easy prey, easy tar-
get. But I ain’t easy prey, I ain’t easy target, so you better think about that one, you
know.”

Monica quickly assimilated to city life by learning street smarts. After a year,
she said, she had “finally established” herself as a woman who, on occasion and de-
pending on the situation, was able to identify and behave as a gangstress and a thug.
As she put it, “Now, it’s a year later, and so, sometimes my cousin and I go to the
hood, that’s what we call, we go to the hood. I live downtown where it’s real, real
nice, saditty people.11 And that’s how they see me. But when I want to be gangstress,
I go to the west side. You know what I’m saying? When I got to be the thug over
there . . . And so after a year, I finally established myself that way.”

Despite her assimilation to city life and her self-professed hardened attitudes
and behaviors, Monica valued returning to her home community. She explained,
“For the past 10 years, I’ve always had a prayer ritual. . . . Every time they say wel-
come to North Carolina, I send up my prayer. And then once I get here, I’m thankful
and I mean that. But once I get here, where the liquor at, where the party at! [laugh-
ter]” Monica finds Atlanta, where she now lives, to be a balance between what she
finds to be the fast-paced Ohio city and the slow-paced life she once knew in Texana.

Roger
The second speaker, Roger, is a self-identified black man in his early thirties who
was born and raised in Texana and has never lived outside the community. Roger
identifies strongly with local life and with mountain culture. When we first met him,
for example, we had already interviewed his mother, father, and sister. He asked us
when we were finally going to talk to him, jokingly explaining that he could give us
the best information because he was the “mayor” of Texana.

Roger also self-identifies as a “hillbilly” and a “redneck,” though for him, these
terms do not seem to carry the racist connotations they do for many Americans.12

During one interview he talked about how he works in construction and likes to hunt
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in his spare time, often killing wild boar, deer, and other animals that he then cooks
for himself and his friends. Following this description, his girlfriend—a young white
woman—explained to us that Roger is “the biggest redneck in Texana.” Roger simi-
larly called himself a redneck on another occasion when we asked him whether he
used any of the current black slang terms we were discussing (cf. Childs and
Mallinson 2006). He replied by shaking his head and saying “I’m redneck.”

In further contrast, we also asked Roger how he felt about Atlanta—the city that
the younger black teenagers cite often as being a place they want to visit. When we
asked Roger whether he had ever been to Atlanta, he said he had “hung out” in cities
before, but when asked if he would ever want to move there, he replied, “Hmm.
Probably not. . . . I guess the, the [life’s] too fast, the city’s too fast. For me.” Thus in
his discourse Roger distances himself from wanting to live in a major black urban
center and distances himself from using current black slang. At the same time, he
self-identifies as black and also as “redneck”—a term that, for him, appears to indi-
cate being “country,” which indexes an insider status as being a member of Texana
as well as of broader Appalachian culture.

Still, the fact that Roger identifies closely with the Texana community and dis-
associates himself from contemporary urban black life does not mean that he ac-
cepts uncritically the prejudice and discrimination he experiences in rural Cherokee
County. In his interview, Roger recounted several stories of strong prejudice by
whites toward interracial relationships he had had. On another occasion, Roger
claimed that often “it’s your last name that determines what job you get” in the
Murphy area, indicating a type of social closure that converges with prejudice
to structure job opportunities, particularly for young Texanans (Mallinson 2006).
Roger’s awareness of and insight into prejudice and discrimination suggests how the
nuanced interplay of race, region, and rurality structure his life experiences and life
chances as a young black Appalachian man.

Chris
The third speaker, Chris, is a self-identified black teenager who has also lived in
Texana all his life. His mother is Monica, and when she moved to Ohio, Chris stayed
to live with his father. Chris typically visits Monica once a year, and he sees her
when she returns to Texana once or twice a year to visit. Despite the fact that Chris
has not traveled much outside the Texana community yet, he says he is ready to
leave, for reasons related to race and region. For one, he says, the local area is “broke
down” as well as racist. As he puts it, “I don’t like some of the people here. I really
don’t, I’m ready to leave. I don’t like Murphy, period. It’s boring, it’s nothing to do.
At all. Just wake up and sit. There’s like no jobs that hire people or it’s just. It’s a
sorry town. It’s real racist and stuff. I don’t like it.” Chris told several stories about
the prejudice and racism he has faced at school and in the local community, includ-
ing once when he had to scare away “rednecks” who were driving through Texana
waving rebel flags and once when he got into a fight at school after a white student
used the “n-word.” In this regard, we see that lexical items may be quite dynamic in
their referential status and social meaning. In this case, Roger’s use of redneck is dis-
tinctly different from the use of the term by Chris (and Heather; see following
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description). These differences may point to community-internal social divisions—
that is, teenage residents may be adopting a more pejorative use of the word redneck
as opposed to more inclusive meanings attributed to the term by older speakers
and/or speakers with stronger local affiliation. Like other linguistic variables, lexical
items may show the complex interaction of different social factors in accounting for
their distribution (Johnson 1996).

Like Roger, Chris is acutely aware of local black-white dynamics that affect his
experiences as a young black man in this predominantly white area. But unlike
Roger, Chris strongly identifies with urban black culture. By virtue of living in the
Texana community, Chris is at least two hours by car from any major metropolitan
area that would readily provide him with firsthand knowledge of an urban lifestyle.
However, Chris’s mother and sister have lived in large cities, such as Atlanta. In ad-
dition to his ties to kin who have migrated to urban areas, Chris also says he learns
about urban black culture by staying familiar with current hip-hop music and culture.
The connection to popular black music and culture is a key transmitter of AAE lexi-
cal items to young Texanans, just as it is a venue for originating and spreading
change in the larger black and/or young population in the United States more broadly
(Childs and Mallinson 2006; Cutler 1999; Green 2002). Chris is one teenager who
uses items from the AAE lexicon frequently (Childs and Mallinson 2006); for one,
he refers to himself on occasion as nigga, particularly in instant messenger (IM) con-
versations, and says that he and his black male friends often say, “What’s up my
niggas,” to greet each other and thereby mark their ethnic identities.

Heather
Heather, the fourth speaker, provides an interesting contrast to the other speakers be-
cause she is white and identifies as such. Like Chris, Heather is in her teens. She
moved to Texana at the age of two with her sister when her mother married Chris’s
father, following his divorce from Monica. Heather’s mother and Chris’s father have
since had children of their own; thus Heather has a blended family with black, white,
and biracial siblings, step-siblings, and parents. Currently Heather and her older sis-
ter are the only white teenagers living in Texana. Based on the fact that she was
raised there, Heather says she strongly identifies with Texana, but her alignment of-
ten causes some tension with her white peers in the surrounding area, who find it
puzzling if not offensive that she takes “sides” with a black community. As she re-
called, “Like down at the park . . . there was a bunch of black people, and all the
rednecks were making fun of them and stuff and I was on the black people’s side.
And they was like, why you over there? Because.” When probed, Heather continued,
“[This is] where I live. I’ve known them almost all my life.” Similarly, in one away
message on IM, Heather posted “Texana is the city where we come from!” express-
ing her affiliation and dedication to Texana as her home community.13

Heather thus recognizes her marked status as a white member of a black com-
munity. Part of her awareness about white–black dynamics and white prejudice in
this predominantly white region comes from stories she has heard about how whites
used to go “coon hunting” for black people. Further awareness comes from prejudice
she and her black friends have personally faced from white classmates. As Heather
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told us, “There’s still racists in schools.” She talked about classmates who used racial
slurs and were “prejudiced,” saying they get these ideas from their parents (i.e., that
white racist sentiment is transferred intergenerationally). At the same time, her white
classmates are not the only ones that have ethnic slurs at their disposal. In a joint in-
terview with a black friend, Heather called local racist whites “rednecks” and “crack-
ers,” distancing herself from these whites. Similarly, just as Chris says he uses nigga
with fellow black teenagers, Heather herself used the term in an IM away message,
writing “1 my nigga” when leave-taking—presumably addressing black friends who
she anticipated would read her away message (Childs and Mallinson 2006).14 In sum,
in response to her marginalization as a white individual member of a majority black
community, Heather responds by distancing herself from local whites and claiming
affiliation with Texana. These stances in particular can be seen both in the positive
value she gives to terms such as “nigga” and in her pejorative use of “redneck.”

Quantitative Analysis
This section turns from the qualitative analysis, which examined each speaker’s back-
ground, standpoints, experiences, and ideologies about race and region, to the quanti-
tative sociolinguistic analysis. The same corpus of interviews with each speaker pro-
filed earlier also provided data from which tokens of four variables characteristic of
AAE were extracted and tabulated. Quantitative data from each speaker are compared
in this section to assess which speakers use different rates of the variables and to de-
termine how these patterns relate to findings from the qualitative analysis. The four
variables examined here are third-person singular –s absence (as in, She work too
much), copula and auxiliary absence with is and are (as in, He the man, She nice, They
running), postvocalic r-lessness in three contexts (stressed, unstressed, and nuclear,
as in car, mother, and hurt, respectively), and prevocalic syllable-coda consonant
cluster reduction (CCR) in monomorphemic and bimorphemic environments (e.g.,
mist is, missed it).

Previous research has found that each of these variables is characteristic of AAE
(Bailey and Thomas 1998; Fasold 1972; Labov et al. 1968; Rickford 1999; Wolfram
1969) and occurs only rarely, if at all, in contemporary Southern white vernacular va-
rieties (Wolfram and Fasold 1974; Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 2006), including
Appalachian English (AppE) varieties, whether white or nonwhite. For one, third-
person singular –s absence rarely surfaces in AppE, and when it does occur, it is gen-
erally restricted lexically to items such as the verbs seem and don’t (Wolfram and
Christian 1976; Wolfram and Fasold 1974). With regard to copula absence, absence
with are has been found to some extent in white Appalachian speech in both West
Virginia (Wolfram and Christian 1976) and North Carolina (Mallinson and Wolfram
2002) as well as in white Southern rural vernacular English in Alabama and Missis-
sippi (Feagin 1979; Wolfram 1974). Yet copula absence with is continues to be con-
sidered a distinctive feature of AAE and an indexical ethnolinguistic marker (Fasold
1972; Labov et al. 1968; Rickford 1999; Wolfram 1969). Similarly, prevocalic CCR
is considered to be a marker of AAE, as varieties of white speech, including AppE,
are noted for their intact clusters in this environment (Wolfram and Christian 1976).
Finally, regarding postvocalic r-lessness, this feature is also predominantly found
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within AAE and rarely, if at all, inAppE (Wolfram and Christian 1976), though it
may be encountered in the coastal southeastern United States.

Some previous studies have investigated what the intersection of regional and
ethnic dialect norms might look like in an Appalachian context. Mallinson and Wol-
fram (2002) found that multiracial Appalachian speakers show high levels of fea-
tures associated with regional (white) varieties and extremely low levels of charac-
teristic AAE features. Similarly, Childs and Mallinson (2004, 2006) found high
levels of features characteristic of AppE and low levels of AAE features among
Texana residents—and among the youngest generation in particular. These studies
indicate that black Appalachians in general are not following a widespread move-
ment toward a more urban version of AAE that has been noted for other African
Americans, both urban and rural, in a variety of geographic locations (see Wolfram
and Thomas 2002 for discussion). In both studies, these findings were attributed to
sociopsychological factors such as local versus extralocal orientation and cultural
values about identity, including but not limited to regional identity.

The analysis of the four previously listed AAE variables for the four Texana
speakers considered in this study will thus suggest the extent to which each speaker’s
individual language patterns show alignment with a local AppE norm (as does most
of the Texana community) or whether they show accommodation toward an AAE
external norm. Table 5.1 presents data from each of the four variables for the four
Texana speakers, and figure 5.1 displays the data graphically, showing percentages
of total token count.

As the data in table 5.1 reveal, there is a distinct separation in that Monica and
Chris exhibit the highest rates of nearly all of the AAE features, whereas Roger and
Heather use these features rarely if at all. In other words, Heather and Roger closely
align with each other in their low use of these variables, as do Monica and Chris in
their higher use. Monica, who is the most mobile speaker, shows very high rates of
all four of the AAE features. However, so does her son Chris, who has never lived
outside Texana but does identify with urban black culture; knows urban residents,
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Table 5.1
Rates of Characteristic AAE Variables, by Speaker

Diagnostic AAE Variable

Prevocalic Prevocalic
3sg -s is are Postvocalic CCR, CCR,

Speaker absence absence absence r-lessness monomorph. bimorph.

Monica 61.64% 31.82% 69.64% 18.79% 50.00% 0.00%
(45/73) (14/44) (39/56) (31/165) (4/8) (0/5)

Roger 0.00% 9.09% 0.00% 0.00% 33.33% 0.00%
(0/15) (1/11) (0/3) (0/22) (1/3) (0/1)

Chris 30.77% 5.56% 83.33% 9.09% 69.23% 38.46%
(8/26) (2/36) (10/12) (6/66) (18/26) (5/13)

Heather 3.23% 0.00% 25.00% 0.00% 30.43% 0.00%
(1/31) (0/19) (1/4) (0/53) (7/23) (0/11)
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including former Texana residents; and has secondary and tertiary contact with AAE
via hip-hop music and culture. Chris’s case thus suggests that indirect language con-
tact can affect an individual’s dialect alignment.

Whereas token counts are low for several of these variables (see table 5.1), pre-
cluding definitive claims about similarities and differences in the use of these fea-
tures by individual speakers, the quantitative data do suggest some parallels with the
qualitative data. Examining both data sources together, we find that a range of sym-
bolic vehicles and practices are employed as these four speakers create and negotiate
complex social and linguistic identities. Monica and Chris show higher rates of third
singular –s absence, are copula absence, postvocalic r-lessness, and prevocalic sylla-
ble-coda CCR in monomorphemic contexts.15 Monica and Chris, who pride them-
selves on their connections to urban black culture, also employ racialized terms such
as “gangstress” and “thug” (Monica) and “nigga” (Chris) to describe themselves.
Finally, Chris also uses terms such as “redneck” to describe local racist whites and
“broke down” to distance himself from the local area. Taken together the self-
reference terms and higher rates of AAE features employed by Chris and Monica ap-
pear to be positive identity practices—those that individuals employ to orient them-
selves toward a favored (in this case, urban black) identity. In contrast, Chris’s use of
terms such as “broke down” to describe his local area is a negative identity prac-
tice—one that individuals employ to distance themselves from rejected identities (in
this case, the white Murphy community, which Chris sees as “boring” and “racist”).

Whereas Monica and Chris’s ethnolinguistic identities are thus oriented more
toward urban black culture and language patterns, Roger only rarely uses most of the
analyzed morphosyntactic and phonological variables if at all, and he rejects current
urban black slang terms. Roger also uses the terms “redneck” and “hillbilly”—not
pejoratively but as a term highlighting his self-professed “country” identity that also
presumably distances himself from the more urban identifications that he sees
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younger Texanans adopting. Finally, in yet another permutation, we consider
Heather, the only white speaker in this analysis. Although she rarely uses the AAE
variables analyzed here, she talks about learning new black slang terms from urban
contacts, and she uses racialized or black slang terms such as “nigga” and “one” (see
also Childs and Mallinson 2006). Like Chris, Heather also uses terms such as
“redneck” and “cracker” to derogate local racist whites, and she ideologically locates
herself “on the black people’s side.” Thus even though the quantitative data from
Roger and Heather’s interviews reveal that they both use low levels of characteristic
AAE features, the qualitative data reveal that they use self-reference terms and other
lexical items to lay claim to different racialized identities.16 Whereas Heather works
to establish herself as a legitimate member of a black community, orients herself to-
ward a black identity, uses black slang and self-reference terms, and distances herself
from local racist whites, Roger presents himself as an authentic local resident of a ru-
ral community and distances himself from an urban/younger black culture both in his
ideological stance and in his linguistic practice.

As the quantitative and qualitative data reveal, social and linguistic differences
abound within this group of four speakers. As they draw on a variety of linguistic sym-
bols, the speakers construct and negotiate differing and complex social orientations to-
ward race based on their own standpoints, life experiences, and racial identities.

Discussion and Conclusions
Studies of unique communities such as Texana have implications for future research
on the intersection of language, race, and region. As the current analysis has re-
vealed, the four Texanans discussed in this chapter hold different social attitudes and
cultural orientations toward their local black Appalachian community, the broader
African American community, and white Appalachia, as well as toward rurality and
urbanity in general. In addition, the speakers have different life opportunities; differ-
ent experiences with racism, prejudice, and discrimination; and different potential
for and interest in developing contacts with outsiders to their community. All of
these factors affect the racial identities, standpoints, and ideologies they develop—as
well as, as this study suggests, the linguistic practices they adopt.

Thus individuals experience race (and its intersection with other social con-
structs) in ways that are deeply situational (Hartigan 1999)—but also structural/ideo-
logical (Collins 2000; Giddens 1979, 1984). On the one hand, the racialized stand-
points and identities of the four individuals in this study are locally bound, having
developed within the settings of Texana, western North Carolina, and Appalachia, in
the U.S. context. At the same time, as these speakers use language variably to position
themselves as members of a black community in a predominantly white area, their
identities are created and negotiated within a racialized social system that, accord-
ingly, infuses powerful racialized meanings into linguistic variables, features, and
practices. As we have seen in the case of these Texanans, speakers recognize and par-
ticipate in the ascription of racialized meaning to linguistic features, set linguistic and
social boundaries based on perceptions of language use as a reflection of ethnic iden-
tity, use these parameters to construct their own linguistic and social identities, and
subsequently reinforce these perceptions through differences in their own language
practice. In short, speakers construct complex racialized identities by employing
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myriad variables as “heterogeneous resources for the construction of styles” (Eckert
2003, 115) in ways that are reflective of their different individual experiences while
also shaped by power relations and power dynamics related to race and region (and
other structures as well).

Although this study is limited in the extent to which its linguistic findings might
be generalized to other language situations, it does suggest some avenues for future
research on the situation of minority languages and communities in general. Com-
parative data provided by sociolinguists working in other communities whose speak-
ers represent neglected racial minorities within neglected cultural minorities, or in
other communities with biracial/biethnic or multiracial/multiethnic speakers, could
enhance our understanding of the identity practices described here. Further detailed
studies of local and broader processes of social identity construction, negotiation,
and reproduction in minority communities around the world will help refine not only
our sociolinguistic but our social theoretic conceptualizations of language use as si-
multaneously a negotiated product and tool of individual expression, group interac-
tion, and intersecting determinants of social life.
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NOTES
1. See Mallinson 2006 for a discussion of intersectionality and structuration theories, including

their similarities and differences, critiques of the theories, and their relationship to variationist
sociolinguistics.

2. Other researchers, such as the social psychologist Erik Erikson (1959), conceptualize identity as a
multilevel construct.

3. Texana is North Carolina’s largest black community west of the town of Asheville.
4. The historic background of Texana dates to around 1870, when a black family, the McClellands,

moved from elsewhere in western North Carolina and named the emergent community after their
daughter, Texana.

5. Official census statistics for Texana apart from Murphy do not exist, as Texana is not an incorpo-
rated town. Based on the 2000 U.S. Census, 231 blacks/African Americans lived in Cherokee
County, comprising just 1.6 percent of its total population. This number counts residents of Texana
proper as well as a few other blacks who live in the same census tract.

6. See Mallinson 2006 for more information.
7. The 1924 Baker Roll is an official list of 3,146 names compiled and approved by U.S. Agent Fred A.

Baker, pursuant to an act of Congress on June 4, 1924; it is considered the official base roll of the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians of North Carolina (Blankenship 1998).

8. All names of speakers are pseudonyms.
9. Texanans who call themselves black may also be following a pattern of ethnic identification that dif-

fers in part by region and racial integration. Sigelman, Tuch, and Martin (2005) found that residents
of nonlarge cities, Southerners, individuals who scored lower on a racial identification scale, and
those whose grammar school had low degrees of racial integration were more likely to prefer
“black”; these factors obviously relate to a setting like Texana, which is a small, Southern commu-
nity with high numerical dominance by whites in local schools.

10. One trend in Texana, as the previous quotes attest, is an increase in black-white relationships and
families. This demographic shift will undoubtedly have an effect on trajectories of language change
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in Texana, and future research is needed to follow the coming generations and assess how ethno-
linguistic identities are constructed among its “mixed” population.

11. Smitherman (1977: 68) defines saditty as “uppity-acting blacks who put on airs,” although Monica’s
definition, from context, seems to mean “classy.”

12. The Dictionary of American Regional English (DARE) defines redneck as a “poor, White, rural
Southerner—used with a very wide range of connotations, but now [especially] applied as a [deroga-
tory] term for a White person perceived as ignorant, narrow-minded, boorish, or racist.” See
Hartigan (2003) for a discussion of “redneck,” “hillbilly,” and “white trash” as racial terms.

13. Heather’s line “Texana is the city where we come from” seems to reference a song called “East
1999,” by the black rap group Bone Thugs-N-Harmony, which contains the line “Cleveland is the
city where we come from.” In this regard, Heather’s away message would both claim Texana as her
home community and make reference to broader urban black culture.

14. Texana teenagers often close their IMs with the leave-taking term one, which is derived from “One
Love,” a term popularized in reggae music. In this excerpt, we also see Heather use nigga to address
a presumably black audience, in a way that also indexes her authenticity as a member of the black
community with which she strongly identifies.

15. Monica and Chris also had several examples of habitual be during their interviews, which are not in-
cluded here. Habitual (or invariant) be is a canonical feature of AAE; see Alim 2003.

16. Heather’s sociolinguistic behavior shows some similarities and some differences to that of Mike, the
white informant in Cutler’s (1999) study of “crossing” (which refers to a speaker’s use of a code as-
sociated with a group—often ethnic/racial—to which he or she does not belong). Mike’s crossing
into AAE was generally limited to vocabulary, r-lessness, and interdental fricative stopping. While
Heather does use contemporary black slang, she makes far less use of the AAE phonological vari-
ables studied here, such as postvocalic r-lessness. At the same time, however, the black Texana
speakers with whom she identifies and comes into contact also exhibit extremely low rates of these
(and other) AAE variables.
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6

Working at “9 to 5” Gaelic
Speakers, Context, and Ideologies of an Emerging Minority Language
Register

E M I L Y M C E W A N - F U J I T A

University of Pittsburgh

SCOTTISH GAELIC is a minority language that has been undergoing language shift since ap-
proximately the twelfth century A.D. in Scotland (Withers 1984).1 Gaelic is currently
the focus of language planning and revitalization efforts in Scotland. One interesting
aspect of these efforts is the emergence of an ethnolinguistically identified Gaelic-
speaking middle class, a number of whom have become “professional Gaels,” or “lan-
guage workers” as I term them (after the “culture workers” of Whisnant 1983). This
chapter explores the way these language workers negotiate the emergence of “profes-
sional Gaelic” as a register in the white-collar office workplace.

A register may be defined as “a variety of language associated with situation and
purpose” (following Biber 1993; Lamb 1999, 141). Language shift entails an ongo-
ing loss of registers as well as domains and speakers. In Scottish Gaelic, for example,
Meek (1990, 11) has noted the progressive loss of command of an upper register of
Gaelic based on the language of the Gaelic Bible among Protestant Gaelic speakers
born after 1950. Language revitalization often leads to the deliberate or ad hoc cre-
ation of new registers that extend an endangered language into new areas of use. For
example, Lamb (1999) has described and documented the emergence of “Gaelic
news-speak” as a media register.

Register formation is a sociolinguistic process (Biber and Finegan 1993), as are
the planning and development of minority and endangered languages. Thus an
ethnographic perspective on register formation in a minority language situation can
complement a purely linguistic description. In fact, an ethnographic perspective on
language revitalization more generally is essential to a full understanding of the phe-
nomenon. Only an ethnographic perspective can show us the processes of language
revitalization: the motivations and the daily negotiations of speakers in their social
and cultural contexts. My ethnographic analysis is based on four months of par-
ticipant observation research and interviews conducted in 1999 and 2000 with work-
ers at Comunn na Gàidhlig (CNAG), a Gaelic language planning organization in
Scotland.
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Description of Speakers
Prior to the eighteenth century, traditional Gaelic society was highly stratified
(MacInnes 2006). During the social, economic, and military upheaval of the eigh-
teenth century, Gaelic-speaking society lost its upper class (the clan chiefs, who be-
came culturally and linguistically anglicized), its learned classes (including heredi-
tary physicians, lawyers, poets, and pipers, whom the clan chiefs could no longer
support), and its middle class (the tacksmen, or estate managers, who elected to emi-
grate). The remaining population of Gaelic speakers was disproportionately impov-
erished and oppressed, and Gaelic speakers became stereotyped as poor, illiterate
peasants, the lowest of the low; Gaelic likewise was assigned the same social
significance.

The relatively recent social restratification of Gaelic speakers as a group, with the
emergence of an ethnolinguistically self-identified Gaelic middle class (MacKinnon
1996) may be organizing linguistic variation in Gaelic into a new register of profes-
sional Gaelic.2 However, the stereotype of Gaelic as a peasant language remains
strong in the Scottish public consciousness (McEwan-Fujita 2003).3 Thus ambiguity
and conflict among Gaelic speakers (to say nothing of non-Gaelic-speaking Scots)
over the very meaning of the social restratification in relationship to ethnicity and lan-
guage is part of the process of register formation. Therefore, my analysis of profes-
sional Gaelic focuses on the diverse speakers, sociocultural contexts, and conflicting
ideologies of the emerging register.

Professional Gael is an ambiguous term; in theory it could refer to professionals
of any kind who are Gaelic-English bilinguals. In practice it usually refers only to the
relatively small group of Gaelic-English bilinguals professionally employed in the
promotion of the Gaelic language. However, educated Gaelic-English bilinguals
who work in white-collar professions of all kinds form the demographic basis for this
smaller group, and they appear to be increasing in numbers in Scotland (MacKinnon
1996).

Professional Gael was not originally coined as a positive term. An anthropologist
who studied the Gaelic college Sabhal Mòr Ostaig (SMO) on the Isle of Skye de-
scribed the term as “a derogatory concept in the Gaelic community used to refer to
people who have capitalized on their identity, especially their linguistic and cultural
capital, to get involved in Gaelic development, Gaelic broadcasting, or comparable
areas” (Gossen 2001, 314). Local Gaelic speakers on the Isle of Skye used the term
“half mockingly, half enviously” to describe the ambitious administrators of the
Gaelic college (314), and indeed many Gaelic speakers in the Hebrides have viewed
economic and social success ambivalently (see, e.g., Jedrej and Nuttall 1996; Mac-
donald 1997). An ideology of egalitarianism has been enforced in Gaelic-speaking
communities such that any individual who appeared to be more successful than others
would be open to criticism in the community. Outsiders (“incomers”) have often been
encouraged to take positions of local leadership (Parman 1990), and locally born
Gaelic speakers have achieved academic or professional success on the mainland,
away from the Gaelic-speaking areas. In such circumstances it is not surprising that
Gaelic speakers who have sought success openly, particularly through the promotion
of Gaelic language and culture, have been criticized by other Gaelic speakers.
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A major challenge for professional Gaels who are language workers is to create
and negotiate in practice a “9 to 5” or professional Gaelic office environment. I use
the American phrase “9 to 5” to evoke the type of compensated full-time white-collar
work that is done in bureaucratically rationalized offices from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M.,
Monday through Friday, as opposed to shift work, agricultural work, domestic work,
or any other type of work. A “Gaelic office” is a hybrid space: on the one hand, it is
an office of the bureaucratically rationalized Western (and more specifically, British)
type, a form of social, economic, and spatial organization where full-time, mid-
dle-class work is performed. As such it is embedded in a social and cultural infra-
structure dominated by English: all of the workers are bilingual in English, and most
of the goods and services received by such an office are provided by non-Gaelic
speakers, including postal delivery, repair of office machines, and so forth.

On the other hand, a Gaelic office is also a site where the business of the office is
deliberately conducted as much as possible through the medium of spoken and written
Gaelic, and Gaelic linguistic activities are prioritized over English ones. But because
the process of language shift has progressively restricted Gaelic language use, lexicon,
and registers to noncommercial and informal contexts, most Gaelic speakers (and in-
deed most other Scots) have come to believe that Gaelic is not suitable for business.
They associate Gaelic most strongly with domesticity and rural labor. The dual nature
of a Gaelic office as both Gaelic-oriented and white-collar professional thus necessi-
tates ongoing lexical and pragmatic innovations to extend Gaelic into the business do-
main. This means that on a daily basis the CNAG workers must negotiate between the
practice of professional Gaelic and their own understandings of Gaelic developed
mostly in the island-based domains of family and village-level community.

The Gaelic Office: Context and Description
Gaelic offices, defined as Gaelic-oriented bureaucratic professional work environ-
ments, are still rare in Scotland. The vast majority of offices, shops, and other busi-
nesses in Scotland use Scottish varieties of English; from the eighteenth century until
recently, this even included organizations that concerned themselves explicitly with
the support of Gaelic language and culture and the well-being of poverty-stricken
Gaelic speakers in the Highlands. One of these organizations, An Comunn Gàid-
healach (ACG), began to use Gaelic internally in its operations in the late 1980s,
though not without objections from some staff and members who feared that this
change would alienate the many ACG members who were “supporters” of Gaelic but
unable to speak it themselves.

The English milieu in Gaelic-focused organizations changed relatively recently
with the founding of the Gaelic-language planning organization CNAG in 1984.
The first head of CNAG was the instigator of an informal Gaelic office policy
within CNAG itself. By 1999–2000, most if not all of the organizations with de-
liberately Gaelic-oriented offices were the ones such as CNAG that were directly
involved in Gaelic language revitalization efforts. They included ACG, Comataidh
Craoladh Gàidhlig (the Gaelic Broadcasting Committee, formerly Comataidh Tele-
bhisean Gàidhlig, the Gaelic Television Committee), Proiseact nan Ealan (the Na-
tional Gaelic Arts Project, originally part of CNAG), Comhairle nan Sgoiltean
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Àraich (the Gaelic Playgroup Association), and the BBC offices of Radio nan
Gàidheal in Stornoway and Inverness, as well as BBC Alba (Scotland) in Glasgow.4

As part of a twelve-month period of anthropological research in Scotland for a
larger project, I spent three months in 1999 and one month in 2000 based in the
CNAG head office in Inverness. During this time I also made two one-week side
trips to the Stornoway branch office on the Isle of Lewis.

When I arrived at CNAG in 1999, my communicative skills were typical of the
classroom-educated language student; I spoke Gaelic hesitantly, although I could un-
derstand, read, and write it reasonably well. By the time I returned to CNAG in 2000
for the final portion of my field research there, I could speak Gaelic more fluently af-
ter having had more practice and experience over the year. I conducted my field re-
search in both Gaelic and English, with the goal of being sensitive to the linguistic
preferences of my interlocutors and the ways in which these preferences were shaped
by context. However, the issue of language choice in field research on a minority lan-
guage is a difficult one, and I further explore its implications elsewhere (McEwan-
Fujita 2003).

While conducting research at CNAG, I went to the office nearly every weekday
for participant observation and interviewing. While taking notes, doing research in
CNAG’s collection of press clippings, and making arrangements to interview peo-
ple, I occasionally assisted with minor administrative tasks such as clipping newspa-
per articles, photocopying, and collating. During and in between these activities I had
short conversations with participants on various topics relevant to my research.

In addition to participant observation, I formally interviewed every staff mem-
ber based in the Inverness and Stornoway offices at least once, using a schedule in-
cluding questions about linguistic upbringing, education, current linguistic usage,
work history, and current activities at CNAG. I conducted four interviews entirely in
English, six interviews almost entirely in Gaelic, and two in a combination of Gaelic
and English.

The daily business of the CNAG office revolved around several areas. These in-
cluded the promotion of Gaelic-medium education among Scottish parents and fu-
ture primary-school teachers, lobbying with the Scottish Executive (formerly the
Scottish Office) and the new Scottish Parliament for official status for Gaelic, and
general activities to publicize Gaelic in Scotland. Personnel also administered a
number of shorter term projects part-funded by the European Union.

The twelve people working at the headquarters of CNAG during my research
were a diverse group of Gaelic speakers in terms of their geographical origins: they
represented one mainland Gaelic-speaking area on the northwest coast and five
Hebridean islands (Skye, South Uist, North Uist, Scalpay, and Lewis).5 Ten of the
twelve were fluent native speakers of Gaelic who had grown up in homes where both
parents spoke Gaelic. Of the remaining two workers, one had grown up in a home
with one Gaelic-speaking parent. By her own account she had not fully acquired
Gaelic in the home but had learned Gaelic to fluency at SMO, the Gaelic college on
the Isle of Skye. The other worker had grown up as a nonspeaker of Gaelic in a home
without Gaelic and learned Gaelic to fluency as an adult. All of these people were
also fully fluent and literate in English. Thus the CNAG office was a place where
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Gaelic-English bilinguals speaking different Gaelic dialects mingled and spoke to
one another face-to-face in Gaelic; this interdialectal interaction is another important
aspect of Gaelic offices that I discuss elsewhere (McEwan-Fujita 2003).

The CNAG workers were also a diverse group in terms of their individual Gaelic
linguistic abilities and habits. All of the CNAG workers were fully bilingual in
Gaelic and Hebridean or Highland English (Clement 1997; Sabban 1984), as are the
vast majority of present-day Gaelic speakers.6 All of the island-born speakers spoke
the particular Gaelic dialectal varieties associated with their district and island of ori-
gin. The mainland-born worker who was a nonnative fluent speaker made a choice to
utilize the dialectal form of her district of residence. The other mainland-born worker
spoke a form of Gaelic lacking distinctive dialect features.

Because of changes over the years in the geographical organization of the educa-
tion system and in the role of Gaelic in the schools, workers of different ages had
quite different experiences with Gaelic in their schooling. In addition, some workers
born before about 1965 had been Gaelic monolingual when they entered primary
school, although some with older siblings had learned English from them prior to en-
tering school. They also had different experiences with Gaelic in their working lives;
some had never worked in a Gaelic-related position prior to working for CNAG,
while two had come to CNAG after working at a Gaelic publishing company. Two
others had used spoken Gaelic occasionally in previous positions working with the
public in the Highlands, specifically in interactions with elderly people who pre-
ferred speaking Gaelic.

Despite a wide range of schooling and employment experiences, all the CNAG
workers appeared to be highly competent in Gaelic literacy skills.7 For virtually all
CNAG workers, as for most native Gaelic-English bilinguals, the use of written
Gaelic was almost entirely confined to the work domain. They did not write exten-
sive personal correspondence in Gaelic, although they might include a short phrase
in a greeting card. Some individuals with prior Gaelic publishing experience or
greater confidence in their Gaelic literacy skills were more involved in proofreading
and correcting Gaelic grammar and spelling in written documents. Most of the work-
ers had well-thumbed Gaelic-English dictionaries on their desks that I saw them con-
sulting regularly.

In the office environment of CNAG, staff members would engage freely in Eng-
lish code-switching and borrowing in informal situations, as did Gaelic speakers in
Uist, according to individual inclination and ability. The informal situations in which
people spoke this “everyday” Gaelic peppered with English words and phrases in-
cluded conversations and informal meetings between staff members and staff tele-
phone conversations. As Dorian also noted for East Sutherland Gaelic (1981, 101),
the number of English loanwords seemed to be a marker of the degree of formality of
Gaelic in the CNAG office. During formal events and in written communications,
CNAG workers minimized their use of English loans and avoided code-switching.
The formal events included semiannual board meetings, the Annual General Meeting
(AGM), public speaking engagements, and interviews on BBC Radio nan Gàidheal.
The formal written communications, which included press releases, letters, minutes
of meetings, and reports, were usually produced in a bilingual English-Gaelic format.
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The daily activities of the office included the use of both spoken and written
Gaelic. Spoken Gaelic was used in telephone conversations, in casual interactions
and meetings between coworkers, and in interactions with other Gaelic speakers,
whether they were employees of other Gaelic revitalization organizations or Gaelic
speakers doing business with CNAG (e.g., by installing computer systems). Written
Gaelic was used in the creation and distribution of letters, e-mail, faxes, and memos;
telephone messages; and company publications including brochures, reports, and
meeting minutes and agendas.

However, the CNAG office was completely encompassed by an English-
speaking world, and English intruded frequently on the Gaelic office. All the computer
software was English-based and included the widely used Microsoft word processing,
spreadsheet, Internet browser, and e-mail programs.8 The majority of the reference
books in the office, apart from Gaelic dictionaries, were printed in English. The work-
ers also had to accommodate to the world of English to communicate with service pro-
viders who could not speak Gaelic, including milk, parcel, and post delivery people.

Telephone callers who could not speak Gaelic were sometimes surprised by
CNAG staff answering the phone in Gaelic. On one occasion, the receptionist,
“Catriona,” answered the phone as usual by saying “Feasgar math, Comunn na
Gàidhlig” (Good afternoon, Comunn na Gàidhlig), and the person on the other end of
the line said, “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Gaelic. Do you speak English?”9 Catriona,
who had apparently grown frustrated with such reactions, told me what the caller
said and complained, “I just speak Gaelic, I haven’t got two heads, and I’m not
thick!” My field research and regular review of the Scottish press in 1999 and 2000
indicated that average non-Gaelic speakers in Scotland, even the ones who tele-
phoned CNAG, still perceived bilingualism or multilingualism as something rare and
not always entirely welcome, particularly when it did not involve a European pres-
tige language such as French or German.

Other callers as well as the postal service also regularly mistook Comunn na
Gàidhlig for An Comunn Gàidhealach, whose headquarters were also located in In-
verness. For example, in early October 1999 the CNAG receptionist was constantly
interrupted by telephone callers requesting information about the Royal National
Mòd—the annual Gaelic singing competition organized not by CNAG but by An
Comunn Gàidhealach. The Royal Mail also regularly misdelivered correspondence
to CNAG that was addressed to An Comunn Gàidhealach. This particularly seemed
to happen when the envelope was addressed entirely in Gaelic, despite the fact that
since the late 1980s the Royal Mail had officially allowed mail to be addressed in
Gaelic as well as English, with the promise of accurate delivery contingent on the use
of the postcode.

In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss two pragmatic aspects of the language
workers’ professional Gaelic in the workplace: workers’ evaluations of their own
and others’ lexical choices and the problem of developing business etiquette in
Gaelic, with a focus on greetings.

Evaluations of Lexicon in the Gaelic Office
On a daily basis the CNAG workers were negotiating between the practice of profes-
sional Gaelic on the one hand, and their own understandings of Gaelic developed for
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the most part in the island-based domains of family and village-level community on
the other hand. The constitution of this new register involved an acceptance of the
very possibility of Gaelic being used in an office domain, as well as the development
of strategies to make it possible.

One aspect of this ongoing negotiation was the ambivalence that the fluent bilin-
gual workers expressed about “new Gaelic” words and expressions. Some of my in-
terviewees saw them variously as inauthentic, ridiculous, unaesthetic, viscerally un-
pleasant, or rigidly purist. In some cases they simply said they didn’t like the words.
For example, in a Gaelic conversation with “Dòmhnall,” a part-time contract em-
ployee, about my research activities, I said “Rinn mi mòran agallamhan” (I did a lot
of interviews). He repeated the word “agallamhan” (interviews) a few times, then
commented in English, “I never heard the word until about two years ago. I don’t like
it very much.” (#144).10

“Sìne,” a full-time employee, expressed a desire for adult Gaelic learners to sim-
ply use an English word rather than a newly coined Gaelic word (#517). This was a
sentiment I heard often in various contexts, for the workers themselves frequently
used English words in their spoken Gaelic and considered this to be appropriate in
everyday informal conversation—even in the Gaelic office. For example, in a casual
Gaelic conversation that took place between Sìne, me, and a visiting local business-
man, the visitor noted with amusement that a nonnative Gaelic speaker who was
prominent in Gaelic language planning insisted on always calling the Apple Mac-
intosh computer Ubhal Mac an Tòisich, a combination of the Gaelic word for “ap-
ple” and the original Gaelic form of the surname Macintosh (#72).11 As the visitor re-
lated how he himself had insisted that an Apple Macintosh is an Apple Macintosh,
Sìne and I laughed heartily, finding the earnest desire to translate absolutely every-
thing into Gaelic amusing because it was out of keeping with the sociolinguistic
norms of code-switching in the Gaelic-speaking areas from which most of the
CNAG workers originated.

Sometimes the conflict between cultural authenticity and linguistic propriety
was acute. One evening, just before leaving the office for the day, “Anna” asked her
supervisor “Ailig,” who was staying late, if she should put on the answering ma-
chine. Anna asked the question in Gaelic but used the English word answering ma-
chine. Ailig answered her in Gaelic, saying not to turn it on because he was expecting
some phone calls. I then left the office with Anna, and as we were walking away and
talking about something else, she suddenly said to me, “Inneal-freagairt, I should
have said! But it sounds so silly to say it.” She had just remembered that there was a
new Gaelic word for answering machine, but she seemed to be caught between two
genuine, strong, and conflicting impulses: a feeling of responsibility to use Gaelic
and a feeling of ridiculousness for using new Gaelic. After some more thought, she
said, “I know I should be saying them but it just sounds so strange to say these
words. . . . My parents have a completely different way of speaking than I do.” I
asked her how so, and she just said that anything she said, they would have a differ-
ent way of saying it in Gaelic (#129).

However, most of these same workers, working as they did with written Gaelic,
did use the new Gaelic words themselves. When constructing documents with
English-Gaelic parallel translations, they might use An Stòr-Data Briathrachais
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Gàidhlig, the book form of the computerized database word list produced by SMO.
The database includes many new Gaelic translations for “modern-day” proper nouns
and other words including the names of U.K. acts of parliament and various Scottish
national and voluntary bodies in English (Vathjunker 1992/93). Anna, who felt con-
flicted about the Gaelic word for answering machine, would also devise new Gaelic
words herself if she did not like the new Gaelic words she found in the Stòr-Data—I
observed her doing this while composing written documents. “Mairead,” who fielded
many telephone calls and processed a great deal of paperwork, noted all the new
Gaelic words that she encountered in her work, such as iomairt (initiative), and com-
plained that sometimes she needed a dictionary to decode them. But she followed this
comment with, “The thing is, the more you do it, the more you get used to it.” (#189).
Indeed, I noticed that at other times Mairead used such words without comment. And
a senior employee, “Donalda,” who had a positive attitude about Gaelic language
change, observed at length: “Feumaidh sinn faclan ùra . . . ’s tha faclan ùra a’tighinn
a-steach dhan a’chànan, dhomhsa, mar chomharradh gu bheil an canan beò, ’s gun an
cànan ga chleachdadh. ’S gum feum an cànan atharrachadh, mar a tha an dòigh beatha
againn ag atharrachadh.” (We need new words . . . and new words are coming into the
language, to me, as a sign that the language is alive, and that the language is being
used. And that the language must change, as our way of life is changing”) (#546).

New words were more than acceptable to Donalda; they were a sign of the adap-
tation of both Gaelic and Gaelic speakers to a changing world, a positive sign of the
continued existence of Gaelic. This shows the diversity of attitudes toward new lexi-
cal items, as workers negotiate a way forward through the conflicting demands of
cultural authenticity and register development.

Professional Gaelic: Professional Manners,
Gaelic Greetings
Verbal expressions of etiquette in the context of the Gaelic office are another impor-
tant aspect of language workers’ professional Gaelic where we can see the emer-
gence of new usages as well as negotiation over the forms it should take and the
meanings it should carry. When the practice and ideology of professional business
are transplanted to a Gaelic-speaking domain, the professional manners must accom-
pany them; or rather, when Gaelic language use is imported into a professional busi-
ness domain, professionalism must be translated into Gaelic. One area in which we
can examine this practice is the area of greetings. The particular greetings used at
CNAG, and the commentary surrounding them, provided a way for workers to deal
with the contradictions that characterize the extension of Gaelic into the professional
realm. CNAG workers were essentially negotiating a way between the ideal of an
all-Gaelic office that encompasses linguistic practices of professionalism and busi-
ness manners, and the ideal Gaelic core of authenticity that indexes a rural, agricul-
tural, domestic island-based environment and their own origins in that environment.

Telephone greetings provide one example of this negotiation between profes-
sional Gaelic and rurally based Gaelic. Catriona, the receptionist at the main CNAG
office in Inverness, always answered the telephone before noon with, “Madainn
mhath, Comunn na Gàidhlig” (Good morning, Comunn na Gàidhlig). After noon,
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she would say, “Feasgar math, Comunn na Gàidhlig” (Good afternoon, Comunn na
Gàidhlig). Mairead, mentioned earlier, did the same. This telephone greeting served
the purpose of communicating to callers that the organization was a Gaelic one. It
also signaled to Gaelic-speaking callers that they could conduct the telephone con-
versation in Gaelic. This was important, as Gaelic speakers generally tended to
assume that people unknown to them could not speak Gaelic. A bilingual English-
Gaelic greeting was not used; the rationale for this was never discussed, but I hypoth-
esize that if English was used at all, it could very likely have prompted even many
Gaelic-speaking callers to accommodate to the English usage and therefore in some
sense could have compromised the mission of the office. No doubt it could also be
cumbersome to say.

It must be noted that without the receptionist specifically answering the phone in
Gaelic, the fact of CNAG being a “Gaelic organization” would not in itself have
guaranteed to potential callers, or created the expectation in them, that the person
who answered the phone could actually speak Gaelic. For example, as previously
mentioned, the nearby headquarters of An Comunn Gàidhealach in Inverness had
been an English-speaking office for many years.

“Madainn mhath” and “Feasgar math” were presented as standard Gaelic greet-
ings in many Gaelic courses for adult language learners. They are the first phrases
listed under the “Meeting Friends/Getting Acquainted” section in the phrase book
Everyday Gaelic (MacNeill 1991). During my research in the CNAG office, several
workers and the chief executive would often greet me with “Madainn mhath Emily”
in the morning when I first came into the office.

However, Anna contested the practice of saying “Madainn mhath” on the tele-
phone. She said that she wouldn’t say “Madainn mhath” when she answered the
phone because it sounded wrong, unnatural, and artificial. She interpreted it as a di-
rect calque on English and a sign of English manners:

Madainn mhath doesn’t make sense. Madainn mhath is something that makes
you stick out as a learner. If you’re only wanting to be polite, to me “good
morning” is an English thing to say. . . . For me, I find madainn mhath and
feasgar math, I find that so daft saying it. And people kind of look at you. . . .
If I want to say it, I’ll just say “Good morning, Comunn na Gàidhlig” [on the
telephone], but [pause, change to a musing tone] that gives the wrong
impression. But then, Gaelic has changed so much that in the business world
it’s almost acceptable to say, madainn mhath and feasgar math (#36).

Anna was again caught between the conflicting requirements of cultural authen-
ticity and Gaelic professionalism. Implicit in Anna’s backtracking on the preference
for “Good morning” in English was the idea that it would give the wrong impression
to callers to greet them in English, because CNAG was supposed to be a Gaelic orga-
nization. I noticed that Anna had in fact developed her own strategy for answering
the phone to avoid “Madainn mhath” while still greeting callers appropriately as the
representative of a Gaelic organization. She said “Hallo, Comunn na Gàidhlig,” us-
ing the Gaelicized form of hello, which was a borrowing from English and a com-
mon greeting in Gaelic-speaking areas (MacAulay 1982, 29). “Hallo” could be
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perceived as more linguistically neutral: a more authentically Gaelic greeting than
“madainn mhath,” less obviously English than “good morning,” and indeed Gaelic
enough not to trigger Gaelic speakers to accommodate to a perceived use of English.

Anna seemed to be thinking through the issue as she talked, and in her extended
commentary there was an acknowledgment of the professionally motivated language
change wrought by the Gaelic revitalization movement, together with a resistance to
that change. Anna recognized the necessity of corpus planning and language change
in order to utilize Gaelic in new domains; she noted, for example, that a college eco-
nomics course would require the use of a standardized academic language and that a
Gaelic-medium economics course at SMO, where she had studied, would therefore
require the use of a standardized Gaelic academic language. However, she resisted
the idea of change in the dialectal, spoken form of Gaelic: “But I don’t accept that
you have to have spoken Gaelic standardized. . . . I just see this kind of nightmare
scenario where they only . . . understand what they hear on the radio.” By “they” she
meant young people learning Gaelic in the present.

The question of standardization, together with the different social values as-
signed to Gaelic and English codes (Blom and Gumperz 1972), were the issues at the
heart of our discussion of greetings. When I asked Anna what the preferable alterna-
tive to madainn mhath would be in daily face-to-face Gaelic conversation, she said
that people would simply comment on the weather as a greeting, rather than saying
“good morning.” She then related the use of comments on the weather as greetings to
the social context of older Gaelic speakers living around the house where she grew
up, in a rural district of a Hebridean island. She observed that in 1999 her parents’
three closest sets of neighbors were in their fifties, seventies, and eighties, respec-
tively, “so this whole concept [of saying madainn mhath] doesn’t work” for Anna to
greet her parents’ neighbors in the Gaelic-speaking area in which they live when she
visits. This rural island context, both familial and familiar, as well as the particular
age range of the interlocutors, is the context that “authentic” Gaelic indexes for many
fluent native speakers. Anna’s dichotomy between the “crazy” standardized spoken
Gaelic greeting “madainn mhath” and the authentic, nonstandardized comments on
the weather is one example of how the native Gaelic speakers working at CNAG re-
main partial to the idea of Gaelic as a spoken variety of idiomatic Gaelic with dialec-
tal features indexing their rural, island district of origin and an older age set.

However, while Anna valued this particular context for Gaelic language use, she
also recognized reluctantly that it was changing: “Over the last ten years things have
changed drastically. It’s more anglified. There’s not the same amount of mixing as
there used to be, [with] people going around to each other’s houses. So there’s not as
much mixing of generations” (#36). In fact, she said that when she was young the
same neighbors of her parents would only speak English to her. She explained that
“older people don’t expect children to speak Gaelic, so they just speak to them in
English.”12 But, she noted, once the neighbors knew she worked “in Gaelic,” they
spoke Gaelic to her with no problem.

If “madainn mhath” was considered inauthentic Gaelic by some Gaelic-English
bilinguals, how did it come to be part of the canon of Gaelic greetings taught to adult
Gaelic learners and an acceptable way to answer the telephone in a Gaelic office?

90 Emily McEwan-Fujita

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



According to the ideology of standard language (Silverstein 1996, 292), there
ought to be a Gaelic equivalent for every English word and expression (see, e.g., Pat-
erson 1964). Every foreign-language dictionary and phrasebook constructs its equiv-
alencies according to this ideology. Moreover, because traditional interlocutor-
specific greetings are not so easily taught or learned, teachers of Gaelic may have
wished to provide a simpler standardized Gaelic morning greeting equivalent to the
standard English one.

The linguistic standardization of Gaelic greetings is also an aspect of profes-
sionalization, the issue most relevant to the institutional context of Gaelic language
use at CNAG. One fluent Gaelic speaker who had learned Gaelic as an adult at-
tributed the promotion of the use of “madainn mhath” as a substitute for the English
“good morning” to SMO, the Gaelic college in Skye. This explanation relates to
SMO’s original mission from its founding in 1974, which was to provide business
education through the medium of Gaelic and thus transform the Gaelic language
into a viable tool for business in Scotland. This required transposing Gaelic from
the family domain to a white-collar office domain, creating a new lexicon—and
pragmatics—as part of a new register of Gaelic.13 The chief executives of CNAG
continued this mission by professionalizing their language revitalization efforts in
the 1980s and 1990s.

Conclusion
This ongoing effort to professionalize Gaelic highlights the linguistic and social
change that Gaelic-speaking areas in particular, and Gaelic speakers in general, have
been undergoing in the latter half of the twentieth century. More and more Gaelic
speakers are becoming professionals of various kinds, and most of them are still
moving up and moving out of the traditionally Gaelic-speaking areas of the Hebrides
and settling across the mainland of Scotland. Those among them who become pro-
fessional Gaels, earning a livelihood by contributing to the project of Gaelic lan-
guage revitalization, must negotiate in practice how best to extend the language into
a new register. As they see it, they must find a way to “professionalize” Gaelic while
remaining true to their own authentic—and nonprofessional—Gaelic ethnic origins.
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NOTES
1. Gaelic dialects have become obsolescent in most of the formerly Gaelic-speaking areas of Scotland

(e.g., Dorian 1981). Offered here only as a rough guide, the 2001 UK Census results list 58,652
Gaelic speakers in Scotland; this is just over 1 percent of Scotland’s population of about 5.06 mil-
lion. A further 33,744 census respondents indicated that they could understand, read, or write Gaelic,
or some combination of these, but not speak it.
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2. This contrasts with the situation of dialect death as described by Nancy Dorian in the localized and
isolated Gaelic-speaking area of East Sutherland, where Gaelic speakers all belonged to the same
lower socioeconomic class throughout most of the twentieth century (Dorian 1981, 152).

3. This sentiment was articulated, for example, in a 1995 editorial in The Scotsman newspaper, which
stated that the Gaelic language is “a low level peasantish sort of debris.” A columnist named Marga-
ret Morrison, writing in the Daily Mail tabloid newspaper in 1996, declared that when her ancestors
“made their escape from the backbreaking labour of croft life, they left behind the language and cul-
ture which went with it.”

4. One former BBC Radio nan Gàidheal employee told me that he believed that the Gaelic radio divi-
sion had struggled with maintaining a Gaelic-medium office, however, because they shared work
space with English-language BBC radio divisions. My limited observation seemed to support this
idea: in 1999 I attended a BBC staff party in Inverness, where colleagues from Radio Highland and
Radio nan Gàidheal mingled. Nearly all conversation during the party was conducted in English.

5. All of these people did not have the same employment status with CNAG. Nonetheless they all
maintained office space at CNAG or regularly used CNAG facilities and, in so doing, interacted on a
regular basis with one another. To highlight this common experience they shared in the workplace,
while recognizing the differences in their employment status, as a group I term them “workers”
rather than “employees.”

6. The only exceptions are some preschool-age children.
7. However, other Gaelic-speaking professionals who did not work in directly Gaelic-related jobs had

widely varying levels of literacy.
8. The national Scottish curriculum development organization Learning and Teaching Scotland

launched a Scottish Gaelic version of Open Office software in 2005. However, the field research on
which this article was based was conducted in 1999 and 2000, before this software existed.

9. A gender-matched and culturally appropriate Gaelic pseudonym was used for each participant to
preserve anonymity.

10. Numbers in parentheses are the author’s field note record numbers. Long quotations are given ex-
actly as transcribed from tape-recorded interviews, whereas short quotations are from written field
notes.

11. This literal but grammatically incorrect translation thus brought full circle the international linguistic
transformation of the Gaelic surname Mac an Tòisich, meaning “son of the chief”: from its begin-
ning as a Gaelic clan or family name, to anglicized Scottish surname (variously spelled MacIntosh,
Macintosh, or McIntosh), to a U.S. American surname (again MacIntosh, Macintosh, or McIntosh),
to the name of a variety of apple popular in the United States (Macintosh apple), to the appellation of
a globally popular U.S. brand of personal computer (Apple Macintosh), which was then translated
back to Gaelic (Ubhal Mac an Tòisich), albeit ungrammatically, as the construction should have
used the genitive case: Ubhal Mhic an Tòisich. It should be noted that the person reporting this usage
may have been the one responsible for omitting the genitive case, rather than the original user.

12. A CNAG employee from a different Hebridean island also noted the same phenomenon with her
own children and her neighbors.

13. However, SMO was not the sole origin of this practice. Nancy Dorian (personal communication)
notes that a native Gaelic-speaking teacher at a school in Sutherland enthusiastically used and pro-
moted the expression “madainn mhath” as a greeting in his community, decades before the founding
of SMO.
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Endangering Language Vitality through
Institutional Development
Ideology, Authority, and Official Standard Irish in the Gaeltacht

T A D H G Ó h I F E A R N Á I N

University of Limerick

CURRENT PERSPECTIVES on language policy suggest that, in order to be effective, govern-
mental planning efforts must be consistent with a given community’s language prac-
tices and beliefs along with other contextual forces that are in play (Spolsky 2004)
and that official language policies make up only one aspect of what is often a deeply
rooted system of overt and covert practices and beliefs of both government bodies
and community members (Shohamy 2006). This chapter reports on a three-and-
a-half-year-long survey of members of a specific community in the Irish Gaeltacht to
determine how language revitalization efforts by the state have affected the language
practices of community members. This study draws attention to a mismatch between
Irish national language policy and the apparent language policy of a Gaeltacht com-
munity with regard to Official Standard Irish and its role in language revitalization
and analyzes the ways in which government policies—specifically the development
of a national standard for the language—have paradoxically affected the language in
the Múscraí Gaeltacht region.

Since its foundation in 1922, the Irish state has sought to influence the belief
systems in Irish-speaking communities, which had experienced a massive language
shift from Irish to English. The focus has been on both Irish language attitudes and
usage patterns. The goals of state planning efforts have been concentrated on revers-
ing the declining use of Irish as the primary community language and revitalizing it
for use both by the traditional community of speakers and as a fit medium for all the
needs of a modern state. The strengthening of the status of Irish in the speaker com-
munity and the expansion of its domains of usage nationally has thus always been a
fundamental pillar of the Irish national language ideology, although the practice of
formulating specific language policies has varied in scope and application through
time. The national ideological commitment to Irish revival is particularly clear in
language in education policies from the 1920s and 1930s, including making Irish
compulsory in primary schools as well as for the postprimary Leaving Certificate
(Kelly 2002, 18). A move toward Irish medium education nationally in the first thirty
years of statehood meant that just under one-third of schools were teaching through
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Irish only by the late 1930s. When this number peaked in the 1950s, a further
one-fourth of schools were teaching some subjects through the Irish medium (Ó
Riagáin 1997, 16).

The cultivation of the Irish language in the Gaeltacht population served as a re-
source to fuel the national policy. One policy initiative that shows this clearly was
the establishment from 1927 to 1960 of dedicated secondary schools, Coláistí Ull-
mhúcháin (preparative colleges) in the Gaeltacht. These schools fed the primary
teacher training colleges so that up to 50 percent of trainees should be native Irish
speakers (Kelly 2002, 69), which was hugely disproportionate to the number of na-
tive Irish speakers in the general population. National language policy, as experi-
enced in the ideology behind legislation but also as a manifestation of majority pub-
lic opinion, differs subtly from Gaeltacht community policy in the mechanisms of
language management employed. When there are mismatches, often unseen but with
potentially conflictual consequences, the national policy has always had the stronger
position.

National Language Policy and the Gaeltacht
There have been a number of distinct periods of national language policy since the
1920s, which can be tracked by changes in the state’s practice with regard to educa-
tional planning and provision, Gaeltacht administration structures, and Irish lan-
guage broadcasting in particular, all of which reflect both government politics and
majority public opinion on these questions (Ó hIfearnáin 2000). The state’s early lan-
guage ideology was rooted in national language revivalism, and so official responsi-
bility for the Gaeltacht and language questions was dispersed throughout all depart-
ments of government and state agencies. While departments that physically had a
presence in the Gaeltacht, such as the ministries responsible for agriculture, fisheries,
and forestry, were particularly concerned with language issues, the brief included all
areas of government activity, especially the national departments of education and of
finance.

1926–1956
As a result of the Gaeltacht Commission’s report of 1926, the government recog-
nized areas where approximately 80 percent or more of the population spoke Irish as
being fíor-Ghaeltacht (true Gaeltacht). It was intended that these areas should be ad-
ministered through Irish alone and that all education would also be in Irish only.
Surrounding areas where Irish was spoken by more than 25 percent of the popula-
tion were called breac-Ghaeltacht (partial Gaeltacht), where administration and ed-
ucation was to be developed rapidly toward Irish-medium provision. The rest of the
country was an area targeted for full language revival rather than language preserva-
tion and development. The underlying ideology was one of a belief in language revi-
talization at the national level, with more or less specific plans according to the pres-
ence of Irish as a community language at the local level. These geographic divisions
were not meant to be set in stone but to change in favor of Irish, the breac-
Ghaeltacht and the rest of the country to become fíor-Ghaeltacht in the course of
time.
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1956–Present
A full Department of the Gaeltacht, Roinn na Gaeltachta, was set up in 1956. Since
then the administration and development of the Gaeltacht has been the direct respon-
sibility of a named government ministry, currently a major division of the Depart-
ment of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs. A dedicated state development au-
thority, Údarás na Gaeltachta (The Gaeltacht Authority), was created in 1979. Until
it became the remit of a particular ministry, the Gaeltacht was geographically defined
in a loose yet potentially dynamic way.

Extracting the Gaeltacht from national language policy and defining it for the fo-
cused language management purposes of a named government ministry in 1956 was
not a simple task. As the result of policy being dispersed to all areas of government,
in the course of the thirty years between the report of the Gaeltacht Commission
(1926) and the setting up of the ministry for the Gaeltacht, a multitude of definitions
of the Gaeltacht had evolved. A memorandum prepared for the government dated
January 19, 1956 (National Archives, Department of the Taoiseach, S15811A), sug-
gests that as many as twelve different understandings of where the Gaeltacht was to
be found were in circulation at the time, from the first official usage that is contained
in the Local Offices and Appointments (Gaeltacht) Order, 1928, through various acts
on housing, school meals, vocational education, to the different operating structures
of the Garda Síochána and the Defence Forces. The Gaeltacht was only first offi-
cially defined in 1956 by the Gaeltacht Areas Order (Statutory Instrument no.
245/1956) for the purpose of giving Roinn na Gaeltachta a precise geographical def-
inition of its operational area.

The Gaeltacht Areas Order is based on the townland as a unit, being the tradi-
tional rural land division that most of the population recognize, and lists these as
whole or parts of the smallest administrative areas used by the state, the district elec-
toral divisions, as “determined to be Gaeltacht areas for the purposes of the Ministers
and Secretaries (Amendment) Act, 1956 (No. 21 of 1956),” being the act that set up
the Gaeltacht ministry. Although public opinion in Ireland generally assumes that the
Gaeltacht was defined as those areas where Irish was the primary community lan-
guage, this definition is hard to sustain under close examination. Indeed, although the
reason for existence of the Gaeltacht as a statutory area is linguistic, from 1956 it was
far from being an exclusively Irish-speaking or even bilingual community. The area
it encompassed contains many townlands where Irish was certainly spoken but as a
minority language.

The Gaeltacht area, so defined, was a result of a special language census of
households that were deemed to be in the Gaeltacht in 1956 by one or more of the
dozen or so definitions that had been identified as being in use. This special census,
basically a report by the house to house enumerators who collected the general cen-
sus of population forms that year, was then further verified by selected reexamina-
tion visits by three specially selected school inspectors and further referral to govern-
ment experts. The original draft of the Gaeltacht map (available in the National
Archives) prepared on September 8, 1956, included core areas where Irish speakers
were in a clear majority, typically surrounded by larger areas that were recom-
mended to be kept under review for potential inclusion. As such, the proposed
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definition of the Gaeltacht prepared internally for the government already recog-
nized that language ideology and management were the driving forces in describing
the Gaeltacht rather than the more objective criteria of actual language ability and
practice. When the government’s order was enacted, on September 21, 1956, nearly
all the “potential areas” were included, as were some contiguous townlands that had
not previously even been considered for possible inclusion. The only exclusions
from the original draft were isolated townlands where Irish was observed to have
been spoken as a native language but that were not contiguous to core Gaeltacht ar-
eas, a fact that further confirms the Gaeltacht boundaries to be driven by policy for
area language management, or the intention to develop such plans rather than being
simply linguistic reservations for the management of a residual bilingual population.

Ideologies behind the Mapping of the Gaeltacht
The inclusion of the linguistically peripheral areas was not entirely cynical or illogi-
cal. Most of the secondary schools were located in these areas, as they tended to be in
the villages and small towns that were population centers where the English language
had made most advances since the mid-nineteenth century. Equally, inclusion of such
areas meant that many parishioners were not separated from their churches, and
sports fields and other amenities remained within the jurisdiction of the Gaeltacht and
so could benefit from subsidy and improvement as amenities for the Irish-speaking
population. All this sought to maintain the rural communities to which the Irish-
speaking communities belonged and to bring them under one government ministry re-
sponsible for their economic and social development, which were seen as the primary
contexts for linguistic preservation and expansion. The central, though slightly am-
biguous status of Irish as a community language, particularly in the geographical
margins of the core Gaeltacht areas, was confirmed by the wording used by the gov-
ernment when further extending the Gaeltacht boundary to some adjacent areas in
1967, 1974, and 1982 (Statutory Instruments 200/1967, 192/1974, and 350/1982):
“Whereas the areas specified in the Schedule to this Order are substantially Irish
speaking areas or areas contiguous thereto which, in the opinion of the Government,
ought to be included in the Gaeltacht with a view to preserving and extending the use
of Irish as a vernacular language.”

The emphasis is plainly on the Gaeltacht as a planning area where Irish is to be
preserved and extended, even to areas that are contiguous to areas where it is spoken
by a substantial part of the population.

The official Gaeltacht thus has a complex relationship with Irish. It contains re-
gions where Irish is still a major, if not entirely dominant, community language and
others where Irish is only the first language of a very small percentage of the local
population. Gaeltacht community language policy, being the people’s beliefs about
and practices with regard to Irish, to English, to bilingualism, and to language ques-
tions generally, and specifically the status and roles of the languages, is a multifac-
eted combination of the national process of language shift toward English that has
taken place, the communities’ own conscious or accidental bucking of the trend, and
the region’s position as the target of specific language policies since the foundation
of the Irish state. Although both the local communities of the Gaeltacht and the
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majority of the Irish public have as a common goal the preservation and promotion of
Irish, an analysis of several aspects of state policy reveals a divergence between the
language policy of the local speech communities and that of the national collective
(i.e., the state and majority public opinion), particularly with regard to the role and
form of the standard national language and to the practice of bilingualism at home
and school (Ó hIfearnáin 2007). As a result of underlying differences in language
ideology, these subtle mismatches between the de facto language policy of many
Irish speakers in the Gaeltacht and the rest of the population may have actually rein-
forced the pattern of linguistic decline in a covert way, in Shohamy’s (2006) terms,
counter to the apparent desires of community and state. The following discussion is
based on the hypothesis that positive language development in the Gaeltacht and
throughout the nation requires consensus between language planners and individual
community members on the cultivation of the linguistic ambitions of speakers and
potential speakers of Irish and on the target variety or varieties of the language that
can be cultivated for this purpose. The discussion is based on fieldwork between the
summer of 2000 and the spring of 2004 in the Múscraí Gaeltacht region in the south-
western province of Munster and an analysis of the ideology behind the official stan-
dard language, an Caighdeán Oifigiúil.

The Múscraí Gaeltacht Study
Múscraí provides an example of a small Gaeltacht region where the community use
of Irish is under great pressure from growing English language dominance. Its
western townlands around Cúil Aodha and north of Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh were
unquestionably in the Gaeltacht according to the early 1956 government report,
while the rest were originally in the “potential inclusion” category, and some east-
ern townlands were simply added on the publication of the Gaeltacht Areas Order.
The area was expanded in 1982 to include remaining parts of a parish on its eastern
border. Múscraí is a landlocked mountainous area on the Cork side of the boundary
between Counties Cork and Kerry. The area had a population of 3,401 according to
the 2002 Census of Ireland (CSO 2004). Some 2,707 or 79.6 percent of the total
population claimed to be able to speak Irish on census day, but only 1,207 (35.5
percent) said they did so on a daily basis (table 8.1). The area can be divided into
four linguistic zones consistent with the percentage of daily users of Irish according
to the census, and these areas correspond closely to local perceptions of language
vitality in the area.

Fieldwork for this study was conducted over three and half years. The first thirty
months, from the summer of 2000 to the spring of 2003, were spent gathering data by
a quantitative questionnaire, which was followed by qualitative interviews with se-
lected informants from the quantitative study. The project investigated the language
abilities, practices, and ideologies of fluent Irish speakers in the region, not those of
the population as a whole. It is thus not methodologically wholly comparable to the
work of Ó Riagáin (1992), conducted in the Corca Dhuibhne Gaeltacht region in
Kerry, further to the west, in the 1980s, which was based on a sample of the whole
population, including Irish speakers and non-Irish speakers and concentrated on the
dynamics of language transmission from parents and the broader community. The
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quantitative questionnaire did, however, take many elements of Ó Riagáin’s as its
core subject matter.

The initial aim was to interview one-third of all the daily Irish speakers in the
area over fifteen years old, in proportion to their distribution by age group and gen-
der. Broadly speaking, this was achieved (table 8.2), although it was difficult to lo-
cate enough fluent Irish speakers to complete the quota in the eastern area where the
language was least used, and some oversampling occurred in circumstances where
the number of very fluent speakers was shown to be much higher than the number
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Table 8.1
Population Claiming Ability to Speak Irish in Múscraí (percent)

15–19 Years 20–29 Years 30–44 Years 45–59 Years 60� Years

Cúil Aodha 100 91.4 84 70.3 91.3
(64) (48.3) (49.4) (46) (40.2)

Béal Átha an 98.6 90.6 79.9 75.9 78.7
Ghaorthaidh (65.8) (22.9) (51.1) (28.3) (27.4)

Baile Mhic Íre 95.5 83.7 79 76.8 84.4
(59.8) (13.2) (26.7) (25.8) (28.7)

Cill na Martra 81.4 78.6 73 67.7 72.2
(42.4) (12.6) (12.8) (14.5) (15.2)

Source: Special Calculation by Central Statistics Office from Census 2002.
Note: The percentage who say they use the language daily is given in parentheses.

Table 8.2
Daily Speakers of Irish in Each Area within the Múscraí Gaeltacht (Census of Population 2002) and the Numbers in the
Valid Survey

Age Group (years)

Region 15–19 20–29 30–44 45–59 60�

Cúil Aodha

Census 25 28 40 34 37

Survey: 56 8 17 10 7 14

Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh

Census 48 22 64 41 45

Survey: 89 15 17 25 13 19

Baile Mhic Íre

Census 67 25 65 69 66

Survey: 75 16 9 21 17 12

Cill na Martra

Census 25 13 25 18 23

Survey: 19 7 3 4 3 2

Source: Census Statistics from Special Tabulation by the Central Statistics Office.
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who claimed to use the language daily in the census. A total of 239 valid question-
naires were completed. They were conducted face-to-face by the author and local
fieldwork assistants in interviews in Irish that lasted between twenty minutes and
several hours. The sample was built using the snowballing, or friend-of-a-friend,
technique, whereby local knowledge enabled us to make initial contact in each age
cohort in each subarea, and then informants suggested the names of others, who were
interviewed until the quota was reached. This is a very effective way to engage with a
very small population, and nobody who was approached to complete the quantitative
questionnaire refused to cooperate. The resultant data reflect the attitudes and prac-
tices of a significant proportion of the most fluent regular speakers of Irish in this
Gaeltacht area.

Irish Speakers in Múscraí
According to these findings, the strongest Irish-speaking areas within Múscraí are
the communities to the northwest (Cúil Aodha) and southwest (Béal Átha an Ghaor-
thaidh) of the region. The Cúil Aodha area has a population of 438 and is the stron-
gest Irish-speaking community, with some 83.3 percent who claim to speak Irish,
246 or 56.2 percent of whom say they do so on a daily basis. Béal Átha an
Ghaorthaidh is a village and surrounding mountainous countryside with a population
of 863, where some 40.6 percent claim to use Irish on a daily basis. The practice of
intergenerational transmission is under great pressure in Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh,
all informants in the present study placing great importance on schooling and social
clubs in maintaining Irish as a community language among the young. The school-
going populations of these two areas, although physically in proximity, rarely meet
as they attend their local primary schools and then postprimary schools in Baile
Bhuirne and Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh, respectively. As a result, the small group of
thirty-nine Irish speakers in the fifteen- to nineteen-year-old cohort from Cúil Aodha
and the seventy-two in Béal Átha an Ghaorthaidh (table 8.1) remain linguistically
isolated. To the east of these two core areas lies Baile Bhuirne/Baile Mhic Íre, an ur-
banized area on the main Cork to Killarney road, with a population of 1,297 and
some 34.4 percent daily Irish speakers. Further east and to the south lies a fourth area
in the electoral divisions of Cill na Martra, Doire Finín, and Ceann Droma, where
only 25.7 percent of the 820 people claim to use Irish daily, a percentage that drops in
some parts among certain age groups.

The Múscraí region is clearly a bilingual community where Irish is under great
pressure as a community language, but it is also one that played an important role in
the revival movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Many revival-
ists attended summer colleges in the area. Father Peadar Ua Laoghaire, born locally,
was one of many writers from the area and one of the leaders of the caint na ndaoine
(speech of the people) movement that established the basis of the Irish language and
literature revival on the contemporary language of the native speakers rather than on
the earlier literary variety. The Irish Folklore Commission, founded in 1935, also col-
lected a large amount of material from storytellers and tradition bearers in all parts of
Múscraí, proving the vigor and scope of the Irish language oral tradition in this area in
comparatively recent times. The regional variety of Irish is, however, perceived
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locally as significantly distant from the standard language, particularly with regard to
verbal forms, vocabulary, and syntax.

Irish as a Home Language
Unlike some other recent studies (Ó Giollagáin 2002, 2005), this research did not
seek to categorize Gaeltacht Irish speakers as native or neonative speakers along an-
thropological grounds according to the language of their parents or the length of time
that their families had been in the area. Instead, the aim was to collect data on the
practices of fluent speakers in this Gaeltacht region, and informants were included
based on residency in the area and their competence to use Irish fluently and well
enough to discuss some quite sophisticated sociolinguistic issues. The questionnaire
and interview thus performed a gate function in selecting highly competent language
users. Only a handful of informants were not originally from the area, and all had ties
to the region through family or marriage. Informants were asked to say which lan-
guage or combination of languages they learnt first at home. There was a marked dif-
ference between those in the fifteen- to nineteen-year-old category and those over
twenty years old. Only 28 percent of the younger informants, most of whom were in
their final year at school or had left school the previous year, thought that they had
learnt Irish first, while 52 percent thought that English was the first language or dom-
inant language in their youth. Although still a significant proportion, only 26 percent
of those over twenty years old thought that English was their only or dominant first
language, 37 percent saying that Irish was their first language, and a further 37 per-
cent saying that they spoke both at home. Only a few individuals in the sixty plus age
group of Irish speakers claimed to have spoken English or a mixture of the two lan-
guages as their first language.

It is not appropriate to describe the younger speakers as semispeakers. In her
studies of Scottish Gaelic communities in northeastern Scotland, Nancy Dorian
(1981, 107) describes semispeakers as not being fully proficient in Gaelic, their
speech being marked by what the fully fluent speakers described as “mistakes.”
While one could argue that the younger speakers in this study were semispeakers of
Múscraí dialect Irish, they were for the most part very articulate in Irish, and while
their speech style might not be as rich in idiom as that of the older speakers, it is nev-
ertheless functional and expressive. If a comparison can be made to Dorian’s models
of speaker types, they most closely resemble the “young fluent speakers” of the
Embo area (Dorian 1981, 116), their linguistic “faults” passing unremarked in every-
day conversation with older speakers until a question of authenticity or idiom might
actually be discussed. One older informant suggested that theirs was a form of youth
speak, common in local English too. An analysis of younger Gaeltacht speakers, es-
pecially in the more strongly Irish-speaking areas, would be a fruitful area for further
research.

Children’s Language Competence
Parents of pupils of school age during the survey believed that their children had a
reasonably good command of both Irish and English, although more felt that their
English was “very good” compared with their Irish (table 8.3, cf. Ó Curnáin 2007).
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The qualitative interviews showed that participants’ criteria for describing a
child as competent in the two languages, Irish and English, were different. Irish abil-
ity in the younger children in particular tended to be assessed by parents according to
the child’s ability to conduct everyday conversations in the language, whereas skills
in English were often connected to more formal reading and writing. English ability
was also often expressed in comparative terms, a child’s progress being compared to
that of the peer group and relations living elsewhere in Ireland or abroad. This is nat-
ural in that English-speaking society is much broader but also displays a more tar-
geted approach to English acquisition, with greater value being placed on English lit-
eracy and education for wider communication.

Irish Literacy
Actual ability in reading and writing Irish is a good indicator not just of a person’s lit-
eracy skills but also of their experience with the standard language, as this is the vari-
ety that they are most likely to encounter in written form.

Table 8.4 reveals some stark facts. Only just over half of the fifteen- to nineteen-
year-olds claim to have no problems in reading Irish, despite the fact that the sur-
vey sample is of fluent Irish speakers who live in an environment where Irish is
spoken as a community language and who have done all their schooling through the
medium of Irish. Those who are least confident about their reading skills are actually
those who have the most contact with the written word—the school-age category
(fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds) and that of the majority of the parents of younger
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Table 8.3
Parents’ Perceptions of School-Going Children’s Language Proficiency

Irish English

Very good 66.7 86.4

Quite good 31.8 7.6

Not too good 1.5 4.5

Bad or None — 1.5

Note: Parents’ perceptions are presented in percentages. N � 71.

Table 8.4
Self-Assessment of Reading Ability in Irish (percent)

15–19 20–29 30–44 45–59 60�
Years Years Years Years Years

(n � 46) (n � 46) (n � 60) (n � 40) (n � 47)

I can only read it when it is a local 17.4 6.5 15.0 7.5 17.0
variety of Irish

I can read Irish well, but sometimes 23.9 28.3 20.0 15.0 12.8
have problems

I have no problems in reading Irish 52.2 60.9 50.0 70.0 59.6

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



children in the survey (thirty- to forty-four-year-olds). It is in these two groups that
there is also a small peak in the percentage claiming that they can only read a local
variety of Irish. The peak in the sixty plus group can be attributed to the most elderly
in this open-ended group, some of whom did not attend school in their youth or for
whom their only reading materials in Irish are collections of local history and folk-
tales published in the dialect. Difficulty in reading Irish is not just associated with the
problems of the standard but also is associated with aliteracy in Irish, literacy in Irish
being tied to schoolwork and to only very limited usage beyond. Indeed, those who
claim to have no difficulty in reading Irish may not actually read very much in the
language in their everyday lives. Nevertheless, the official standard is the only writ-
ten form of the language experienced by the vast majority of informants. The qualita-
tive data clearly show that there is alienation with the written word because it is in
what is perceived to be an inauthentic variety. Exclusive use of the official standard
in schooling since the 1950s is clearly an element in the complex matrix of language
endangerment, particularly for the younger age groups and their parents who are
most in contact with it.

Language Standardization and Irish Dialects
It is not unusual for a recently coined standard variety to create ambiguity about au-
thenticity in communities undergoing language loss and revitalization. Fañch Broudic
(1995a) observes that revived standardized Breton, which accounts for most of what is
written and published in the language, is not accepted as authentic by the majority of
native speakers but that with few exceptions these speakers have not transmitted any
variety of their language to their children (Broudic 1995b). In Ecuador, field research
(King 2001, 93–99) has shown that the main point of contention between older native
Quichua speakers and their younger relatives who have learnt the Unified variety is
perceived authenticity, notably in respect of neologisms and pronunciation. The Irish
of the Munster Gaeltacht regions, including Múscraí, differs in this dynamic from
other minorized languages in that there was a relatively strong written tradition in the
dialect that is perceived to have been replaced by the official standard while the contin-
uing processes of language shift have taken place. The official standard is not deemed
to be dialect neutral; one informant from Cúil Aodha explains his reasons for speaking
(local) Irish only to his children thus: “Déinim é chun an teanga a choimeád beo agus
gan an droch-Ghaoluinn chaighdeánach nó Chonamarach a bheith i Múscraí” [I do it
to keep the language alive and to avoid bad Standard or Conamara type Irish coming
into Múscraí].

Language revitalization is the overt aim of the state and is widely supported in
national surveys (Ó Riagáin and Ó Gliasáin 1994). While there is no evidence that
the vast majority of Irish speakers in the Gaeltacht are not in favor of the preservation
and development of Irish, there is strong evidence that the speech community and the
national collective diverge significantly on the role and form of the target variety to
be revitalized. Whereas the language policy of the state is explicit in this respect, the
standard language being the only variety used in administrative publications and the
school curricula, the unwritten but nevertheless forceful language policy of the com-
munity does not totally accept the dominance of the standard. There is also an
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important mismatch between the community’s own ideology and practice: the con-
tinuing decline in the vitality of localized Gaeltacht varieties of Irish is evidence of
the language community’s estrangement from the home variety in favor of English.
This drift away from robust dialectal use is reinforced by schooling, where only the
standard language is used in reading and writing. The authority of the standard lan-
guage is, however, ambiguous. It requires practitioners to accept it as a subtle, dia-
lect-neutral, and effective tool for national communication, yet this goal is quite ab-
stract as, even among highly competent Gaeltacht Irish speakers, productive reading
and writing in Irish is linked to schooling and not widely practiced by the majority
after school years (Ní Mhianáin 2003; Ó hIfearnáin 2005). It requires effort to ac-
quire a command of the standard, a variety that is seen as somewhat synthetic and of
limited practical use in their daily lives. Estranged from their home variety through
the dynamics of language shift and because it is not reinforced at school, the standard
is equally rejected by some as a legitimate and useful target variety because of its dis-
tance from local authentic speech, adding to the spiral of linguistic marginalization.

The Authorship and Authority of Official Standard Irish
The development of an Caighdeán Oifigiúil, Official Standard Irish, was driven by
the needs of statehood and the role ascribed to Irish as the national and first official
language by the constitution. Its development conforms closely to the stages of lan-
guage planning in Haugen’s model (1959), based on Norwegian, with which it was
contemporary. The modern standard’s origins are in the cultural nationalist move-
ment of the nineteenth century, and it represents a fundamental paradox. The revival
movement was built on an ideological commitment to the revitalization and develop-
ment of caint na ndaoine (the speech of the people), a dialectally diverse language
with an impoverished spread of domains of usage, as a unified national language.
The full version of the standard was first published in 1958 (Rannóg an Aistriúcháin
1958). It has been reprinted many times and is still the authoritative handbook, al-
though there are frequent debates about its reform (e.g., Ó Ruairc 1999; Ó Baoill
2000; Williams 2006). The 1958 volume covers mainly grammar and orthography,
complementing a document published some eleven years earlier that dealt only with
spelling reform (Rialtas na hÉireann 1947). By the 1970s the standard spelling and
grammar were firmly established as the only authoritative variety in the state admin-
istration and education, the key domains of Irish language policy.

The authorship of standard Irish is officially anonymous. It is the work of Rannóg
an Aistriúcháin (the “Translation Section”), which is a service of the Houses of the
Oireachtas, being the Dáil (National Representative Assembly), Seanad (Senate), and
Oifig an Uachtaráin (the President’s Office). The handbook’s origins, and so those of
the standard itself, are thus in Rannóg an Aistriúcháin’s desire for internal consis-
tency in the provision of Irish versions of government and legislative documentation.
The first version of the full standard was published in 1953 with the more tentative ti-
tle of Gramadach na Gaeilge—Caighdeán Rannóg an Aistriúcháin [Irish Gram-
mar—The Translation Section’s Standard]. This was seen by Rannóg an Aistriúcháin
as the first step in a national consultation about the standard. They write (Rannóg an
Aistriúcháin 1958, viii) that the opinions and suggestions they received as a result of
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that publication formed the basis for the next draft, which was itself then given to un-
named people who they knew to be interested in grammar and who had expertise in
the field.The major work in establishing the standard then took place in 1957 as all the
previous work and input were reassessed. They declare further that “helpful advice
was given by native speakers from all the Gaeltacht areas, from teachers, and from
other people who had particular knowledge of the language, and it was agreed with
the Department of Education that this booklet should be published as a standard for
official usage and as a guide for teachers and the general public” (translation from
Rannóg an Aistriúcháin 1958, viii). The standard was thus developed by a small
group of language professionals who sought advice from unnamed experts and ac-
quaintances for the specific purposes of government administration. Having devel-
oped this useful tool for internal use, it was crucially then adopted by the Department
of Education, and so guaranteed its central position through schooling.

The standard is constructed on four basic principles, translated here from Ran-
nóg an Aistriúcháin (1958, viii):

1. As far as possible not to accept any form that does not have good authority in
the living language of the Gaeltacht;

2. Choose the forms which are most widely used in the Gaeltacht;

3. Give appropriate importance to the history and literature of the Irish language;

4. Seek regularity and simplicity.

Although these guidelines show that Gaeltacht Irish varieties played a key role
in the founding ideology of the standard, and the authors themselves do say that all
its forms and rules comply with the usage of good Irish speakers in “some part” of
the Gaeltacht, each of the decisions on the standard form can be contested. For exam-
ple, no definitions are given of “good authority” as opposed to any other kind of
authority. Although using the most widely used form of a word or grammatical struc-
ture may seem democratic, it is not stated whether this means that which is under-
stood most widely throughout the country or that which is used by the largest number
of Gaeltacht Irish speakers. The latter might leave the authority consistently with the
dialect(s) of Conamara, which although only one part of the Gaeltacht contains about
half of all of the Gaeltacht’s Irish speakers.

While setting out its preferred forms, the standard professes not to impose itself
as the only acceptable form of the language: “Tugann an caighdeán seo aitheantas ar
leith d’fhoirmeacha agus do rialacha áirithe ach ní chuireann sé ceartfhoirmeacha
eile ó bhail ná teir ná toirmeasc ar a n-úsáid” (Rannóg an Aistriúcháin 1958, viii).
[This standard gives recognition to particular forms and rules but it does not remove
the validity of other correct forms, nor does it forbid their usage.]

However much the authors may have wished to reconcile the existence of the
standard with the continued vitality of the regional dialects, the two have not existed
in total harmony. The dialects, being the native forms of Irish, have continued to lose
their vitality as part of a well-documented language shift that continues in the
Gaeltacht while they benefit from negligible recognition from the education system
and state agencies. The decline of the dialects is not simply a coincidence, but in part
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a consequence of the promotion of the standard as a prestige form. It has its roots in
the national language ideology.

Niall Ó Dónaill, a native of the Donegal Gaeltacht in the northwest of the prov-
ince of Ulster, was an intellectual and creative writer but also a state-employed trans-
lator and lexicographer. He was the chief editor of the Irish-English Dictionary
Foclóir Gaeilge-Béarla, which was first published in 1977 and is still the standard
reference. He was an active member of the milieu that was working to produce the
standard in the 1950s and was one of its champions. In his provocative and highly in-
fluential essay on the development of Irish, Forbairt na Gaeilge (Ó Dónaill 1951), he
clearly articulates his belief that although those who are developing the Irish lan-
guage must be careful to cultivate its native roots, they should cut and prune it to
make it develop in more useful ways: “Is cosúil teanga le habhaill. Is é an bás di
scaradh lena fréamhacha, ach is troimide a toradh na géaga a bhearradh aici” (Ó
Dónaill 1951, 12). [A language is like an apple tree. Break its roots and it dies, but its
fruits are heavier for cutting its branches.]

Ó Dónaill makes the point forcefully in this work that the future of Irish is in the
cities and on the national stage and that the promotion of the dialects through an
overindulgence of caint na ndaoine is a danger to its progress: “Is é bun agus barr mo
scéil go gcaithfear foréigean a dhéanamh ar chanúnachas leis an teanga Ghaeilge a
shlánú” (Ó Dónaill 1951, 56). [The basis of my message is that we must assault dia-
lectal traits/fondness for dialects if the Irish language is to be saved.]

Nevertheless, Ó Dónaill observed the power that the standard quickly acquired
some thirty years later when he was editing a modern edition of a book by an author
from his own area that was written in the early twentieth century. Writing in the liter-
ary and current affairs magazine Comhar, he commented on some local dialect forms
that clearly were correct and held authority locally, but which were now frowned upon
by editors as being illegitimate or displaced by the standard: “Ní ‘ceartfhoirmeacha
eile’ a bhí iontu, ag cuid mhaith de lucht eagair na Gaeilge, ach foirmeacha réamh-
chaighdeánacha ar fáisceadh an muinéal go reachtúil acu sna caogaidí i dTeach
Laighean” (Ó Dónaill 1981, 21–22). [Many Irish language editors decided they were
not “other correct forms,” but prestandard forms whose necks had been legislatively
wrung in the 1950s in Leinster House (i.e., seat of the Dáil and Seanad).]

It is clear that although the authors of the standard explicitly stated that they did
not intend to undermine any dialectal form that had a historical basis and was part of
the living language of the Gaeltacht, after having been adopted by the education sys-
tem and by all the state agencies, the standard took on its own dynamic to become the
only acceptable form in most domains of written Irish usage. The fact that the stan-
dard is primarily a written variety has also led to a diglossic situation for the varieties
of Irish in the Gaeltacht, where spoken Irish takes as its basis the regional dialect,
while all forms of written language tend toward the standard, as this is what is to be
found in textbooks and in most published material. Although the standard is flexible
to the extent that local dialect words and idiom can be used in a standardized text,
there is an observable dualism is its application, the point that Ó Dónaill (1981) high-
lights. Although many forms are “acceptable,” clearly standard usage has deter-
mined the “preferred” forms for schools and official documentation. The association
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of the standard with written Irish and the popular perception of its prescriptive nature
are especially cause for concern in populations where the local variety has been
weakened through language shift and dialect attrition. As the standard variety of Irish
has not developed as a spoken variety outside school-learner circles, it challenges re-
gional dialects but does not offer a complete alternative model—in effect imposing a
form of silence on native dialect speakers.

The perception that the local variety is distant from the new prestige forms of the
standard may also actually contribute to decline in the vitality of the spoken language.
Nancy Dorian (1987, 59) has observed that teaching a grammatically standardized
prestige version of a language to a community who speak a tangibly different variety
only emphasizes the marginal nature of their own dialect in their eyes and further un-
dermines their belief in the language’s role and legitimacy. This is certainly a factor
that can be observed in the Múscraí study but not one that applies to the whole of the
Irish-speaking population. In broad terms, it seems that those whose language skills
are strongest, typically the older generations, have little difficulty in understanding
the standard language or indeed other regional varieties of Irish. In the course of field-
work it became increasingly apparent that the older speakers had a much deeper well
of passive knowledge of the language, based on oral tradition, the heavy literature
content of Irish schooling before the 1960s, and exposure in their youth to relatives
and neighbors who had little command of English. The dynamics of language mar-
ginalization and the strengthening of the role of English in this bilingual society, cou-
pled with widespread aliteracy in Irish (i.e., most speakers have the ability to read and
write Irish but few develop the habit of using these skills), mean that the opportunity
to exercise these language skills is limited. While few outside the language-centered
professions are productive users of the standard in their everyday lives, the elders tend
to see it as a form they can understand that is a useful unifying tool for the national
language. In contrast, many younger speakers fall between two camps.

With some rare exceptions, younger Irish speakers do not have such a deep
knowledge of their regional variety because the bilingual society in which they live is
now dominated by English and the opportunities to obtain the profound passive
knowledge that older members of the community had are no longer available due to
social changes such as the fragmentation of extended families, the concentration of
shops and social venues outside the local communities, and the diversification of
professions from farming and trades that kept people close to their homes. The older
speakers are mostly confident enough in their own variety, have enough residual lin-
guistic resources to understand interlocutors who speak other varieties, and have less
of a problem reading written Irish in the standard, a situation that is akin to what
Haugen (1966), when discussing semicommunication between speakers of related
language varieties, described as the trickle of sufficient messages through a rather
high level of code noise. The difference between these older speakers and the youn-
ger speakers is that the latter have to make a conscious effort to acquire either the lo-
cal variety or the standard, or both, and are thus limited in the important passive abil-
ity to accommodate other language varieties, whether written or spoken. In the
formulation of language management policies, the target variety for revitalization is
thus ambiguous.
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Conclusion
Grenoble and Whaley (2006, 154–56) have argued that although standardization has
undeniable benefits for minorized languages, the very process can facilitate contin-
ued language loss for a wide variety of reasons. Written standards in particular un-
avoidably reduce variation and create new hierarchies of linguistic prestige. The stan-
dard is an essential tool for the continued development of Irish as a national language.
It has served the national language community well, and modern Irish is now a highly
developed and subtle medium that can and is regularly employed to discuss all con-
temporary issues from politics and intellectual and academic questions, through leg-
islature and governance, to all facets of daily life. However, in those regions where
Irish is endangered as a community language, the power of the standard as a prestige
written variety does itself contribute to the multifaceted process of linguistic endan-
germent because of the ambiguity of a target language for Gaeltacht speakers faced
with a shift or revitalization scenario. Language management has been shown to
consist of sustaining or changing language practices and ideologies of the speaker
community to achieve certain linguistic goals (Spolsky 2004). In the case of Irish, the
evidence would suggest that creators of a national language policy should seek a
compromise that would reinforce intergenerational transmission of the local variety
through schooling so as to avoid conflict in the target variety and to encourage com-
munity language development. This would, however, require a change in the driving
language ideology of the national collective to accommodate the uncodified, yet
deeply rooted language ideology of the Gaeltacht in a productive way that would not
undermine the national development of Irish that the national standard has manifestly
facilitated.
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9

Scandinavian Minority Language Policies
in Transition
The Impact of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
in Norway and Sweden

L E E N A H U S S

Uppsala University

THIS CHAPTER is devoted to recent developments regarding the situation of linguistic mi-
norities in two neighboring countries in northern Europe: Norway and Sweden. In
these countries formerly existing minority language policies, both overt and covert,
have been challenged by the Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (or the
Charter), which was created by the Council of Europe (CoE) in 1992 and entered into
force in 1998 after ratification by five countries. Norway was among the early
ratifiers (1993), while Sweden joined in somewhat later (2000). In addition to the
Charter, the two countries also signed and ratified another CoE minority rights in-
strument, the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National Mi-
norities, which has a wider scope than the Charter but also includes some paragraphs
pertaining to linguistic rights.1

In the following I give a short description of the charter, which is the main theme
of this chapter. Then I move on to a general presentation of the situation of the mi-
nority languages before and after the ratifications, with a special focus on three mi-
nority languages in the far North: Kven, Meänkieli, and Saami.

The Charter
The purpose of the Charter is to protect and promote regional or minority languages
as a threatened aspect of Europe’s cultural heritage. As defined in its text, regional
or minority languages are languages that are “traditionally used within a given ter-
ritory of a state by nationals of that state who form a group numerically smaller
than the rest of the state’s population,” that are “different from the official lan-
guage(s) of that state, and they include neither dialects of the official language(s) of
the state nor the languages of migrants.”2 This definition, however, does not culmi-
nate in a preconceived list of such languages and concomitant protective measures.
Rather, the ratifying states are free to decide which languages are to be protected
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and on what level. Thus, following a preamble and some introductory provisions,
the Charter is segmented into two main sections: part II, which states the principles
that are applicable to all ratifying states and all regional or minority languages, and
part III, which lists detailed practical commitments that may vary according to the
state and the language. Part II includes eight main “objectives and principles” that
the ratifying states must follow and that are considered necessary for the mainte-
nance of regional or minority languages everywhere. These eight objectives and
principles are the recognition of regional or minority languages as an expression of
cultural wealth; the respect for the geographical area of each regional or minority
language; the need for resolute action to promote such languages; the facilitation
and/or encouragement of the use of such languages, in speech and writing, in public
and private life; the provision of appropriate forms and means for the teaching and
study of such languages at all appropriate stages; the promotion of relevant trans-
national exchanges; the prohibition of all forms of unjustified distinction, exclu-
sion, restriction, or preference relating to the use of a regional or minority language
and intended to discourage or endanger its maintenance or development; and the
promotion by states of mutual understanding between all the country’s linguistic
groups.3

Part III of the Charter consists of sixty-eight detailed practical measures that
states can take to further implement the principles in part II. States decide individu-
ally which provisions from part III they wish to apply. After specifying which lan-
guages are to be covered not only by part II but also by part III, the states have to
choose at least thirty-five provisions with respect to each language. Most pro-
visions include several options, one of which has to be chosen “according to the sit-
uation of each language.”4 The areas of public life covered by part III are edu-
cation, judicial authorities, administrative authorities and public services, media,
cultural activities and facilities, economic and social life, and transfrontier ex-
changes. The ratifying states are obliged to choose specific undertakings in all of
these areas.

There is a built-in monitoring system attached to the Charter that includes a first
monitoring round one year after the ratification and subsequent rounds every three
years. The monitoring process demands that every government that has acceded to
the Charter has to submit a report on the situation of minority languages to the CoE.
The report is then studied by the Committee of Experts, which usually pays a visit to
the country concerned, discusses minority language issues with the minorities as
well as with the relevant authorities, and then, accordingly, evaluates the situation for
minority languages and/or how the states have succeeded in implementing the provi-
sions they have subscribed to. During the country visits, the committee in particular
tries to determine whether prior critique and recommendations from the CoE have
actually led to improvements in the situation of the minorities. Minority nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) are invited to submit additional information during the
process if they wish to do so. After this information collection, the committee pre-
pares its own report, with suggestions and recommendations to the government. This
report has to be adopted by the Committee of Ministers at the CoE, who finally
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decide whether or not to make the report public and pass along the recommendations
to the government concerned.5

Three Minority Languages in Northern Scandinavia
In this discussion of the impact of the Charter on linguistic minorities in Norway and
Sweden, I focus on the specific cases of Kven, Meänkieli, and Saami. All three are
Finno-Ugric languages with deep roots in Scandinavia.

Meänkieli and Kven have developed from Finnish varieties and have been spo-
ken for centuries within what today are the countries of Sweden and Norway.
Meänkieli is spoken by Tornedalians—people traditionally living in the Tornedalen
area by the Finnish border in northeastern Sweden. The Kven live scattered across
the coastal regions of northernmost Norway.

The original Saami population was divided into four parts when state borders
were drawn between Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, the four countries with
indigenous Saami populations. In Norway and Sweden, there are at least four Saami
languages: North, Lule, and South Saami are spoken in both Norway and Sweden,
and Eastern Saami is spoken in Norway.

The estimated numbers of the Kven, Saami, and Tornedalians (see table 9.1)
may seem low at first glance but should be considered against the background that
the areas concerned are on the whole very sparsely populated; thus a small minority
may actually form a majority locally. This is the case, for instance, in the municipali-
ties of Kautokeino and Karasjok in northern Norway, where the North Saami are in
majority. In Kautokeino, 85 to 90 percent of the inhabitants (of 2,998 total inhabit-
ants in 2006) are reported to be Saami speaking (and, in practice, Saami), while the
estimation given for the number of Saami in Karasjok is 80 percent (of 2,916 inhabit-
ants in 2000).6 However, in many other municipalities, ethnicity and competence in
the original language of the ethnic group do not always correspond. The number of
people who categorize themselves or are categorized by others as being Kven,
Saami, or Tornedalians is often much bigger than the number of those who actually
speak Kven, Saami, and Meänkieli (see table 9.2).
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Table 9.1
Numbers of Saami, Kven, and Tornedalians in Northern Scandinavia

Estimated
Group State Numbers

Saami Norway 40,000

Saami Sweden 15,000–20,000

Kven Norway 2,000–8,000

Tornedalians Sweden 70,000

Sources: Data from MINLANG/PR 1999, report 5; ECRML 2001, report 6; and
ECRML 2003, report 1.
Note: As there is no ethnic census in either Norway or Sweden, the estimates given
in the table were taken from the previous sources.
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Situation before the Ratifications
In contrast to Sweden, Norway has a long tradition of official language policies. The
parliamentary decision on the equality of the two written standards of Norwegian
(Bokmål and Nynorsk) dates back to 1885. However, it was not until 1992 that spe-
cific regulations pertaining to the Saami language were implemented as part of the
Saami Law (1989).7 Language policies and language issues are frequently discussed
in the Norwegian media. Attitudes toward regional varieties of Norwegian appear
more favorable than in many other European countries, where dialects have long
been negatively labeled. According to a parliamentary decision in 1878, teachers are
to adapt their own language to that of the (spoken) language of the children in the
classroom, thereby acknowledging and respecting the local variety. However, tradi-
tionally, minority-language speakers have not benefited from this regulation because
it has only been applied to varieties of Norwegian.

Official language policy in Sweden is more recent and mainly dates back to the
mid-1970s, when the new Immigrant Policy was introduced. Among the three basic
principles of this policy—equality, freedom of choice, and collaboration—the notion
of freedom of choice was interpreted as giving immigrants the right to choose to
what extent they wanted to maintain their original identity (including language) and
to what extent they wanted to become Swedish. “Home language support,” mostly
given in the form of weekly lessons at school in the home languages of immigrant
children, was seen as the main means to achieve freedom of choice. The goal of the
educational policy toward immigrant children has been, and still is, to develop
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Table 9.2
Numbers of Speakers

Language Estimated Numbers of Speakers

North Saami, Norway 20,000*

Saami, Swedena 9,000–10,000

Lule Saami, Norway 600*

Lule Saami, Sweden 600–800

South Saami, Norway 400*

South Saami, Sweden 400–500

Kven, Norway 2,000–8,000

Meänkieli, Sweden 40,000

Note: There is no language census in either Norway or Sweden. The estimates
marked with * in the table are provided by Torkel Rasmussen, personal com-
munication December 11, 2006, for North, Lule, and South Saami in Norway;
the estimates for Kven are provided by MINLANG/PR 2005, report 3; and all
figures for Sweden are from ECRML 2003, report 1.
aNote that according to the information given in report 1 in ECRML 2003:1,
there are 9,000–10,000 speakers of Saami in Sweden. Of them, 600–800 speak
Lule Saami and 400–500 South Saami. No separate figure is, however, given
for North Saami speakers.
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“active bilingualism” in Swedish and the home language and has long been consid-
ered generous in international comparison.

When home language instruction at school was introduced in Sweden, it was
also extended to the children of historical minorities, who thus came to benefit from
the new immigrant policy and its linguistic implications. Nevertheless, there was nei-
ther a special language policy for minority languages nor an official minority policy
in Sweden before the country ratified the European minority rights instruments men-
tioned earlier and recognized five national minorities and minority languages: Jews/
Yiddish, Roma/Romani, Saami/Saami, Finns/Finnish, and Tornedalians/Meänkieli.8

Special Issues Connected to the Ratifications
In Norway, Saami had a relatively high status even before the ratification of the Eu-
ropean Charter while no other minority languages were officially recognized. Thus
discussion in Norway regarding the ratification came to focus mainly on Kven, and
especially the question of whether Kven should be considered a dialect of Finnish or
a language in its own right.

The Swedish ratification was preceded by a corresponding discussion on Meän-
kieli, or “Tornedalian Finnish.” The Kven had formerly been regarded as fairly re-
cent immigrants speaking a dialect of Finnish; in contrast, the Swedish authorities
did not question the long history of Tornedalians in Sweden. Yet just like Kven, the
Tornedalian language Meänkieli was traditionally considered a Finnish dialect, a
vernacular used in the northern villages and sprinkled with loanwords taken from the
majority language. Tornedalian and Kven language activists argued that their lan-
guage varieties had in the course of time gradually grown apart from Finnish and
thus could—and should—achieve formal language status under the Charter.

Questions concerning language versus dialect and historical language versus im-
migrant language are, as we know, very difficult to settle, and as noted earlier, the
creators of the Charter had decided not to touch them but to leave the interpretation
of the criteria to the discretion of the individual governments concerned. Thus the
ratifying states have the right to pick and choose between languages and to find their
own interpretations of Charter definitions (see Article 1) of such concepts as “tradi-
tionally used” and even “language.” As a prevention against abuse, however, there is
the instrument of the relatively rigorous monitoring mechanism built into the Char-
ter, which allows the Committee of Experts from the CoE to report on apparent in-
congruities and malpractices (see earlier discussion).

When the governmental committees in Norway and Sweden began discussing
the status of Kven and Meänkieli under the Charter, Kenneth Hyltenstam, a Swedish
professor in bilingualism, was consulted to make an inquiry in this matter, first in
Sweden and then in Norway (Hyltenstam 1996; Hyltenstam and Milani 2003). This
represented an effort on the part of the governments to use linguistic scientific evi-
dence when deciding whether the varieties were to be given the status of languages.
As a result of the inquiries and suggestions made by Hyltenstam, both Meänkieli and
Kven were finally recognized as languages in their own right, to be maintained and
developed as part of the national cultural heritage in their respective countries.
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The two minority languages in Sweden I focus on in this chapter, Saami and
Meänkieli, were given protection according to part III of the Charter, that is, the
higher level of protection. To implement the new policy, the first language laws
(numbers 1175 and 1176) in Swedish history came into force in April 2000: “Law on
the right to use Saami with administrative authorities and courts” (SFS 1999:1175),
in force in four northern municipalities, and “Law on the right to use Finnish and
Meänkieli with administrative authorities and courts” (SFS 1999:1176) in force in
five northern municipalities. These laws also give speakers the right to receive all, or
a substantial part, of day care and elder care through the medium of these languages.
School education is not covered. In Norway, Kven was given protection only accord-
ing to part II of the Charter and therefore became the only one among the languages
in question to be given protection according to the lower level.9

Although Saami was included as a part III language in both countries, some rep-
resentatives of the minor Saami languages protested against the fact that their varie-
ties were not listed as separate languages under the Charter. (Thus “Saami” was used
instead of “North Saami,” “South Saami,” or “Lule Saami.”) Even in the smallest
language communities, feelings for the local Saami variety are very strong, and the
speakers claimed that their languages, although they were in fact treated separately in
connection with many specific obligations under the Charter, were rendered more
vulnerable than if they had been listed separately overall. Many feared that the big-
gest Saami language, North Saami, would overshadow the smaller Saami languages
under the present provisions.

Indeed, these fears were not totally without grounding, as the traditional South
Saami areas were excluded from the area where the Saami Language Law was put
into force in Sweden. (In Norway, the Lule and South Saami areas were excluded
even earlier, in connection with the language regulations pertaining to the Saami
Law; see earlier discussion). This issue was one of the first to be brought up during
the initial monitoring process. The Norwegian and Swedish governments were ad-
vised to intensify their efforts to protect and promote the minor Saami languages, and
in the case of Sweden, it was explicitly suggested that that country widen the Saami
administrative area to cover traditional South Saami municipalities. As of November
2006, part of the Lule Saami area in Norway has been included in the area where the
language regulations of the Saami Law are in force, and a further widening is under
discussion. In Sweden, a governmental investigation on the possibilities of widening
the Saami administrative area was published in the nineteenth report in April 2006
(SOU 2006, report 19). Should the recommendations become reality, the four munic-
ipalities where the Saami language law is currently in force would be increased by a
further twenty municipalities, in line with the fact that the South Saami in Sweden
live scattered across a very large area.

Minority Languages, National Languages, and the “Threat
of English”
The question of national minority languages is not the only language issue under dis-
cussion in Scandinavia over the last few years: one could indeed claim that it has
been at least partly intertwined with and implicated in a simultaneous and much
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broader discussion on the status of national languages. In Norway and Sweden, as
well as in many other European countries, a debate focusing on the perceived threat
English poses for national languages has been going on since the late 1980s. English
is seen to be gaining in popularity and spreading almost “uncontrollably” to new so-
cietal domains, such as to higher education (especially natural sciences), secondary
schools where English-medium instruction in various subjects is becoming increas-
ingly popular, big multinational organizations, and popular culture (e.g., Hyltenstam
1999). Meanwhile, the national languages are perceived as correspondingly losing
ground. In July 1999, a headline in one of the biggest Swedish newspapers, Svenska
Dagbladet, read, “The Position of Swedish Must Be Legalized.” Two former mem-
bers of the Swedish Language Council emphasized the importance of giving Swed-
ish a stronger position vis-à-vis English, inter alia, by giving it official position in so-
ciety confirmed by a language law. They suggested that the measures “should be
seen in the light of the Government Bill on Minority Languages. If Saami, Finnish,
Meänkieli (Tornedalian Finnish), Romani Chib, and Yiddish will get a legally based
position as minority languages in Sweden—which is a good thing—it will surely be a
bit strange that we do not have a majority language with a legalized position. Will
Swedish only be an official language within the European Union and in Finland?”10

Both in Norway and in Sweden, these discussions have led to major investigations
on the situation of the national languages, including proposals for measures to curb the
growing dominance of English. In Sweden, a governmental committee published a re-
port (number 27) in 2002, Mål i mun (SOU 2002, report 27) that proposed numerous
measures to secure the position of Swedish vis-à-vis English but also emphasized ev-
erybody’s individual language rights: a right to Swedish, a right to one’s mother
tongue, and a right to foreign languages.11 A similar comprehensive view on language
policy and linguistic rights was reflected in Norsk i hundre! (2005), the Norwegian
equivalent of Mål i mun, with the main focus on the national language, Norwegian.12

In Sweden, some critics feared that a promotional program for Swedish could, in
some cases, render the weak situation of immigrant and minority languages even
weaker (e.g., Boyd and Huss 2001). In response, one of the persons responsible for
Mål i mun emphasized that the program was for, not against, minority languages; in-
deed, linguistic diversity was seen as a factor working against a growing dominance
of English.13 (The final version of Mål i mun did contain a number of proposals to
promote and develop minority languages in the media, at school, and in other venues
as well as to strengthen school education in immigrant languages—a fact that
strongly supports this statement.)

As a result of Mål i mun and the Government Bill (2005) following it, language
planning in Sweden has been totally reorganized.14 In July 2006, a new language
council, Språkrådet, was established as the primary institution for language planning
and “language cultivation” in Sweden.15 The council is a department within an offi-
cial language authority, Institutet för språk och folkminnen (The Institute of Lan-
guage and Folklore), and replaces the former Swedish Language Council and the
Sweden Finnish Language Council. According to the information on its website, its
mission is “to monitor the development of spoken and written Swedish and also to
monitor the use and status of all other languages spoken in Sweden. Primarily, that
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means promoting the use of sign language and our five official minority languages,
Finnish, Meänkieli, Sami, Romani and Yiddish.”16 In actuality, the cultivation of
Saami is not included in the regular work of the new Council but remains, according
to the wishes of the Swedish Saami Parliament, the responsibility of the Saami Par-
liament only.17 However, both parties have recently expressed a strong will to coop-
erate with each other on language cultivation issues.

The Impact of the European Charter on Minority
Language Protection
The ratification of the Charter (and the Framework Convention) in Norway and Swe-
den has proved significant in many respects. Instead of a situation where minorities
are negotiating with the government in a very asymmetric position, we now witness a
somewhat more sophisticated negotiation process with three parties involved: the
government, the minorities, and the CoE. The governments are expected to maintain a
continuous dialogue with the minority groups to find out what their wishes are, while
the representatives of the minorities are getting more and more familiar with the ne-
gotiation process and the opportunities offered by it. This is especially true of the
groups that were formerly invisible or largely neglected as to language issues, includ-
ing the Kven in Norway and the Tornedalians in Sweden. Ethnopolitical discussions
have been intense within both groups, and there has been a virtual explosion of cul-
tural activities and manifestations. The first novel ever written in Kven, Elämän
jatko: Kuosuvaaran takana (The Continuation of Life: Behind Kuosuvaara), was
published in 2004; the film Det tause folkets stille død (The Silent Death of a Mute
People), a documentary on the Kven produced by Kven, was shown in the Tromsø
Film Festival in 2004. Niemi (2006) mentions that new economic subsidies available
for cultural activities among the national minorities have resulted, inter alia, in in-
creased activity at the Ruija Kven Museum in Vadsø, the establishment of the Kainun
Institutti (Kven Institute), a language and culture center in the municipality of Por-
sanger, and specific Kven initiatives at the Nord-Troms Museum. The Tornedalians
now have a research and culture institute of their own, Nordkalottens Kultur-och
Forskningscentrum; several Tornedalian culture festivals have been held in Stock-
holm; and the award-winning novel Populärmusik från Vittula (Popular Music from
Vittula), depicting life in Tornedalen and originally written in Swedish in 2000, was
published in Meänkieli in 2002 by the major Swedish publishing house Nordsteds as
a gesture of thanks to the successful novelist and his region. “The Wind Is Blowing
Our Way Now!” read a headline in the Tornedalian journal Met-Aviisi in 2001.18

As far as those languages are concerned that already had a relatively strong posi-
tion before the ratification of the Charter, somewhat different developments can be
seen. For the Saami, a tradition of protection was already in place in the two countries
when it was ratified, but the level of that protection was not equal in both countries.
Norwegian Saami had a stronger position both legally and numerically, and there was
a much higher number of schoolchildren taking part in Saami-medium education in
Norway. In addition, in Norway, Saami media were better developed, more cultural
events were taking place in Saami, and there was a more extensive Saami youth culture
than in Sweden. However, the CoE evaluation reports about the Nordic countries now
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gave the members of the Saami communities in both countries a better opportunity to
compare in detail the situation of their languages across state borders and to cooperate
with and inspire one another. The speakers of the minor varieties of Saami had a new
possibility to make their voices heard, and in fact, in connection with the Charter, the
focus has partly been shifted from the dominant North Saami to the minor, very endan-
gered Saami varieties, including, for example, a focus on widening the official Saami
areas in Norway and Sweden to include all Saami languages, as noted earlier.19

As already mentioned earlier, there are signs of growing awareness and activity
within the minority populations as direct or indirect consequences of the ratifica-
tions. It is easy to spot strengthened revitalization efforts in education and among
adults who have lost or never learned their ancestral language. A case in point is the
new Kven language and culture course at the University of Tromsø, northern Nor-
way, which attracted fifty students in 2006–7, making the Kven course one of the
most popular language courses within the Faculty of Humanities that year. Univer-
sity courses in Meänkieli in three universities in Sweden and a number of evening
classes for adults in speaking or reading/writing Meänkieli or Saami have also been
developed since the Swedish ratification of the Charter in 2000. In both countries,
cooperation between minority groups has been strengthened, in some cases between
groups that had never met to discuss their common problems before the governments
began gathering them together for joint negotiations.

Another sign of growing activity among the minorities are special action plans
for language maintenance and revitalization among minorities. Such action plans
have been created by the Norwegian and Swedish Saami, with the purpose of boost-
ing Saami language use among various target groups. The Norwegian plan Samisk er
tøft! (Saami Is Cool!) from 2004 is mainly directed at creating new positive attitudes
toward the Saami language among the young. The Swedish plan, Start för en offensiv
samisk språkpolitik (Launching a Strong Saami Language Policy Effort; Teilus
2004) has applied some of the main points from the Mål i mun report (see earlier dis-
cussion) to the situation of Saami. It is written for all Saami and offers a detailed pro-
gram of activities designed to revitalize Saami in Sweden within the next ten years.
The program was commissioned by the Swedish Saami Parliament. The task of lan-
guage planning for Meänkieli, with the aim of standardizing the language, has been
given to the recently established Language Council of Sweden (see earlier discus-
sion). Language planning for minority languages, including standardization and ter-
minology issues, is indeed central to the current situation. For several minority
groups, the ratification of the Charter has meant that their languages are for the first
time used in official contexts, such as in legal texts and municipal websites. Lan-
guage courses, interpreter and translator education, and teaching materials in these
languages necessitate further corpus development of the languages concerned. For
this reason, the establishment of the Language Council of Sweden, where language
planners for Finnish, Meänkieli, Romani, and Yiddish can work together and estab-
lish links to the language cultivators within the Saami Parliament, is generally wel-
comed by minority organizations in Sweden.

In Norway as in Sweden, language planning for Saami was in place before the
ratification of the Charter entered into force. Likewise as in Sweden, the Norwegian
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Saami Parliament has today the sole responsibility for Saami language planning, in-
cluding all varieties. The Kven situation is much more complicated.20 A plan for the
development of the Kven language has been presented by the Kven Alliance, but so
far there is no official language planning body for this language.

Some aspects of the new minority language policies have been heavily criti-
cized. In Sweden, members of the minority language groups and reports by the gov-
ernment and the Committee of Ministers have repeatedly pointed out that the minor-
ity language laws adopted in connection with the Charter are not implemented in
practice as they were expected to be. A major investigation consisting of several in-
dependent studies was recently published by the Constitutional Council of the Swed-
ish Parliament (KU 2004–5). One of these studies (Elenius 2005) demonstrates that
various shortcomings are due in large part to a general lack of information on the
rights of the speakers of the minority languages, as well as a lack of language compe-
tence among civil servants or minorities themselves. Generally public services in
Meänkieli are reported to be more accessible and more utilized than those in Saami
(Elenius 2005, 183), partly because even though the Saami have greater political
power, they are linguistically weaker. In addition, Meänkieli and Finnish are mutu-
ally comprehensible, and therefore Meänkieli-speakers can use their language with
Finnish-speaking personnel.

Another study by Hyltenstam and Milani (2005) pinpoints a number of struc-
tural hindrances leading to considerable difficulties in fulfilling the obligations of the
new minority policy, a major one being the decentralized decision-making process in
Swedish society. While the state adopts obligations on the national level, the practi-
cal implementation takes place on municipal or local levels. Hyltenstam and Milani
(2005, 69–70) mention examples concerning minority language education in schools
and universities where local decisions fail to support or, in some cases, actually
weaken the situation of minority languages. They conclude that outcomes are highly
dependent on the attitudes and values of individual decision makers and their under-
standing of the goals of the new policies.

Municipalities, local schools, and other parties may cite economic problems as
obstacles to policy implementation, or the persons in charge are not familiar with the
national minority language policy and do not know what their obligations are in this
context. Still others point out that the state cannot adopt obligations without ensuring
that regions and municipalities are provided with adequate funding for the new tasks.
(The economic consequences of the new policy, not yet fully appreciated by the
Swedish state, are also discussed in Hyltenstam and Milani 2005).

Further, there are civil servants who have been reported not to distinguish be-
tween immigrant policies on the one hand and minority policies on the other. Conse-
quently, they claim that they do follow the new policy, but because there are not ade-
quate resources to meet the linguistic needs of all groups, they often choose to
support those who have the greatest needs, that is, refugees and newly arrived immi-
grants. Complaints about this kind of reasoning have been brought to the Committee
of Experts by Finnish and Saami parents whose children have been refused the right
to mother tongue instruction in school for financial reasons and also from a former
minority-language-medium preschool class in Stockholm that was integrated into the
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larger Swedish-medium class against the wishes of the parents, with the motivation
that the preschool “did not wish to segregate minority children from the others.”21

In Norway, similar criticisms have been voiced, mostly concerning the Kven sit-
uation, but also concerning the minor Saami languages. As for North Saami, the
Committee of Experts note in their first report on Norway (ECRML 2001, report 6)
that support is satisfactory in many respects but that there are “some difficulties in
the implementation of undertakings related to the judicial and administrative authori-
ties as well as some aspects of economic and social life. The main problem seems to
be a lack of employees’ having a command of Saami and a sufficient number of qual-
ified interpreters” (29). Niemi (2006, 437) summarizes the critique expressed by an-
other CoE monitoring committee, the Advisory Committee for the Framework Con-
vention (see earlier discussion): “The committee’s report praises the Norwegian
investment in the Saami indigenous people, but . . . notes that little has been accom-
plished to date for the groups that are now defined as national.”22 “National” in this
context refers to “national minorities” (e.g., the Kven and Roma), as opposed to “in-
digenous people” (the Saami).

The Norwegian and Swedish Ratifications in a Wider
European Context
The Nordic ratifications of the Charter and also the Framework Convention are part
of a new trend that has been visible in Europe since the 1990s. The CoE initiated this
trend by creating the two minority rights instruments that triggered new develop-
ments in a number of countries. Sia Spiliopoulou Åkermark, lawyer and Swedish
member of the Advisory Committee for the Framework Convention, assesses the
process as follows:

International organisations serve many different functions. They do not simply
offer a forum for state interaction, common production, and management—or
even the elaboration of new norms. They offer a forum for the implementation
of the treaties, which in the case of the Framework Convention and the Lan-
guage Charter entails a combination of political discussion by the Committee
of Ministers and expert examination by the Advisory Committee and the
Committee of Experts. Those organs become “normative intermediaries”
and interpret as well as disseminate the adopted treaties nationally and
internationally. (Spiliopoulou Åkermark et al. 2006, 28)

By attaching a detailed monitoring system to the treaties (see earlier discussion),
the CoE has provided the minorities with a new means of language protection. The
minorities now also have enhanced opportunities to cooperate on a larger European
level and to follow how various governments implement the obligations of the Char-
ter. As of November 2006, the Charter has been ratified by twenty states (Armenia,
Austria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Liechtenstein, Lux-
embourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, and the United Kingdom). In addition, twelve
states have signed the Charter, and some of them are expected to ratify soon. The lat-
est developments in different countries as well as the effectiveness of the Charter and
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its monitoring system in the ratifying countries are continuously discussed in reports
and international follow-up conferences (e.g., Council of Europe 1998, 1999, 2003,
2004; Woehrling 2006).

Conclusion
As shown earlier, the northern minorities and their revitalization movements cur-
rently find themselves in a political and social environment that in many ways ap-
pears to be more favorable to their revitalization efforts than ever before. Not only
are the governments obliged to protect and promote minority languages, but also
there is a growing pressure from outside, from the CoE, to enhance the status of mi-
nority languages and to secure their survival in the long run.

So far, we can see that international treaties have actually led to clear improve-
ments in the field of minority language protection and revitalization. In the Nordic
countries, the cases of Kven and Meänkieli may be the most obvious examples.
Without language status, they would have been much weaker than they are today,
and the renaissance of the Kven and Tornedalian cultures that we are witnessing to-
day would probably not have come into being. But even the other languages have
benefited from the Charter in various ways, as I have demonstrated. In the wake of
the ratifications, a new interest and engagement in language policies and revitaliza-
tion efforts can be found among all minorities. Of course, this is far from enough to
secure the long-term survival of the northern minority languages. What is important
is that the presence and value of minority cultures has been recognized, at least at the
official level, and that the governments are now expected to enhance the level of mi-
nority language protection in line with the obligations they have subscribed to—a
fact that has given the minorities new hope. It is still unclear, however, whether this
trend will be sufficient to curb a further decline of the smaller languages and to in-
spire minority communities to engage in even stronger efforts in favor of their lan-
guages and cultures. There are indeed signs of an increase in school instruction in
Saami (especially in Sweden), Meänkieli, and Kven as well as an increasing interest
among adults in taking courses to learn or relearn these languages.

However, there are no studies or other indications pointing to an increased use of
these languages at home, between parents and children. As argued by Joshua Fish-
man (1991) and others, intergenerational language transmission is crucial for long-
term language maintenance and language shift reversal. What is certainly needed
now is reinstating and maintaining the northern minority languages, at least to a
higher degree than today, as mother tongues spoken in the home rather than as mere
second languages learnt at school or through courses. Parental language choices
might very well turn out to be decisive for the long-term outcome of the northern re-
vitalization movements.

NOTES
1. See www.coe.int/T/E/Human_Rights/Minorities/.
2. European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, Article 1 (see http://conventions.coe.int/

treaty/en/Treaties/html/148.htm).
3. Ibid., Article 7 (see http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/Treaties/html/148.htm).
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4. Ibid.
5. The Committee of Ministers is the CoE’s decision-making body, comprised of the foreign affairs

ministers of all member states (or their permanent diplomatic representatives in Strasbourg). See
www.coe.int/t/cm/aboutCM_en.asp.

6. See www.kautokeino.kommune.no and www.karasjok.kommune.no.
7. Lov om Sametinget og andre samiske rettsforhold [Law on the Saami Parliament and other Saami

rights issues]; see www.lovdata.no/all/hl-19870612-056.html.
8. See Regeringens proposition [Government Bill] 1998/99:143 Nationella minoriteter i Sverige [Na-

tional minorities in Sweden]. Stockholm: Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications.
9. Niemi (2006:423) quotes a government representative saying in 1994 at a seminar at the University

of Tromsø that “he did not care if the Kvens had arrived ‘in the 19th or the 17th century’; they were
immigrants ‘because that was what the Norwegian government had decided.’” This kind of attitude
toward the Kven might have contributed to the fact that the Kven language was included in part II of
the Charter, together with Romani, and not in part III like the Saami language.

10. The authors here refer to the fact that Swedish is an official language within the European Union ac-
cording to the wishes of the Swedish government. Another reason for this is the fact that Swedish is
one of the two (legally based) “national languages” of Finland and therefore also eligible for official
status in the European Union.

11. An English summary titled “Speech: Draft Action Programme for the Swedish Language. Commit-
tee on the Swedish Language” (SOU 2002:27, Summary) can be found on the website of the Swed-
ish Government: www.regeringen.se.

12. See www.sprakrad.no/Aktuelt/Norsk_i_hundre_Strategiar/.
13. Björn Melander, personal communication, September 2005.
14. The Government Bill (2005–6:2), Bästa språket: En samlad svensk språkpolitik (The Best Lan-

guage: A Comprehensive Swedish Language Policy), is, as the translation of the Swedish title
shows, the basis for the current language policies of Sweden.

15. The meaning of the term “language cultivation” is explained on the website of the Language Council
of Sweden as follows: “What is language cultivation? The Swedish word ‘språkvård’ is a loan trans-
lation of the German word ‘Sprachpflege.’ Literally, språkvård means ‘language care,’ but is often
translated as language cultivation or language planning. This involves the making of handbooks,
giving lectures and linguistic guidance and raising people’s linguistic awareness, but also entails
longer-term efforts to influence the language situation in the country.” www.sprakradet.se/about_us.

16. See www.sprakradet.se/about_us.
17. For information on the Swedish Saami Parliament, see www.sametinget.se.
18. “Yhtäkkiä oon myötätuuli!” Met-Aviisi, 2001, no. 3.
19. The second periodical report from the Norwegian government included a fourth Saami language,

Eastern Saami (also called Skolt Saami) not mentioned in the initial periodical report, even though
its existence had long been known to Norwegian authorities. Eastern Saami was possibly left out of
the initial report because it is apparently quite small, with as few as only two or three elderly speak-
ers remaining in Norway.

20. For information on the Norwegian Saami Parliament, see http://www.samediggi.no.
21. These examples are based on notes taken during 2000–2004 when the author was a member of the

Committee of Experts for the Charter in Strasbourg.
22. The Saami in Norway did not want to be included in the Norwegian ratification of the Framework

Convention for the Protection of National Minorities because they consider themselves an indige-
nous people and not a minority group. The Swedish Saami opted otherwise and are therefore in-
cluded in the Swedish ratification of the same Convention.
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Language Development in Eritrea
The Case of Blin

P A U L D . F A L L O N

University of Mary Washington

The Blin People and Language
Background of Blin
Blin, also called Bilin or Bilen, is a Central Cushitic (or Agaw) language of Eritrea
with approximately ninety thousand speakers. The Blin are located in the ‘Anseba
Administrative Zone, centered around Keren, which is ninety-one kilometers north-
west of the national capital, Asmara. Most Blin are agriculturalists, conducting
mixed farming and breeding of goats, sheep, and cattle (Abbebe 2001; Smidt 2003).
The Blin comprise only 2.1 percent of the national population, and even in Keren
they form no more than 20 percent of the population. Their nearest linguistic rela-
tives (Xamta�a, Kemantney) are in Ethiopia. The Blin are surrounded by a sea of
Ethiosemitic speakers, primarily Tigre to the north, spoken by more than 31 percent
of the national population, and Tigrinya to the south, spoken by 50 percent (U.S.
Dept. of State 2007). Further, they are divided along religious lines, with roughly
half or more of the population being Muslim, and the other half Christian, primarily
Eritrean Catholic. Because of a fairly large degree of intermarriage, there are very
few monolingual Blin; most are bi- or trilingual in Tigrinya and/or Tigre, and many
also know such languages as Arabic, English, Amharic, and Italian. Abbebe (2001)
reports that at least in urban areas, many Blin are Tigrinya- or Tigre-dominant and
use Blin as a second language in limited domains. The language, he notes, “is there-
fore particularly threatened” (77).

Although Blin was first recorded in the 1850s by the Italian missionary Sapeto,
and the first publication in Blin was in 1882 (Reinisch 1882b), Blin has primarily
been an oral language with relatively few publications (Kiflemariam 1986, 1996).
With the independence of the newest African nation, Eritrea, in 1991, however, Blin
has had a certain measure of equality conferred upon it by the Eritrean Constitution,
which guarantees mother-tongue education in the primary grades (Chefena, Kroon,
and Walters 1999). This chapter examines language development efforts of the Blin
language using the framework of Wolff (2000) and archival sources, as well as inter-
views with Blin speakers during fieldwork conducted for one month in Asmara and
Keren, Eritrea, in the summer of 2002.
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Language Planning
Language planning is a huge field with a variety of competing classifications and ac-
companying terminologies (Clyne 1997; Dadoust 1997; Ferguson 1968; Fishman,
Ferguson, and Das Gupta 1968; Haugen 1966; Ricento 2005). Wolff (2000), follow-
ing Haugen (1966), distinguishes between two major sets of problems and activities:
status planning and corpus planning. Status planning establishes and develops the
“functional usage of a particular language or languages within a state” (Wolff 2000,
333) and concerns the official language(s), and the educational, cultural, and reli-
gious uses of language (Cooper 1989; Ferguson 1968; Fishman 1974; Spolsky 1977;
see Bloor and Tamrat 1996; Chefena, Kroon, and Walters 1999, for status planning
and policy in Eritrea). The second division of language planning, which is the focus
of this chapter, is corpus planning, which is “geared at establishing and developing
spelling norms, setting norms of grammar and expanding the lexicon” (Wolff 2000,
333). By language standardization, Wolff means:

1. an approved and accepted norm above all vernacular, colloquial and dialectal
varieties for generalized and normative usage in certain domains such as liter-
ature, science, higher education, the media, the churches and all public sec-
tors; and

2. a regularized and codified normative system of reference supported by a stan-
dard orthography, standard reference grammars and (preferably monolingual)
standard dictionaries. (2000, 332)

Language standardization may be broken into several different phases, which
will serve as the basis of the analysis of Blin corpus planning. For an overview, see
Hornberger (2005). Here, I follow the outline in Wolff (2000).

1. Determination “of language status and the norm within a chosen language,
which is to serve as [a] standard frame of reference.”

2. Codification “of languages or language variants with no writing tradition at
all, or choice among or unification of, competing systems already existing in
the area.”

3. Elaboration “of vocabulary (modernisation) and grammar (normalisation) to
serve as sources for reference and basic tools for the development of pedagog-
ical materials for all levels of formal education.”

4. Implementation “of both language status and the norms of standardisation, that
is creating and enhancing acceptance in the speech communities.”

5. Cultivation “of the so created standard languages by language authorities to
ensure continued observance of the norms and control implementation. In Af-
rica in particular, language cultivation would also be concerned with the cre-
ation and continuous production of post-literacy materials” (Wolff 2000, 334).

A sixth category, harmonization, the unification of mutually nonintelligible dialects,
need not concern us. We turn next to the application and analysis of these principles
in Blin corpus planning.
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Blin Corpus Planning
Determination
The Eritrean Constitution guarantees the equality of all languages in Article 4 but de-
clines to name an official language; rather, there are three working languages of the
country (Simeone-Senelle 2000): English, the language of secondary and higher edu-
cation as well as an international language of business and diplomacy; Arabic, al-
though spoken natively by fewer than 1 percent of the population, is the religious
language of Islam and plays an important role in commercial transactions and re-
gional diplomacy; and Tigrinya, spoken natively by half the population, serves as a
unifying national language (Chefena, Kroon, and Walters 1999). Estimates for the
degree of bilingualism in Tigrinya cannot be stated “with any confidence” (Chefena,
Kroon, and Walters 1999), but according to Tekle (2003), 68 percent of all schools
teach in Tigrinya. In a 1997 Eritrean government survey of twelve major towns, 77
percent of the population was Tigrinya speaking, and the language has also become a
“symbolic official language” (Chefena, Kroon, and Walters 1999). There remain
several other minority languages: Arabic of the Rashaida (0.5 percent), Ethiosemitic
Tigre (31.4 percent), the Nilo-Saharan Kunama (2 percent) and Nara (1.5 percent),
North Cushitic Beja (2.5 percent), Lowland East Cushitic Saho (5 percent) and Afar
(5 percent), and Central Cushitic Blin (2.1 percent). Each of these languages has
been guaranteed mother-tongue education. In the case of Blin, determination there-
fore refers to which norm is to be the basis of literacy materials.

Since Reinisch (1882a), scholars have generally recognized two main dialects of
Blin, Bet Taqwe (or Tawque) and Bet Tarqe (or Senhit; Daniel and Sullus 1997;
Hetzron 1976; Kiflemariam 1986)1. However, it was not until Eritrean independ-
ence, in preparation for implementation of the constitutional guarantee of mother-
tongue education, that actual research was carried out by Daniel and Beyed (1997).
Using several instruments of their own creation, they surveyed six sites, three in
each dialect zone; for the Tawque dialect, they surveyed Halhal, Jengeren, Sit’ur
(Brekentya), and for the Senhit dialect, Ashera, Bambi, and Feledarb.

In Daniel and Sullus’s (1997) survey of language attitudes of a total of thirty-
five parents, with five to seven from each of the six sites, 79 percent of the Senhit di-
alect speakers thought that their dialect was “easily understood by the majority of
Blin speakers,” as opposed to 94 percent of Tawque speakers; the rest thought that
both dialects were easily understood. When asked about the utility of each dialect, 74
percent of Senhit Blin speakers and 75 percent of Tawque speakers replied that their
own dialect “gave more/wider service,” and the remainder responded that both dia-
lects did. Finally, when asked which dialect they preferred the textbooks to be pre-
pared in, 58 percent of the Senhit speakers replied in favor of their own language,
while 63 percent of Tawque speakers desired their own dialect to be the model; the
remainder believed that the Ministry of Education should “find out the best and make
the choice.”

One instrument, a list of 320 words known to vary between dialects, was given
to five to seven parents and ten students at each site. Results indicated that 93 percent
of the items were familiar to speakers of both dialect areas, even if they did not use
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the term. In a test of lexical, morphological, and phonological differences, they
found that “dialect intelligibility is no problem for Blin speakers” (Daniel and Sullus
1997, 11). Most of the problems in a test of listening comprehension involved only
names of nonlocal or unfamiliar “trees, people, places, or clans” (13). In a test in
which six teachers (four Tawque and two Senhit) were asked to make corrections to a
story for a primer by Blin language teachers, there were no syntactic differences, a
few had minor grammatical differences involving a verbal suffix, and there were a
few vocabulary differences.

Daniel and Sullus (1997) conclude that despite certain phonological and lexical
differences, “each dialect is easily understood by, and entirely familiar to, the speak-
ers of the other dialect” (17). The curricular materials are written in the Senhit dialect
of Blin but contain a large number of words from Tawque Blin. The authors ob-
served that because of the high degree of awareness among both dialects of “typical
Senhit” or “typical Tawque” vocabulary, the choice of words did not affect intelligi-
bility. However, they proposed that the textbook writers should choose synonyms
from both dialects “to avoid appearing biased or partial” (11).

Most written Blin has been in the Senhit dialect. In the survey by Daniel and
Sullus (1997), most parents who had seen written Blin found it in the Senhit dialect,
while most of those who had not seen written Blin were from the Tawque area.

Codification
Blin codification posed an interesting sociolinguistic dilemma in that there were no
competing writing systems, yet the existing one was replaced with a government-
mandated Roman script. The earliest known writings in Blin are from the work of
foreign scholars such as Leo Reinisch, who wrote the first grammar (1882a), tran-
scribed texts (1883), compiled a dictionary of Blin (1887), and who supervised a
translation of the Gospel of Mark (1882b). While the more academic work contains
a phonetic transcription, the Gospel translation, and several subsequent collections
of tales (e.g., Capomazza 1911; Conti Rossini 1907), use the Ethiopic script, or
abugida. An abugida is a script reminiscent of a syllabary in that it usually tran-
scribes consonant–vowel (CV) sequences, but the basic shape contains an inherent
vowel, and other vowels (or “orders”) contain relatively consistent modifications of
the basic shape. An example of some of the abugida, given in traditional order, is
shown in table 10.1.

The sixth order is ambiguous in transcribing either a coda consonant alone or an
onset plus the high central vowel /�/. It is thus inadequate to show geminate conso-
nants or long vowels, and it does not show phonological prominence (either stress or
pitch accent). Nevertheless, because the abugida has a long history as the liturgical
language of Ge‘ez and is used to write Amharic and Tigrinya, the major Ethiosemitic
languages of the area, it was natural to use it as the basis of writing for Blin, espe-
cially because its phonology is similar to that of Tigrinya (Palmer 1960). The script
needed only three additional basic graphemes for sounds not found in Ge‘ez (/xw, �,

�w/), which used diacritic modifications of similar symbols.
The second stage of writing in Blin was led by native Blin-speaking clergymen

(e.g., Wolde-Yohannes 1939), who translated catechisms, service books, and the
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other gospels. The third stage occurred when a critical mass of Blin students and intel-
lectuals began serious language planning efforts, creating grammatical terms, and re-
fining the orthography. Foremost among these is Kiflemariam Hamdé (1986), who
also wrote an excellent overview of developments in Blin orthography (1996). Among
the greatest achievements of this movement is Kiflemariam and Zememariam (1992),
the first monolingual dictionary of five thousand words (with English glosses), and the
book Gerbesha (Committee for Developing Blin Language and Culture in Keren
1997). This movement has continued into the twenty-first century with the acceptance
of the extra symbols into the Unicode 4.1.0 standard (Yacob’s 2004 proposal, in con-
sultation with Tekie Alibeket; changes documented at www.unicode.org/versions/
Unicode4.1.0/#NotableChanges). The abugida is still the only script used among Blin
in the diaspora (e.g., Mowes 2003) and is used to help integrate Blin into the larger
Eritrean diaspora.

Beginning in 1985, however, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front began a pol-
icy of promoting non-Ethiosemitic minority languages in Roman-based scripts,
along with their use of Tigrinya, Arabic, and English as working languages. When
Eritrea’s war of independence from Ethiopia ended in 1991, Eritrea’s provisional
constitution guaranteed mother-tongue education in primary school in each of the
nine ethnic languages. Due to lack of sufficient training and teachers, the Blin Lan-
guage Panel of the National Curriculum of the Ministry of Education did not begin
until the survey by Daniel and Sullus (1997).

To the disappointment of many of those backing a modified form of abugida,
government policy chose to write Blin in Roman letters. Since the abugida was first
used to write Ge‘ez, the liturgical language, and because most speakers of Tigrinya,
one of the official working languages of the country (and spoken by half the popula-
tion), are Eritrean Orthodox Christian, many of the Muslim Blin (about 50 percent of
ethnic Blin) associated the script with the Christian religion. Conversely, the Arabic
script is intimately bound with Islam. The choice of Roman script was therefore seen
by the government as a unifying compromise and as an aid in learning English, the
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Partial Sample of the Ethiopic Abugida, in Traditional Order

ə u i a e C/C� o

h

l

�

m

s

r

ʃ
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language of secondary and higher education (Tekle 2003; Zeraghiorghis 1999). For
an assessment of each script, see Fallon (2006).

The Roman-based alphabet for Blin uses a combination of diacritics, digraphs,
and trigraphs. A mapping between grapheme (in angled brackets) and phoneme (in
slashes) is shown in (1) below, with single graphemes shown in (1a) and digraphs
in (1b):

(1) a.<a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, m, n, ñ, o, q, r, s,
/ a, b, ʕ, d, ə, f, �, h, i, d�, k, l, m, n, ŋ, o, k	, r, s,

t, u, w, x, y, é>

t, u, w, �, j, � /

b. <ñw, kw, qw, gw ch, qh, th kh, sh,
/ ŋw, kw, kw	, �w tʃ	, k	, t	 x, ʃ,

ee khw, qhw>

e xw, kw	 /

In the codification of the writing system, the alphabetical order has undergone
several shifts. A chart published by the Eritrean Ministry of Education (1997a) titled
“The Alphabets” contains the Blin alphabetical order, along with a basic Ge‘ez form
and a modified IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet) form. With the exception
of the labialized velar nasal, it follows standard alphabetical order, then letters
with diacritics, then digraphs in groups, and then trigraphs, though the digraphic
labialized voiced velar stop is inexplicably last. The order is shown in (2):

(2) Ministry of Education Chart “The Alphabets”

a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, m, n, ñw, o, q, r, s, t, u, w, x, y, é, ñ, ch, kh, qh,
sh, th, kw, qw, khw, qhw, gw.

The order of the Blin alphabet (“Blina Xaleget”) in the first grade primer
(Eritrean Ministry of Education 1997b) gives the vowels first, in traditional abugida
order, and then the consonants. It includes consonants for borrowed letters such as
<p> and <z>, and then gives the digraphs in fairly random order and excludes tri-
graphs. The order is shown in (3):

(3) “Blina Xaleget”

vowels: e, u, i, a, é, o

consonants: b, c, d, f, g, h, j, k, l, m, n, p, q, r, s, t, v, w, x, y, z, ñ, ñw, th, ch,
sh, kh, kw, hw, qw, gw.

Since 2002 (Sulus personal communication), the revised alphabetical order is strictly
alphabetical, with quasi-ligature status (Rogers 2005, 12) for digraphs or trigraphs,
as in traditional Spanish. The quasi-ligatures are treated as separate letters and placed
after the basic letter. The two letters with diacritics, é and ñ, are alphabetized after
their graphically simpler counterparts. A sample of the revised order may be seen
in (4):
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(4) Revised Alphabetical Order

a, b, c, ch, d, e, é, f, g, gw, etc.

One unfortunate gap is that there is not yet a dictionary of the new Romanized
Blin orthography; for more on this, see the conclusion.

In addition to flux in alphabetical order, certain lexical items have had their
spelling changed as teachers become used to the system and as Blin educators get
more experience. Differences in spelling usually involve different speaker percep-
tions of vowel or consonant length and different ideas concerning shallow or deep or-
thography, that is, whether the orthography should be closer to surface phonemics or
whether it should more closely reflect underlying representations. For example,
should the underlying vowel /� / next to a labialized consonant be represented as /� /
or as /u/, its surface pronunciation?

For now, there is a relatively bumpy transition during this period of sequential
digraphia, “the use of two or more different systems of writing the same language”
(DeFrancis 1984). For example, Blin speakers in their twenties and older, unless they
are teachers, are generally unfamiliar with the newer writing system. Thus some of
the radio announcers must have their scripts retranscribed into abugida. Many of
those involved in the creation of a dictionary still use the abugida. The transition to the
new orthography will clearly be a fairly lengthy process, unlike the transition to the
Roman-based Somali orthography. The reason for this is that relatively little is at
stake outside the domain of education, as the language is not a full-fledged standard.
Little is written in the Roman orthography, and no standards have been published yet.

Elaboration
As we saw from the survey by Daniel and Beyed (1997), there is substantial agree-
ment in the grammar between the two dialects; there is, therefore, no real need for
normalization. There is, however, a desperate need for the elaboration (or modern-
ization, to use Ferguson’s 1968 term) of the language. As noted earlier, the Blin are
mostly agriculturalists, with a historic background in cattle breeding. However, their
language must be modernized or elaborated in order to talk about the current needs of
the twenty-first century nation-state (Sulus 1999).

There are a number of ways in which the vocabulary has been elaborated: deri-
vation, derivation with semantic extension, compounding, reintroduction of obsoles-
cent vocabulary, calques, borrowing, and semantic extension (Sulus 2003). These
will be discussed in turn, using examples drawn mostly from Sulus (2003). The au-
thor is unaware of any particular preference hierarchy of the following strategies, ex-
cept that there is a general avoidance of borrowed terms. Although there is a Com-
mittee for Developing Bilin Language and Culture (discussed under implementation
later), the head of the Blin language curriculum has direct influence on these neolo-
gisms, along with the radio announcers.

Der iva t ion . Derivation is a common way of increasing the vocabulary in a language,
and Blin is no exception. In many cases, deverbal nouns are formed through the addi-
tion of a suffix. The suffix -na is both an infinitival marker and a deverbal nominal
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suffix, in some cases (such as “conclusion” below) yielding what appears to be
zero-derivation.

(5)

la- “one” laréñ “unit”

lakhw “one” (adj.) lakhunnar “unity”

kémna “to own; contain” kémana “content”

déñwna “to finish, conclude” déñwna “conclusion”

Der iva t ion wi th Semant i c Ex tens ion . It is also common for new derivations to contain some
semantic extension, as shown in (6) (data from Sulus 2003):

(6)

geb-na “resist” geb-ana “defence or military force”

jéléw-na “to rotate, move around” jéléw-ana “circumference”

berhéd-na “to illuminate” berhéd-isena “explanation”

tekken-na “to stick together” ték-na “appendix”

sid-na “to separate” sid-a “characteristic; feature”

wellem-na “to talk much” wellam-a “journalist”

ékéb-na “to gather s.t.” ékb-o “meeting”

Compound ing. Compounding is the combination of two independent elements into a
complex word. Blin makes use of a variety of compounds, though most contain a
nominal head, modified by either an adjective or participle or by a noun. Examples
are in (7):

(7)

gab “speech” � terrebew “mocking” gab terrebew “fiction”

kida “good” � teeyas “accomplishment” kida teeyas “efficiency”

yegna “best” � deréb “way” yegna deréb “skillful”

luwér “knowledge” � deréb “way” luwér deréb “science”

kewa “people” � dibba “group” kewa dibba “community”

kwara “sun” � leb “setting” kwara leb “west”

baxar “sea” � gena “mother” bexargena “ocean”

tika “exact” � ketaba “writer” tikerketaba “secretary”

The last two examples are from Zeraghiorghis (1999, 11).

Rev iva l o f Fo rgot ten Words . Through language planning efforts, the Blin language plan-
ners discovered many words used by elders that had not been transmitted to a youn-
ger generation who had experienced thirty years of civil war, life in refugee camps,
exile, and disruption. It became conscious policy to attempt to revive these authentic
Blin words that had fallen into disuse.
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(8)

héjjam “history” gula “south”

sexe “north” tantarwa “town”

fered “natural” ébéd qur “foreigners”

fédi gudi “discussion” qurtha “drama”

falay “imitation” shéngareeb “criticism”

méb “grade”

Ca lques (Loan Trans la t ion) . Calques involve the use of native vocabulary elements to en-
code the meaning of foreign words or phrases. Examples are given in (9):

(9)

cado téttax “antibiotics” “against” � “tiny creatures”

késakhw “administrator” “be in service of; spend the night” cf.
Tigrinya amahadari, Amharic
astedadaí

gikh afriqikhw “Horn of Africa” “horn” � “African”

selfa ella “first aid” “first” � “aid”

séqwa séffet “infrastructure” “below” � “something which can hold
any material”

seqeer “network” “net” � word derived from a material
kédemukhw that is used to handle traditional

basket of water

shur gérés “self-reliance” “self” � “ability”

Bor rowing. If a language does not use native morphemes to express a concept, it may
simply use the morphemes or words of another language, often adapting the loan to
fit its phonology. Zeraghiorghis provides several examples of borrowing, shown
in (10):

(10)

Loanword Gloss Source

hikumet government Arabic

kortelora small knife Italian

metro kubo cubic meter Italian

boletika politics English

Semant i c Ex tens ion . Perhaps the most interesting of word formation processes are those
that involve metaphoric extension of meaning to expand native vocabulary. Recent
Blin words display a playful creativity of language in their application to novel refer-
ents or concepts, as shown in (11) (from Sulus 2003):

LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT IN ERITREA 153

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



(11)

gésset baxarukhw “style of children’s haircut in � “island”
which the sides of the head
are shaved and a small tuft of
hair is left on the crown of the
head” � “of the sea”

wesheqdenta “one who makes his bed or � “minister,
who makes smooth coordinator”
pavements”

bejjakhdéna “to increase in quantity” � “multiplication”

keleeb “round pen for cattle or goats” � “circle” (in math)

wechem “group of something” � “set”

gaba gug “road to a language” � “grammar”

fikhwen mekettey “sign of a pause” � “punctuation”

chercherna “to make smooth the thatched � “to calculate
leaves of the hut” mathematical

problems”

Processes common in English that have not (yet) been recorded in Blin include
blending and acronymy. In short, Blin displays a variety of word formation processes
to form new words to expand, modernize, and codify its native vocabulary to meet
new semantic demands.

Implementation
There are several entities to implement Blin language planning. Foremost among
these is the thirty-member Committee for Developing Bilin Language and Culture.
The committee contains some members in the national capital, Asmara, while others
are in or around the Blin cultural capital (and capital of ‘Anseba region), Keren,
some 91 kilometers to the northwest. Some members focus on language, while others
focus on artistic and cultural events. There is, of course, close contact between the
Ministry of Education’s Blin Language Panel and members of the aforementioned
committee. In addition, there are close ties between the Blin Language Panel and the
daily radio program, Dehai Gebaylakh, “Voice of the Masses” (Zeraghiorghis 1999).

In its first broadcast, the radio program stated three main objectives:

1. To provide for Blin speakers current, truthful, and clear information in their
mother tongue.

2. To provide a suitable atmosphere for Blin people for knowing and developing
their culture, language, and its people in particular and the nation at large.

3. To make the people active participants in the process of developing Eritrea poli-
tically, economically, and socially (after Zeraghiorghis’s translation, 1999, 10).

The radio program, broadcast for thirty minutes daily, is the primary means for
dissemination and explanation of neologisms. It has been well received (Abbebe
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2001, 86) and, based on observations during the author’s fieldwork, it was often lis-
tened to by members of the community. Zeraghiorghis’s (1999) survey of one hun-
dred Blin found that 38 percent “always” listened, 35 percent listened “once a week,”
and 27 percent listened less frequently. However, at present, there is no documenta-
tion for how successful the transmission of neologisms to the public has been, though
according to Zeraghiorghis’s survey, 80 percent of the listeners liked the new words
used on the program, and only 10 percent didn’t like them.

Cultivation
The Eritrean government has cultivated the use of Blin primarily through its support
of mother-tongue education in elementary grades. The Blin Language Panel has cre-
ated primary school materials in Blin language, mathematics, science, and his-
tory/geography. Furthermore, it conducts periodic teacher training and has trained
more than three hundred teachers in twenty-seven schools.

As mentioned earlier, the government also supports the daily radio program,
which many Blin listen to. Materials include news, interviews, songs, and other cul-
tural information. In addition, the Committee for Developing Bilin Language and
Culture (1997) has published (in abugida) a highly regarded volume, Gerbesha. Fur-
thermore, this committee organizes popular and well-attended oral poetry competi-
tions and tests of cultural knowledge.

Conclusion
Eritrea has supported minority languages in many concrete ways. However, it is un-
fortunate that just after Blin mother-tongue education began in 1997, a terrible bor-
der war between Ethiopia and Eritrea broke out from 1998 to 2000. Although hostili-
ties have ceased and the United Nations has recommended border demarcation,
Ethiopia does not accept the United Nations’ terms, thus raising tensions. In response
to these tensions, the Eritrean government has suspended scheduled presidential and
parliamentary elections, which would have formally implemented the constitution,
and has prohibited the publication of private newspapers (U.S. Dept. of State 2007).
Blin speakers reported to the author that Blin-language newspapers had been pub-
lished previously (confirmed independently in Abbebe 2001, 86), but he never saw
any during the course of fieldwork and archival research in the University of Asmara
library in Eritrea in 2002.

The biggest need for language planning is the creation of a standard dictionary in
the new orthography. Members of the Committee for Developing Bilin Language and
Culture told the author that plans for such a dictionary were under way and that twenty
thousand words had been collected but that they were on thousands of different scraps
of paper. Clearly, resources must be dedicated to recording and collecting the stan-
dard vocabulary and the neologisms that have been coined. Such a dictionary might
also be a multilingual dictionary, covering Tigre and Tigrinya, either or both of which
languages the Blin people are also fluent in, and possibly also English, the language
of secondary and higher education. Furthermore, as an aid to those in the diaspora and
to those who did not have the benefit of mother-tongue education in the Roman script,
such a dictionary might include the abugida orthography.
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If Blin is to thrive, there should also be a number of postliteracy materials. Once
a Blin speaker graduates from fifth grade, there is literally nothing else to read in the
language. In the abugida script, aside from various grammars, there is only a book of
love poems published abroad (Bogos 1992) and the Gerbesha volume. Elders should
be encouraged to tell their stories, which literate speakers could transcribe and col-
lect in published volumes. The poetry contests of the young should be recorded, tran-
scribed, and published. Literate speakers have a rich history and life stories full of
dramatic and traumatic events, the raw materials for the development of a promising
literature. For example, one Blin whom the author interviewed desired to write a play
about the wartime period but was frustrated by a lack of time, training, and literary
models.

In the assessment of Eritrean anthropologist Abbebe (2001), “Bilin is . . . a sym-
bol of the persistence of a ‘small’ people against all odds in a world which seems to
favour ‘big’ peoples, cultural standardization and linguistic hegemonization.” Yet he
believes that Bilin has “enough positive symbolism to justify [a] lot of optimism for
its survival” based on mother-tongue education in Blin, institutional support such as
the radio program and literary competitions, and the “nostalgic reintroduction of tra-
ditional Bilin customs, belief systems, herbal medicinal practices, and aesthetic es-
tates” (86). Mother-tongue education will certainly be crucial for reestablishing the
language after a generation and a half was disrupted and displaced into refugee
camps by thirty years of upheaval during the war of independence. But even after in-
dependence, the tensions between Ethiopia and Eritrea divert resources from nation
building into national defense, from cultural flourishing to daily survival.

Unlike the situation of many endangered languages with very small numbers of
elderly speakers (see, e.g., the studies in Brenzinger 2002), Blin does not face imme-
diate obsolescence. With speakers numbering around ninety thousand, the number of
Blin speakers is one of its strengths. But the study by Abbebe (2001), confirmed by
the author’s own field observations, shows that many young speakers are “opting out
of their native speech community” (74), drifting to Tigre in rural areas and Tigrinya
in urban areas. They are unable to use Blin in a wide range of domains, and they do
not interact with the oldest generation of speakers and are not familiar with tradi-
tional Blin greetings, blessings, or even counting. These are clearly threatening signs
to the language’s vitality. The future lies with the 44 percent of the population that is
under the age of fifteen (CIA 2007), a generation now receiving its primary educa-
tion in Blin. What they do with their language after primary school and whether they
will develop the language, create literature, and pass Blin on to their children will de-
termine if language drift becomes language shift.
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NOTE
1. In keeping with Eritrean and Ethiopian custom, authors are cited by their given name. In the refer-

ences, they are cited by given name followed by their patronymic, with no comma separating them.
This practice is used by Bender et al. (1976) and Unseth (1990) among others.
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11

Indigenous Language Policies
in Social Practice
The Case of Navajo

T E R E S A L . M C C A R T Y
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INDIGENOUS PEOPLES represent 4 percent of the world’s population, yet they speak 60 per-
cent of the world’s languages (Nettle and Romaine 2000, ix, 12). The contexts in
which Indigenous languages are spoken are as diverse as humankind itself, spanning
language situations such as that of Quechua, spoken by 8 to 12 million people in six
South American countries (and nonetheless an endangered language; see Hornberger
and Coronel-Molina 2004; King 2001; King and Hornberger 2004); to that of
Aotearoa/New Zealand, where a single Indigenous language, M˜aori, shares co-official
status with English and New Zealand Sign Language (May 2005); to the extraordinary
linguistic diversity of Papua New Guinea, where 760 distinct languages, most spoken
by fewer than one thousand people, coexist in an area the size of the American state of
California; to the state of California itself, where fifty Native American languages are
still spoken, none as a first language by children. With some exceptions—Guaraní in
Paraguay, for example—the viability of Indigenous languages is severely threatened
by legacies of language repression and the myriad contemporary forces that privilege
languages of wider communication and marginalize “local” languages. Thus, for In-
digenous peoples, language revitalization, maintenance, and reversal of language shift
are key language planning and policy (LPP) goals.

The subaltern status of Indigenous languages positions Indigenous LPP as a de
facto expression of identity, sovereignty, and human rights. There is an abundance of
promising educational, social, and political activity under way by and for Indigenous
peoples vis-à-vis those rights. A recent Web search on Indigenous LPP, for example,
reveals more than a million sources!

In this chapter we focus on one “telling case” (cf. Hornberger 1997) of Indige-
nous language shift and maintenance: Navajo in the U.S. Southwest. Benally and
Viri (2005) describe the Navajo language as at a “crossroads”: “On several levels,
extinction seems to be looming . . . , but on other levels, the language appears to
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remain strong and viable” (107). Navajo has also been described as a “test case” for
stemming the tide of language shift in Native North America (Slate 1993). If some-
thing can be done to shore up the utility and status of Navajo, particularly among
youth and young parents, these efforts hold real hope for other endangered Indige-
nous languages.

With an eye toward supporting these efforts, we are currently engaged in a
large-scale study of language shift and retention in several Native American com-
munities. Our purpose is to examine language shift “on the ground” as experienced by
Native children and adults. We come to this work as educators, anthropologists, lin-
guists, and activists in Indigenous education. Ofelia Zepeda is a linguist and native
speaker of O’odham, the language of the Tohono O’odham or Desert People Indige-
nous to what is now southern Arizona and northern Sonora. Mary Eunice Romero-
Little is a Keresan language educator from the Pueblo of Cochiti, New Mexico. Teresa
McCarty is a non-Indian educational anthropologist who works with Navajo and in the
field of Native American bilingual-bicultural education. In the more than twenty-five
years of our individual professional involvement with Native American communities
and schools, we have been witness to an alarmingly accelerating pace of Native lan-
guage shift. Our goal in this study is to better understand language shift across a range
of social, linguistic, and educational contexts and to use this knowledge to inform In-
digenous LPP efforts, educational reform, and future research.

In the sections that follow we draw on ethnographic interviews from our Navajo
site to illustrate the ways in which tacit and official language policies play out in ev-
eryday social practice. These language policies-in-practice are embodied in complex
and contradictory language ideologies that simultaneously valorize and stigmatize
Navajo and its speakers. As we show, these processes have a profound impact on lan-
guage choices, particularly among youth.

We begin with a brief discussion of our theoretical and methodological ap-
proach. We then position the Navajo case within the broader context of Native
American language vitality and shift. We go on to provide an overview of the re-
search project, showing where the Navajo case fits within a larger data set. We then
examine two prominent “thematic strands” that thread through the interview data—
recurrent and interweaving discourse pairings that are indicative of language choices
and practices. We conclude with a discussion of the challenges and possibilities these
data raise for Native American language revitalization and maintenance.

A Sociocultural, Ethnographic Approach to Language
Planning and Policy
Research and scholarship on language planning and policy have tended to emphasize
government action or its lack (e.g., Ricento and Burnaby 1998, 33). Although gov-
ernment-backed initiatives are, of course, important, we do not want to privilege only
official acts and policies, as this tends to obscure the complex human dynamics these
official acts represent. Bernard Spolsky reminds us that language policy “exists even
where it has not been made explicit or established by authority” (2004, 8). We there-
fore view language policy as a complex sociocultural process—as “modes of human
interaction, negotiation, and production mediated by relations of power” (McCarty
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2004, 72). A sociocultural approach to the study of LPP enables us to scrutinize these
processes as de facto and de jure, covert and overt, bottom up and top down—and
thereby to more closely examine the everyday, ever-present social practices that nor-
malize some languages and language choices and marginalize others. “After all,”
Levinson and Sutton point out, “policy is a kind of normative decision making, and
such decision making comprises an integral part of everyday life” (2001, 3). This in-
cludes the regulation of language use. For example, when a bilingual Navajo child
hears a request from a parent in Navajo and chooses to respond in English, that child
is also responding to a wider policy discourse; both child and parent are negotiating
the language policy of the home.

With its “underlying concern with cultural interpretation” (Wolcott 1999, 68),
ethnography is uniquely suited to study these processes. Participant observation and
in-depth interviews are the mainstays of the ethnographic toolkit; in the study dis-
cussed here, we supplement these methods with document analysis, sociolinguistic
questionnaires, and analysis of school achievement data. This combination of meth-
ods helps create “locally informed, comparatively astute, ethnographically rich ac-
count[s] of how people make, interpret, and otherwise engage in the policy process”
(Levinson and Sutton 2001, 4). Throughout this work, we are also informed by a crit-
ical perspective and a concomitant commitment to use ethnographic knowledge to
support Indigenous self-determination and linguistic human rights.

The Present Status of Navajo
The present situation of Navajo is part of a larger process of language shift engulfing
all Native American communities. According to the linguist Michael Krauss (1998),
of 175 Indigenous languages still spoken in the United States, only 20 are being ac-
quired as a first language by children. The causes of language shift in Native Ameri-
can communities include a history of genocide, the seizure by whites of Indigenous
lands, and explicit federal policies designed to eradicate Indigenous languages and to
“remake American Indian children into brown White citizens” (Benally and Viri
2005, 89). Like other minoritized languages, Native American languages have not
fallen into disuse due to “natural” causes; “they have been ‘helped’ on their way”
(Skutnabb-Kangas 2000, 222).

Navajo is among the most vital Native American languages, with “more chil-
dren speaking [it] than children speaking all other Indigenous U.S. languages com-
bined” (Krauss 1998, 14–15). An Athabaskan language, Navajo claims more than
178,000 speakers (Benally and Viri 2005, 88). Most speakers reside within the
27,000-square-mile Navajo reservation (the largest reservation and the second most
populous Native nation in the United States), but recent census data place speakers of
Navajo in every U.S. state as well as in Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia
(Benally and Viri 2005).

On Fishman’s (1991) Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS), Na-
vajo falls within stages 1–6: Intergenerational transmission still occurs within many
families (stage 6); there is a significant (although not uniformly distributed) level of
Navajo literacy (stage 5); education is carried out in Navajo in some public and most
community-controlled schools (stage 4); some tribal-level and many local-level
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government activities are conducted in Navajo, the tribe has its own college, and a
Navajo-language radio station broadcasts throughout the region, including in adja-
cent nonreservation towns (stages 1, 2, and 3). Despite these conditions, fewer chil-
dren enter school speaking Navajo each year (McCarty 2002). As Spolsky (2002) re-
ports: “Whereas in 1970 some 90 percent of the Navajo children in boarding schools
had no preschool experience of English, by 1990 the situation had reversed, with
six-year-old Navajo children beginning [preschool] or kindergarten suspected to
have little if any knowledge of the language of their people” (140).

Even as more Navajo children come to school speaking English, they neverthe-
less tend to be stigmatized as limited English proficient (LEP) and to fare poorly in
school. This paradox of language shift is widespread among Native American chil-
dren and youth and is of growing national concern. More than 10 percent of all Na-
tive pupils enrolled in U.S. public schools are identified as LEP. In federal schools
overseen by the Bureau of Indian Education, nearly 60 percent of all Native pupils
are so identified (Tippeconnic and Faircloth 2002, 1). Understanding this paradox
and its implications for Native American students is the focus of our study.

The Native Language Shift and Retention Study
The goal of the Native Language Shift and Retention Study is to examine the nature
and impact of language shift and retention on American Indian students’ language
learning and academic achievement across a range of tribal-community contexts.
Where are Native languages and English spoken in these communities, by whom,
and for what purposes? What language attitudes and ideologies prevail in these set-
tings? What is the nature of youth language proficiencies? What are the relationships
among children’s language proficiencies, their language attitudes and ideologies,
and their school achievement? What are schools doing, if anything, to promote the
Native language and culture—and to what effect? Finally, what are the implications
for tribal, state, and national language education policies?

To address these questions, the research team identified five Native communi-
ties and seven school sites as research partners. All are located in the U.S. Southwest,
a region that is representative of a wide range of Native American communities and
language situations. The sites represent a cross section of tribes, rural and urban set-
tings, language families, language vitality, and school types (federally funded com-
munity schools, urban public schools, and an urban charter school). At each site, we
have negotiated research protocols according to school, community, tribal, univer-
sity, and federal norms. This has been a labor-intensive process, but it has resulted in
a high degree of local participation in the work. A key component of the study is the
involvement of Native coresearchers identified as community research collaborators
or CRCs. The CRCs have been instrumental to all phases of the research, facilitating
entrée and access to sites, helping to design and validate research protocols, assisting
in the conduct of interviews and the administration of questionnaires, and participat-
ing in university-based classes on language planning, heritage-language immersion,
and ethnographic and sociolinguistic research methods. The CRCs are the critical
change agents positioned to apply research findings to local and tribal language edu-
cation planning once the study ends.
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From 2001 to 2006, we conducted hundreds of hours of observation of language
use and teaching in these school-community settings, collected student achievement
data, and administered six hundred sociolinguistic questionnaires designed to elicit
(1) perceptions of language proficiencies; (2) domains for English and Native-
language use; (3) language attitudes and ideologies; and (4) normative assessments
of the effectiveness of school language programs and the role of the school, commu-
nity, and tribe in promoting Native-language maintenance. In addition, we conducted
205 individual ethnographic interviews and 7 focus group interviews with a total of
168 adults and 62 students in grades 3 through 12. Interviews were semistructured
and included (1) a focused life history, including language learning inside and out-
side of school; (2) participants’ observations of language use at home, in the school,
and in the community; and (3) normative assessments of the role of families, com-
munity members, tribal leaders, and the school in supporting Native language main-
tenance. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Most were conducted in
English, although some Navajo participants preferred to be interviewed in Navajo. In
that case, we relied on the expertise of native Navajo-speaking CRCs and a Navajo
member of the research team, Gilbert Brown. Interviews conducted in Navajo were
transcribed and translated by bilingual, biliterate native speakers with expertise in
Navajo linguistics.1

Data analysis is ongoing. Qualitative data, including those reported here, are be-
ing analyzed using NVivo 7, a software tool for organizing, coding, and retrieving
text data that facilitates analysis of fine detail and determination of patterns or
themes. Quantitative analysis involves correlation and regression analyses to deter-
mine relationships between language proficiency and school performance. For the
total data set, we are conducting both within-case and cross-case analyses.

In this chapter, we concentrate on a select corpus of data from interviews with
Navajo youth and adults. We have been drawn to a closer inspection of these data be-
cause they are especially revelatory of the individual, family, and community-wide
influences on language “tip” (Dorian 1981, 1989). We identify two key “thematic
strands”—recurrent patterns that weave throughout the interviews. The first thematic
strand juxtaposes language identity with language endangerment; the second juxta-
poses language pride with language shame. Each strand is distinguishable in and of
itself, but the two strands also interweave and overlap to construct a discernable, ho-
listic configuration of the “language–policies-in-practice” in this setting that influ-
ence language choices.

All data are from a community we call Beautiful Mountain (all names are pseu-
donyms). Beautiful Mountain is a reservation-interior community with a population
of about thirteen hundred; approximately six hundred students are served by the lo-
cal pre-K–12 school. Wage labor at the school, in other government services, and in
mining and construction is a primary source of income. Family incomes are well be-
low national poverty levels, giving continuing economic and symbolic importance
to the traditional economic pursuits of ranching, small-scale farming, and sheep and
goat herding. In this setting, children’s language socialization occurs across a wide
range of contexts: in the nuclear family, often physically situated in federal and
tribal housing near the school’s two main campuses; in extended family gatherings
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(where Navajo is likely to predominate, particularly among older adults); in school
(where English predominates, sometimes even in Navajo language and culture
classes); in reservation-based commercial centers and tourist industries; in English-
dominant off-reservation commercial centers; and, perhaps most importantly,
through English-dominant mass media and technology.

Thematic Strand 1: Language Identity and
Language Endangerment
Language shift in Native American communities has been attributed to a pattern of
“denial” about the endangered state of these languages (Krauss 1998) and to “collec-
tive ignorance and apathy” (Benally and Viri 2005, 98). Our study paints a very dif-
ferent picture—one of widespread concern about language attrition. Moreover, talk
about language endangerment regularly intertwines with claims of Indigenous iden-
tity. “We’re Navajo. That’s our language. We need to keep on talking [Navajo],” a
young father of four told us when we interviewed him in 2004. The following state-
ments were typical of many adults whom we interviewed:

Your child some day . . . she is going to look back and say, . . . “I am Navajo
and I don’t know anything. I can’t speak my language. I don’t know who is
related to me. I don’t know my community.” (Interview with Navajo educator,
3/27/03)

I wish for us not to lose the language for our children’s sake. . . .We are made
up with our language. . . .Who will we be when we have lost our language?
(Interview with Navajo parent and school staff member, 1/23/03)

The themes of “language as key to identity” and “language as carrier of culture
and worldview” are common in discussions of language shift. As Hinton (2002, 152)
points out, these are among the most prevalent reasons given for why language revi-
talization is important (see also Fishman 1991; Hornberger 1996; May 1999). What
has not been well studied is whether or how these themes resonate with Native youth.
We have found young people to be remarkably conscientious, articulate, and even
passionate in addressing these issues. A twenty-year-old, for example, described
knowledge of Navajo language and culture as the “foundation to go on for better
things in life”: “It gives you strength . . . to know where you’re coming from and to
know your self-identity and your culture . . . you will always come through obstacles
with your foundation being there to back you up” (Interview, 12/12/02). Asked to
speculate on the future of Navajo, he added, “We [Navajo people, Diné] have sur-
vived a lot of hard things. . . . I think it will go on.”

Samuel represents a case in point. A tall, upbeat young man with a ready smile,
Samuel was a seventeen-year-old high school senior when we interviewed him in
2004. He had learned to speak Navajo and Apache (a closely related Athabaskan lan-
guage) from birth but considered Navajo his primary language. By his own and his
teachers’ accounts, Samuel liked school and was excelling in his studies. He aspired
to become a medical doctor and to return to the Navajo reservation to treat his peo-
ple. Asked whether “knowing and keeping Navajo” was important to him, Samuel
replied, “Very important”:
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INTERVIEWER: Why?

SAMUEL: Because I get the best of both worlds. . . . [To become a
medical doctor], I have to know how to communicate with
patients in Navajo and . . . English. And not just because I want
to go into medicine, it’s important because the language is
dying out—not slowly, as it used to be, but it’s going very
vigorously now. (Interview, 5/5/04)

In this interview excerpt, Samuel clearly signals his concern with the future of
his native language. He also ties Navajo proficiency to both instrumental ends (antic-
ipating the need to communicate with patients with different language abilities) and
intra- and intercultural participation (“the best of both worlds”). Asked whether he
would feel “less Navajo” if he could not speak the language, Samuel said that “no
matter if you speak it or not, you’re Navajo,” but “traditionally, if you’re not speak-
ing Navajo, you [aren’t] a Navajo.” Samuel insisted that Navajo “is supposed to be
spoken at all times in the house, . . . and . . . parents, they’re Navajo, and they should
be speaking Navajo.”

Sixteen-year-old Jonathan presented a more pensive demeanor but expressed
similar sentiments. At the beginning of each interview, we asked participants to iden-
tify the language or languages they understand, speak, read, and write and which lan-
guage they considered their primary language. Jonathan initially reported that he was
“learning” Navajo in school. However, in the course of a two-hour interview, he re-
vealed that his first language was, in fact, Navajo. Jonathan had been ridiculed by his
first teachers for his lack of proficiency in English, and for years, he said, he was
“caught up in the confusion of learning English, having to form those words in my
head.” Despite these negative school experiences, Jonathan viewed Navajo as inte-
gral to his identity and his ability “to bring about some change in the world”: “Hav-
ing [Navajo] as my first language . . . it helps separate the side . . . of where all these
[traditional] Navajo teachings come in. That helps me not . . . lose the identity of who
I am, of where I come from. . . . It’s a search for who you are . . . your outlook, you
know.” (Interview, 5/5/04)

Asked what would happen “if there is no Navajo language anymore,” Jonathan
responded: “It’s like taking away the spirit; it’s like taking away a real big part of
who you are.”

In these and other youth interviews, sentimental and even sacred attachments to
the Navajo language are recurring themes. For Jonathan, retaining Navajo in the
foreseeable future meant that “we can go about living with the sacredness a little lon-
ger.” Samuel viewed the future viability of Navajo as necessary to maintaining men-
tal and spiritual balance as well as cultural values such as proper stewardship of the
land. Some youth situated Navajo speaking ability within origin accounts of the Diné
(The People Navajos), which refer to being “created with” the language, which en-
tails a lasting bond. A thirteen-year-old girl said simply, “Tell the parents to let the
kids speak Navajo when they’re born.” (Interview, 5/5/04)

The juxtaposition of language identity with language endangerment also appears
regularly in our interviews with Beautiful Mountain adults. One educator described
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the ability to speak Navajo as a “gift” (again, a reference to Navajo origin accounts):
“That’s what makes you a Navajo” (Interview, 2/13/03). “Our Holy People gave [the
language] to us,” another educator explained. “We were blessed with that” (Inter-
view, 9/19/02). The future of Navajo, the first educator maintained, depends upon
youth “getting back down to roots, . . . being able to say, ‘Yes, . . . I’m proud to say
I’m Navajo.’” “The language,” he added, “it needs more takers, somebody to hold it
up high.” In these utterances, we see the interweaving of discursive themes: language
identity (“getting . . . down to roots”), language endangerment (“it needs more tak-
ers”), and language pride (“being . . . proud to say ‘I’m Navajo’”). Latent in these ut-
terances is also the theme of language shame—a discourse illuminated further in the
following section.

Thematic Strand 2: Language Pride and Language Shame
Many youth at Beautiful Mountain did, in fact, hold the Navajo language “up high.”
“I’m proud that I can read and write Navajo,” a young woman told us (Interview,
2/13/03). A recent graduate of Beautiful Mountain School stated that his ability to
speak Navajo enabled him to be “a role model for the kids.” Like many youth, this
young man equated knowledge of Navajo language and culture with school and life
success: “I think to be a successful person in life you have to have both sides . . . ,
English and Navajo together. So that would make you a successful person in both
worlds—Navajo and English” (Interview, 12/12/02). Katie, a petite female senior
with a ponytail, said that knowing Navajo helped her in school “because you can
compare the two different languages.” Asked to name a person she most admired,
Katie chose her school principal “because he’s a Navajo and he talks Navajo on the
intercom” (Interview, 5/5/04). Samuel maintained that although “English is impor-
tant because it’s spoken a lot in America, . . . you have to know your own language to
succeed” (Interview, 5/5/04). When asked on project questionnaires whether they
believed “it is important for you to speak your tribal language,” 162 of 182 Beautiful
Mountain secondary school students (89 percent) responded that knowing Navajo is
“very important.”

Not all youth shared these language attitudes, however. Jamie was eighteen
years old when he was interviewed in May 2004. Having grown up in a reservation
border town, his primary language was English. Asked whether knowing Navajo was
important, Jamie claimed that the language was “just the past.” He distanced himself
from his Navajo-ness, referring to Navajo as “their [Navajo people’s] culture” (em-
phasis added). Asked if he believed there had been a decline in the use of Navajo
among youth, he replied: “Yes, because kids don’t really care any more” (Interview,
5/5/04). At the same time, Jamie was trying to learn Navajo in school.

Discourses such as this reveal contradictory ideological currents that run through-
out our interviews with youth and adults. A teacher assistant reported that a few of her
students had insisted, “I’m not going to learn [Navajo]. Navajo’s nothing. I hate it” (In-
terview, 3/27/03). These discourses were further illuminated in interview segments in
which individuals were asked to estimate the proportion of Beautiful Mountain stu-
dents who were proficient Navajo speakers. With a few exceptions, adults uniformly
placed the number at about 30 percent. One bilingual educator maintained that “no one

166 Teresa L. McCarty, Mary Eunice Romero-Little, and Ofelia Zepeda

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



speaks Navajo. They only speak English now” (Interview, 1/23/03). Adolescents,
conversely, expressed a very different view, uniformly placing the number of their
peers who were fluent in Navajo at 75 to 80 percent. In contrast to adults, one youth
stated emphatically that “everybody knows Navajo out here” (Interview, 5/6/07).

To the surprise of some school staff, formal tests of secondary school students’
Navajo language abilities showed the youth’s self- and peer-assessments to be on tar-
get, with 85 percent of students tested demonstrating age-appropriate proficiency on
a local assessment administered in the spring of 2004. The divergent youth-adult re-
sponses in interviews nonetheless signify local perceptions of language vitality that
have important implications for language choices. A bilingual adult who believes
that the child to whom she or he is speaking has little knowledge of or is indifferent
to the Native language is likely to address the child in English. For their part, youth
may possess greater Native language proficiency than they manifest, “hiding” it out
of shame or embarrassment. The net effect is to curtail opportunities for rich, natural,
child-adult interaction in the heritage language and to reproduce a de facto language
policy: “No Navajo spoken here.”

The divergent youth-adult responses led us to question participants more closely
as to the reasons for the differences. Samuel explained that for some of his peers,
speaking Navajo stigmatized one as “uneducated, and they haven’t experienced any-
thing in the world”: “Well, . . . a lot of [youth] tend to hide [their Native language
ability]. . . . They put a façade on, and they . . . try to make teachers believe that they
speak primarily [English] and weren’t exposed to Navajo. . . . They probably think
[Navajo] is important, but . . . they’re judged by other people that speak English more
clear than they do and they just kind of feel dirty about the whole thing, and that’s
why they put on the fake” (Interview, 5/5/04).

Jonathan provided this thoughtful, if troubling, analysis: “Many of these kids
[have] that kind of self-hate. It’s been pumped into them. It’s not something natural.
It’s being told Navajo is stupid . . . to speak Indian is the way of the devil, . . . and
many times, the older people will encourage English so [their children] can make it
in the White man’s world” (Interview, 5/5/04). Youth feelings of language shame
were confirmed in interviews with adults: “A lot of them [young people] fake not
[speaking] Navajo. I knew. They’re ashamed. I caught a few students who claim they
only speak English [but] there are hundreds who are fluent Navajo speakers” (Inter-
view with Navajo educator, 2/13/03). A bilingual teaching assistant offered this poi-
gnant testimony: “Seeing children not speaking Navajo is a very emotional thing. I
wonder why do they speak English more? None were born by Bilagáanas (Whites).
Why don’t they want to speak Navajo . . .? Are they ashamed of it? I don’t know.
How can our children come to understand us [through our language] again?” (Inter-
view, 9/19/02).

These psychosocial dynamics have been documented for minoritized speech
communities around the world. Writing of language shame among Garifuna chil-
dren in Belize, Donna Bonner points out that the cause is not language per se, but
rather the marginalization of Garifuna and “the association of Garifuna ethnic iden-
tity with poverty and low social status” (Bonner 2001, 86). King (1999, 2001) de-
scribes shame and insecurity about Quichua among Saraguros in Ecuador; Reese and
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Goldenberg (2006) describe similar processes for Spanish speakers in southern Cali-
fornia; and Baugh (2000, 103) critiques the “false burdens of linguistic shame
through historical circumstances” for speakers of Ebonics (African American Ver-
nacular English). In a collection of life histories reflecting the multiple “face[t]s” of
heritage language loss, Sandra Kouritzin further demonstrates the complicity of rac-
ism and linguicism: “I grew up feeling ashamed to be Chinese, and . . . to speak Can-
tonese,” a young woman of Canadian-born Cantonese parents told Kouritzin, recall-
ing racist taunts by her classmates (1999, 43). “You shame people away from their
language,” a Cree speaker stated: “You deal with it by speaking English, and that
way you don’t have to face the hurt of the loss. . . . It’s better because now you’re
white, right?” (Kouritzin 1999, 66–67).

“Being Navajo in Navajo”: What Might the Future Hold?
Writing more than a decade ago, language educator and activist (and biliterate
Navajo-as-a-second-language speaker) Clay Slate observed that “a society that al-
lows people to be Navajo in Navajo is worth maintaining” (1993, 10). Data from the
Native Language Shift and Retention Study illuminate the language ideologies forged
in everyday practice that influence whether and how such a societal language policy
might be sustained. We have highlighted two overlapping discursive themes that ap-
pear prominently in our data and have shown the ways in which these discourses jux-
tapose complicated and contradictory language ideologies (identity/endangerment;
pride/shame). These discourses implicate a complex array of ideological forces un-
derpinning language allegiances and choices, particularly among youth. On the one
hand, many youth express pride in their heritage language, fusing it solidly to their
senses of self. For these youth, the Native language is a tool for negotiating multiple
cultural worlds—as one young man put it, a foundation “to go on for better things in
life.” Further, youth are keenly aware of language shift mechanisms and conse-
quences. They recognize, as Samuel pointed out, that “the [Native] language is . . .
[declining] very vigorously now,” and, as Jonathan described, the colonial anteced-
ents of the shift. On the other hand, youth are not immune to dominant, racialized ide-
ologies that link Navajo with “backwardness” and English with modernity, opportu-
nity, and success. For some youth, these associations render Navajo-ness and the
Navajo language as useless, or worse, as emblems of shame.

Although the sociolinguistic dynamics underlying the Navajo case are in many
ways unique—as previously indicated, Navajo is distinct among Native American
languages in that it still has a relatively large number of child speakers—the discur-
sive themes raised by this case have been reported for other endangered-language
communities (e.g., Bonner 2001; Kouritzin 1999). Similar themes are also apparent
in the late-shift communities in our study (Romero-Little et al. 2007).

What can we learn from these discourses on language ideologies and practices?
We find it useful to frame this discussion in terms of Ruiz’s (1984) language-as-a-
resource approach. Our data suggest that Navajo youth may possess greater heritage-
language proficiency than they demonstrate or than adults credit. Further, youth are
well aware that their heritage language is at a “crossroads” (Benally and Viri 2005);
many are searching for ways to counter the forces of language shift. The latent and
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manifest Native-language proficiencies of these youth, and the sentimental and in-
strumental value they place on the language constitute critical resources for Native
language maintenance.

The next step, we believe, is to marshal those resources. With the CRCs we have
begun school-community dialogues around study findings and local LPP issues, and
a fledgling Navajo immersion effort has taken root. Community- and reservation-
wide youth forums, in which youth take a leadership role, might follow. The research
process itself has heightened intergenerational awareness of language shift and re-
tention; the involvement of community members as coresearchers has been central to
this. As Samuel told us: “This research you guys are doing, . . . It’s trying to find a
way to bring the Navajo language . . . back to the Navajo Tribe. And you’re supposed
to keep your language alive. . . . And that research can hopefully do a lot to bring all
of that back” (Interview, 5/5/04).

We are heartened by several important new LPP developments at the tribal and
national levels. In August 2005, the Navajo Nation Tribal Council approved the Na-
vajo Sovereignty in Education Act, an unprecedented policy that places supervisory
authority over schools on Navajo lands under tribal control. The act also establishes a
Navajo Nation-wide board of education, elevates the Division of Diné (Navajo)
Education to operate much like a state educational agency, and creates the position
of Navajo superintendent of schools (www.navajocourts.org/Resolutions/CJY-37-
05.pdf). Although the policy is being contested in English-only Arizona, it is both a
concrete and symbolic source of support for tribal sovereignty and pan-Native LPP
efforts. “We can never forget who we are,” Navajo President Joe Shirley Jr. declared
in signing the act into law. “We are a sovereign nation and . . . these changes now
head us in that direction” (Norrell 2005, 1).

Just as important is a growing national Indigenous LPP movement. This move-
ment is represented by the many successful Native-language immersion programs un-
der way (for examples of these programs, see Hinton and Hale 2001); the annual Sta-
bilizing Indigenous Languages Conference, now in its thirteenth year (for sample
reports from the conference, see Burnaby and Reyhner 2002; Cantoni 1996; McCarty
and Zepeda 2006; Reyhner et al. 1999); the policy and programmatic leadership of
the American Indian Language Development Institute (AILDI), now in its thirtieth
year (for a discussion, see McCarty et al. 2001; www.u.arizona.edu/�aildi); and the
1990/1992 Native American Languages Act (NALA). Drafted by Indigenous and
non-Indigenous educators, linguists, and activists associated with AILDI, NALA re-
verses more than two centuries of federal language policy by vowing to “preserve,
protect, and promote the rights and freedom of Native Americans to use, practice, and
develop Native American languages” (NALA 1990, Sec. 104[1]). The legislation
further makes it federal policy to “use the Native American languages as a medium of
instruction” in all schools funded by the federal government (NALA 1990, Sec.
104[5]). In 2006, NALA was augmented by the Esther Martinez Native American
Languages Preservation Act (NALPA). Named to honor a Tewa language educator
and activist, NALPA supports additional Native American language programs for
young children and their families as well as Native American language survival
schools. While it is too early to determine whether these recent policy initiatives will
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bear fruit, the fact that they are under way at all is a sign of growing language policy
activism.

Youth discourses are particularly helpful in illuminating the pressures and ten-
sions inherent in maintaining a minoritized language. As Wyman notes in her (2005)
study of language ideologies and Yup’ik youth culture, “Attending to young peo-
ple’s experiences has much to teach us about where we need to work harder to coun-
teract growing pressures and contradictions in early shift settings” (8; see also
Bielenberg 2002; Lee 1999, 2007; Nicholas 2005, 2007). Carefully listening to youth
discourses opens up new understandings of language shift dynamics and new possi-
bilities for language education programs and practices. We are hopeful that these
possibilities will continue to unfold and that they will actively involve youth and the
generation of young parents, not only as language learners but as language planners,
researchers, and educators in their own right.
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IN RECENT YEARS interest in the language proficiency of the U.S. population has in-
creased significantly. Calls for individuals with professional-level proficiency in lan-
guages other than English have come from several quarters, and new initiatives and
legislative actions focus on proficiency in languages considered critical to U.S. secu-
rity and economic success. The good news is that there is a large population of indi-
viduals who live in the United States and speak many different languages, including
those languages considered critical to U.S. national interests. Including this popula-
tion in efforts to develop a language proficient society (Marcos and Peyton 2000)
presents both opportunities and challenges. If we are to take seriously the language
proficiency and cultural knowledge that many individuals in this country already
have, we need to restructure the language education field in a number of ways. In this
chapter we first describe the current need for language proficiency in the United
States. We then call for a shift in our understandings and action on several fronts. We
need to understand and articulate the benefits to individuals and to society of profi-
ciency in languages other than English; create and document excellent programs to
develop, to professional levels, the language proficiency of those who speak lan-
guages other than English; develop systematic methods for deciding which lan-
guages to focus on; and create networks of stakeholders who will work together to
build effective programs and approaches.

Need for Language Proficiency in the United States
Calls for a focus on developing a language-proficient society are pervasive and in-
creasing. According to Edwards (2006) the United States is experiencing attention
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on and support for language education at a level that we have not seen since the late
1950s and early 1960s days of the Cold War and Space Race. Brecht and Rivers
(2000), for example, argue that globalization and increased international trade, de-
mocratization, the emergence of local languages in many countries, and the desire of
the United States to remain a world superpower are powerful forces driving the per-
ceived need for greater language proficiency. The attacks on the World Trade Center
in September 2001, the launch of the “war on terrorism,” U.S. presence in Afghani-
stan and Iraq, and China’s recent economic growth have resulted in an increased
sense of urgency among policymakers and government officials. Studies, reports,
and hearings have noted our nation’s serious language shortages and called for im-
provement of our language capabilities through scholarships and fellowships for stu-
dents to study overseas, investment in international and foreign language study, and
the creation of a “language pipeline to address the paucity of Americans fluent in for-
eign languages, especially critical, less commonly taught languages” (Committee for
Economic Development 2006; see also Edwards 2006 and Government Accounting
Office 2002 for discussion).

These calls, and the advocacy of the language community, have resulted in new
and increased federal policies and funding for language and international study. For
example, recent funding includes the National Security Language Initiative (NSLI),
launched by President Bush on January 5, 2006, which may provide up to $114 mil-
lion to “further strengthen national security and prosperity through education, espe-
cially in developing foreign language skills.” NSLI outlines a coordinated national
vision to expand the number of Americans mastering “critical need languages,” in-
crease the number of advanced-level speakers of foreign languages, and increase the
number of foreign language teachers and resources for them. Initially languages
identified as critical include Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, Japanese, Korean, Russian, and
Central Asian languages that incorporate languages in the Indic, Iranian, and Turkic
families. NSLI funding includes increased support for the Foreign Language Assis-
tance Program (FLAP) for K–12 programs; fellowships and scholarships for study
abroad; domestic summer programs for teachers and students (STAR TALK); and
flagship programs to develop “language pipelines,” opportunities for long, articu-
lated sequences of language study from the early grades to advanced levels, grades
K–16. (Three such programs have been funded, two Chinese and one Arabic.) Many
current initiatives require Congress to authorize new or amended legislation and ap-
propriate funds, and the 109th Congress considered more than forty bills dealing
with languages and international education.

Lists of critical need languages are, of course, always changing. In 1985, the
U.S. Department of Education published a list of 169 “critical” foreign languages,
considered critical because they were spoken in different parts of the world and be-
cause proficiency in them would enable U.S. citizens to be involved in global issues
(Crystal 1987). Current emphasis on critical languages focuses on national security
and economic interests. Many educators argue for an expanded view, focused on in-
dividual and societal communicative competencies as part of the core twenty-first-
century skills that global citizens in an interconnected world must possess, which
goes beyond political and economic interests of a nation (Partnership for 21st Cen-
tury Skills 2003; Pratt 2003; Sandrock and Wang 2005).
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Language Proficiencies of Heritage Language Speakers
As can be seen from the previous discussion, various sectors of the U.S. government
recognize the importance of proficiency in languages other than English and are seek-
ing to build programs to develop proficiency in these languages. What is still unclear
is the extent to which we will be able to build on the language proficiencies of a large
portion of the U.S population, those who already speak the languages of interest.

In 2005, the foreign-born population reached more than 35 million, slightly over
12 percent of the U.S. resident population (U.S. Census Bureau 2005), and the high-
est proportion of foreign-born residents since the early 1900s, when the percentage
reached 15 percent. This represents a huge influx of recent immigrants; between
1990 and 2000, 13.3 million people, roughly 44 percent of all foreign-born residents,
arrived in this country (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). Between 2000 and 2005, 7.9 mil-
lion new immigrants settled in the United States, making the first half of this decade
the highest five-year period of immigration in U.S. history (Camarota 2005). As a re-
sult, the percentage of residents with a language other than English in their home
background has also risen dramatically. In 2005, almost 52 million individuals, over
19 percent of U.S. residents aged 5 and older, spoke a language other than English at
home (U.S. Census Bureau 2005).

The number of languages spoken is on the rise as well. More than 53 percent of
the foreign born are Latin Americans who speak Spanish and various indigenous lan-
guages. Another 26.7 percent are Asians, who speak a diversity of East, Southeast,
and South Asian languages, among them Chinese, Hindi, Khmer, Korean, Lao, Ta-
galog, Urdu, and Vietnamese. Newcomers from Africa and Oceana speak Amharic,
Arabic, Fijian, Hausa, Swahili, and Yoruba, among other languages (U.S. Census
Bureau 2005; see figure 12.1). What is not known is the extent to which members of
these language groups maintain their language skills or have opportunities to develop
those skills to a point that would be considered “functional native proficiency” (In-
teragency Language Roundtable n.d.).

In many government and education sectors the individuals described earlier are
referred to as “heritage language speakers,” and language researchers and educators
are focusing on what a heritage language is and who heritage language speakers are.
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Figure 12.1 Growth in Languages Other than English and Spanish in the United States
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2005.
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Heritage Language
Within the language research and practice community, there is considerable discus-
sion of the question of what a “heritage language” is. Although the term has been
used in the United States only recently, it was used in Canada in the 1970s with the
inception of the Ontario Heritage Languages Programs (Cummins 2005). Fishman
(2001) has argued that heritage languages include indigenous languages, American
Indian (Amerindian) languages spoken before the arrival of Europeans; immigrant
and refugee languages, spoken by the many groups who have come to live in this
country for a variety of reasons, both voluntary and involuntary; and colonial lan-
guages, spoken here before the United States of America became a nation (e.g.,
Dutch, French, German, Spanish). As Wiley (2005b) points out, Spanish, spoken by
the largest number of people in the United States after English, can be considered all
of these—an indigenous language (spoken by those living here before their land was
annexed into the United States), an immigrant language (spoken by those who have
come from Mexico, Central and South America, the Caribbean, Spain, and the Phil-
ippines), a refugee language (spoken by refugees from Cuba and Central America),
and a colonial language (the language of the former Spanish Empire and the national
language of the areas of Mexico that became part of the continental United States).

Baker and Jones (1998), Corson (1999), and Wiley (2001, 2005b) have pointed
out that “heritage language” may not be the most effective term to use to describe
these populations because it evokes images of the past and tradition rather than of
contemporary reality. They have argued that “community language” may be a better
term, because it focuses on the immediate reality of individuals and their desire to
shape their lives in their communities. This term does not, however, convey the sense
of individuals participating in professional endeavors with a global perspective. In
this chapter we use the term “heritage language” because it is still used widely in the
United States, including in the recent legislation described earlier and specific proj-
ects described later, and does not limit language proficiency to community concerns.
However, the groups concerned about language development and involved in lan-
guage education, as well as individual heritage language speakers, will use the terms
that best describe their realities and goals and with which they choose to be identified
(Hornberger and Wang forthcoming).

Heritage Language Speakers
A number of scholars have outlined who should be included in the population of her-
itage language speakers (also referred to as heritage language learners). Valdés
(2000, 2001, 2005), speaking from the perspective of an educator, includes individu-
als who have “actually developed functional proficiencies in the heritage language”
(2005, 412), who speak or at least understand and are to some degree bilingual in the
language and in English. Fishman (2001), taking a sociological perspective, focuses
on one’s identity and historical and personal connections. For Fishman, one’s heri-
tage language is the language of one’s parents, grandparents, ancestors, and mem-
bers of the community, no matter what one’s level of proficiency. Many educators
use the term to refer to students who have had exposure to the language at home and
in the community but are not fully fluent or literate in it and distinguish among heri-
tage, fluent, and native speakers (see also Carreira 2004; Hornberger and Wang
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forthcoming; Van Deusen-Scholl 2003; Wiley 2001 for discussion of various per-
spectives on a definition).

Whatever one’s perspective or definition, there is a need to understand, value, and
document the language proficiencies and cultural knowledge of heritage language
speakers in the United States and to create opportunities for them to develop that
knowledge and proficiency. Efforts to develop the English language proficiency of
students in schools are strong, as reflected in state-based English for the Children ini-
tiatives (e.g., Proposition 227 in California, Proposition 203 in Arizona, and Question
2 in Massachusetts) and in federal education policy (e.g., No Child Left Behind). In-
herent in some of these efforts is a view of languages other than English as a problem
(Ruiz 1984) and a repudiation of the societal and individual benefits of bilingualism.
With an exclusive focus on English, we are neglecting and devaluing the lan-
guages other than English that students already speak (Evans and Hornberger 2005).
The “squandering of personal, community, and national linguistic and intellectual
resources within the mainstream classroom” (Cummins 2005, 585) is pervasive,
because the language ability and cultural knowledge that children bring to school is
often considered irrelevant or even an impediment to their English language and aca-
demic achievement (Cummins 2005). As a result, students continue to lose the native
languages that they come to school speaking. Our focus on English needs to be broad-
ened to include interest in developing in students high levels of proficiency in their
heritage languages as well as in English (Malone et al. 2005). In addition, there needs
to be a concerted effort in the education field to meet the urgent linguistic requirements
of U.S. security and economic interests that goes beyond the confines of federal legis-
lation and is carried out by schools, universities, communities, and national education
organizations themselves.

Heritage Language Programs
As Wiley (1998, 2005b), Fishman (2001), and Toth (1990) have pointed out, heritage
language education is not new in this country. Formal heritage and community lan-
guage education have been taking place in what has become the United States for well
over three centuries, and communities of speakers of dozens of different languages
have maintained and developed their languages and cultures in community-based
schools. The scope of this activity was documented by Fishman (1966) when he
raised “the first modern call to conserve and foster our nation’s heritage language re-
sources by developing capacity in the various heritage languages before they were as-
similated out of existence” (Fishman 2001, 88–89) and documented 1,885 ethnic
community schools operating in dozens of languages. Twenty years later he identi-
fied 6,553 heritage language schools involving 145 languages, a growth of 228 per-
cent (Fishman 1985), and proclaimed that “heritage language schools were a more
self-confident breed . . . maintained by a younger generation of advocates who were
more secure in their own ethno-American identities” (Fishman 2001, 88). As Valdés
(2005) points out, some minority language communities have been deeply committed
to maintaining their community languages in spite of strong pressures to assimilate.

Although Fishman made his data available for distribution in the hope that infor-
mation on heritage language programs would be maintained and developed further,
unfortunately this has not been the case. No similar study is in the works, and no
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up-to-date, national database of heritage language programs exists. On a smaller
scale, Valdés and others (2006) are documenting heritage Spanish programs in sec-
ondary schools and universities, and the Alliance for the Advancement of Heritage
Languages is collecting profiles of heritage language programs in community-based
and K–12 public and private school settings (www.cal.org/heritage). More funding
and effort need to be devoted to documenting the heritage language programs in all
sectors of the U.S. education system.

Benefits of Language Proficiency
Many calls to increase the language proficiency of the United States include argu-
ments that language proficiency is a “resource.” This began with Fishman (1966) and
was followed by Brecht and Walton (1994) in their call for the development of the
“language capacity” of heritage language speakers (see also Brecht and Ingold
2002). Ricento, however, questions this “commodification orientation” (Ricento
2005, 358), a focus on the language proficiencies of individuals as an instrument that
is tied to dominant sociopolitical agendas of national security, international trade,
and law enforcement. Similarly, Wiley (forthcoming) critiques the alignment of heri-
tage language development with national security issues. Wang (2004) argues that
we should focus instead on language as capital, a benefit that belongs to an individ-
ual or group and benefits that individual or group as well as society. In addition to na-
tional security and economic competitiveness interests, language as human capital
includes noninstrumental benefits of language proficiency and cultural knowledge.
These can include personal capital, with psychological, aesthetic, and professional or
career benefits; cultural capital, connections with one’s own family and cultural heri-
tage and space for one’s language and culture in mainstream society; and social capi-
tal, use of the language to accomplish one’s own and others’ social, economic, and
political goals. A focus on language as capital in our national discourse would
broaden our understanding of the benefits of language proficiency and place value on
linguistic and cultural knowledge in their own right.

Development of Language Programs
Two trends in the U.S. education system inhibit development of language profi-
ciency—the squandering of the language proficiencies of U.S. residents, discussed
earlier, and the lack of foresight in strategically selecting languages to be taught in
schools, developing and documenting excellent language programs that are appropri-
ate for the students involved, and determining the levels of language proficiency to be
reached. In addition to teaching the languages traditionally taught in the U.S. public
and private school systems grades K–16 (Spanish, French, and German; see Rhodes
and Branaman 1997; Welles 2004), there is a need to focus attention and resources on
the specific languages that are spoken by large segments of the U.S. population; those
considered important around the world because of demographic, economic, and polit-
ical factors (figure 12.2); and those called for in the federal initiatives and legislation
described earlier.

Sectors of the education system, beginning in elementary school and community-
based programs and continuing through university, need to work together to develop
criteria for selecting the languages to be taught and the language education efforts to be
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collection of profiles of programs (www.cal.org/heritage). Efforts to provide materi-
als for the instruction of these languages include the collection of materials for the
teaching of hundreds of languages maintained by the University of California, Los
Angeles (UCLA), and the Center for Applied Linguistics (www.lmp.ucla.edu), and
the LangNet website, sponsored by the National Foreign Language Center at the
University of Maryland, College Park (www.nflc.org). Finally, the area-focused Na-
tional Language Resource Centers (http://nflrc.msu.edu) collect and archive infor-
mation on language teaching materials, and the National Heritage Language Re-
source Center at UCLA (www.nhlrc.ucla.edu) is collecting materials and conducting
research on heritage language learners. However, the majority of the materials avail-
able are for adult learners. Along with decisions about what languages should be
taught in schools, we need a process for developing materials that are appropriate for
the learners involved and are articulated across levels.

Demographic Importance of the Language within
the United States
If there are sizable communities of speakers of a language and the language is an im-
portant part of U.S. culture, we will benefit from developing skills in that language.
Spanish is an example. The Spanish-speaking population is the fastest-growing lan-
guage group in the United States. According to the 2005 American Community Sur-
vey, almost 42 million Latinos lived in the country (14.5 percent of the population),
and more than 32 million people said they spoke Spanish at home (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2005). Hispanics/Latinos accounted for 49 percent of the country’s growth from
2004 to 2005, and 70 percent of that growth is in children younger than five years old
(U.S. Census Bureau 2005). The number of Spanish language radio stations, televi-
sion programs, and newspapers has grown significantly, with 673 Spanish radio sta-
tions and 543 Spanish language newspapers counted in 2000. We have made impor-
tant progress in our public and private school systems in the teaching of Spanish.
Teacher training programs and summer institutes are held for teachers of Spanish
and for Spanish speakers, classes for heritage/fluent/native/Spanish speakers (the
name varies by program) have been established across the country, and many materi-
als for instruction in these classes are commercially available.

Russian is another language with a significant number of speakers, with a nearly
191 percent increase in speakers from 1990 to 2000 (Wiley 2005a), and efforts are
under way at the university level to promote the teaching of Russian to Russian
speakers (Kagan 2005). Hmong and Korean also have significant numbers of speak-
ers and a strong tradition of community-based schools, organizations, and publica-
tions (Olsen et al. 2001). Programs in these languages with a long tradition and
strong base need to be improved to better serve the students in them. These programs
also need to be studied and documented so they can serve as models for the develop-
ment of heritage language programs in other languages.

Transnational Uses of the Language
There is a critical need for development in the United States of languages that are used
broadly for international diplomacy and trade. Chinese is an example. The number of
Chinese speakers in the world is projected to reach 1.4 billion by 2020 (National
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Intelligence Council 2004). China is rising as an economic power (with the fifth larg-
est economy in the world, recently overtaking France), and Chinese is a major world
language (see figure 12.2). In the United States, Chinese is the third most commonly
spoken language (after English and Spanish). In 2005, almost 2.3 million individuals
in the United States spoke varieties of Chinese, and one-fourth were under eighteen.
This represents a remarkable increase since 1960, when there were 89,609 speakers
(U.S. Census Bureau 1999, 2005).

As McGinnis (2005) points out, our nation’s supply of those who are fluent in
the Chinese language and have cultural knowledge may have the potential to meet
our needs for Chinese language proficiency. Enrollments in community-based Chi-
nese language programs number more than 150,000 students. At the same time, K–
12 institutions are reporting having 25,000 students, and colleges and universities,
34,000 students studying Chinese. (See Shuhan Wang 1996, 1999 and Xueying
Wang 1996 for documentation of the organization and challenges of community-
based Chinese heritage language schools in the United States.) However, while there
is a strong community-based school system, the infrastructure to meet current needs
for high-quality programs, curricula, materials, and teachers is still woefully inade-
quate and needs to be developed (Asia Society 2005).

Importance of the Language in Global Contexts
As discussed earlier, many claim that proficiency in specific, “critical need lan-
guages” is needed for the United States to maintain our economic, political, and na-
tional security positions in the world. Arabic, one of the fastest-growing languages of
study at U.S. colleges and universities (with a 92 percent increase in students study-
ing Arabic from 1998 to 2002; Welles 2004), is one such language. While the study
of Arabic is still dwarfed by students learning Spanish, French, and Chinese, efforts
are under way to develop high-quality Arabic language programs, primarily in uni-
versities. At the same time, a network of K–12 Arabic teachers has been formed by
the National Capital Language Resource Center (www.arabick12.org), and the Stan-
dards for Foreign Language Learning (ACTFL 2006) now includes standards for the
teaching and learning of Arabic. As with Spanish and Chinese, there is a critical need
for well-trained teachers, credentialing programs for teachers, and programs that are
appropriate for Arabic-speaking as well as English-speaking students that include ef-
fective curricula, instructional materials, and assessments.

Increasingly the movement of peoples, the interconnectedness of international
business, and advances in communication technology and travel are enabling an un-
precedented degree of connectivity around the world. In the United States, the more
than 32 million speakers of Spanish have access to Spanish media on an unprece-
dented scale through numerous radio stations and television networks. Univisión
commands the sixth largest television network in the United States, and Little Saigon
Radio in Orange County, California, reaches an audience of approximately 1 million
listeners in California and Texas. Friends and relatives can keep in frequent commu-
nication via the Internet and telephone communication, and global travelers frequent
ancestral and adopted homes. Opportunities to maintain heritage languages and cul-
tural ties across nations are abundant, and they need to be recognized and built on in
our efforts to increase high levels of language proficiency.
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Goals and Structure of Language Programs
If policymakers and educators are serious about developing the language proficiency
of heritage language speakers and being responsive to demographic realities in the
United States and to global developments that have an impact on language use, sig-
nificant work needs to be done to transform language programs and instructional
practices. Historically, “foreign” language programs (that teach languages other than
English) have served native English speakers (without personal or family back-
ground in the language) and have assumed that students have similar language back-
grounds and experiences, prior course work, language learning goals, and abilities in
the language. Curricula and materials have followed a sequential approach that
moves learners through predetermined levels, content, and materials, with set out-
comes based on assumed prior course work rather than on students’ characteristics
and proficiencies.

However, heritage language learners represent a wide range of linguistic profiles
(Valdés 2005). Some have attended school for a few years in their country of origin
and may therefore be able to read and write the language, albeit with errors. Others
have oral fluency in the language but limited reading and writing abilities, having
used the language only at home and in the community. Others have well-developed
receptive skills but limited productive skills, having had limited opportunities to use
the language during their formative years. What heritage language students know
about their native language is more closely aligned with their life experiences—
where they were born, what they speak at home, and their reading habits—than their
course work history within a foreign language department.

To respond to the needs of a diverse student population that includes heritage
language learners, we need to implement a learner-centered philosophy (McGinnis
2005) and instruction that is based on students’ actual backgrounds and needs
(Tomlinson 1999). One possible approach is “differentiated instruction,” in which
knowledge of student differences helps shape the curriculum; ongoing assessment of
students is built into the curriculum; multiple types of learning materials are avail-
able; pacing of learning and grading criteria are varied depending on student needs;
and work is assigned according to students’ proficiency levels, needs, and interests
(Tomlinson 1999, 2). Differentiated instruction can accommodate a variety of pur-
poses for learning the language, which might include communicating and connecting
with family and the community, who may speak nonstandard varieties of the lan-
guage; and pursuing various professional, occupational, recreational, and personal
goals that require proficiency in standard forms of the language at high levels or spe-
cialized vocabulary and expressions for use in specific fields such as medicine, law
enforcement, or technical careers. Differentiated courses can also have a variety of
instructional formats, which might include learning opportunities not only in classes
and face-to-face settings but also in mentoring relationships, internships in occupa-
tional settings, and varied uses of technology in and out of class.

Specific examples of differentiated instruction include content-based and
theme-based approaches that focus on course content as well as on language forms
(Brinton, Snow, and Wesche 2003); task-based, experiential learning, in which stu-
dents work together to carry out projects in the school or community (Rosebery,
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Warren, and Conant 1992); and multilevel instruction, in which teachers know the
different language proficiency levels, educational backgrounds, and learning goals
and needs of their students and adjust instruction accordingly. Instructional strategies
in multilevel classes include use of learning contracts and portfolios with individual
students, learning stations and centers, and peer support for learning (Hess 2001;
Shank and Terrill 1995).

Differentiated instruction and courses for specific groups of learners can be la-
bor intensive, particularly for new teachers. However, this challenge must be bal-
anced against its many benefits, which include greater independence for students, a
classroom climate that respects and capitalizes on student backgrounds and differ-
ences, and instruction that addresses the needs of a diverse student body. A critical
need is for teachers in heritage language programs—K–12, university, commu-
nity-based, and after-school—to receive training and support in effective instruc-
tional approaches and materials selection.

Conclusion
The United States needs more individuals who are comfortable with and proficient in
more than one language and culture. To accomplish this, there is a need to restructure
the ways that languages other than English are developed in this country. First, we
need to understand the value, to individuals and groups and to society, of proficiency
in more than one language. We then need to develop systematic methods for select-
ing languages to be taught; effective instructional programs, materials, curricula, and
placement and progress assessments appropriate to the population of learners in our
programs and to our national needs; systems for awarding credit for language study
within and outside the education system; logically sequenced, articulated courses
that move students from heritage community to K–12 to college and university pro-
grams; goals for high levels of proficiency for multiple purposes; and credentialing
of and professional development for both native speakers of English and heritage
language speakers as language educators. Finally, there is a need for greater collabo-
ration among business and industry; government and nongovernmental agencies;
and community-based, K–12, and university partners committed to building national
language capacity. Through joint collaboration across all sectors of the nation, we
have a historic opportunity to advance language maintenance and learning in the
United States.
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Language Diversity and the Public Interest
W A L T W O L F R A M

North Carolina State University

That’s the good thing about dialects; anybody can do it as a hobby.
—Taxi cab driver, Albuquerque, NM, January 5, 2006

THE CASUAL COMMENT of a chatty taxi cab driver to a van full of passengers attending the
annual meeting of the Linguistic Society of America encapsulates the popular per-
ception of dialect diversity in American society. On the one hand, language variation
is so transparent that it can be assumed that most speakers of English, particularly na-
tive speakers but also speakers of English as a second language (Damann 2006), will
readily notice these differences. On the other hand, the remark exposes the presump-
tion common among nonlinguists that all language users can make accurate and in-
formed observations about language diversity without any specialized expertise or
formal training in the study of language. Not only do people notice language diver-
sity, but also they feel free to make pronouncements about the status of these lan-
guage differences, thus creating a good news–bad news scenario in which natural ob-
servations about language diversity are often accompanied by uninformed opinions
espoused as fact.

Language ideology is among the most entrenched belief systems in society, ri-
valing religion, morality, and nationalism in terms of partisanship. In the United
States, public controversies ranging from the so-called Ebonics controversy of a de-
cade ago (Baugh 2000; Rickford 1999; Wolfram 1998) to the recent passage of Sen-
ate measures to make English the official language of the United States, a “common
and unifying” tongue (Associated Press 2006), confirm the intensity of people’s be-
liefs and opinions about the symbolic status of language diversity. Of course, such
debates about language are hardly new; they have erupted periodically in the United
States since the early attempts of John Adams to establish a national language acad-
emy for the new nation more than two centuries ago. At the same time, these debates
affirm the pervasive level of public misunderstanding about language diversity. As a
number of sociolinguists have now pointed out, this misinformation is not simply in-
nocent folklore; its consequences extend from linguistic prejudice and legal discrim-
ination against speakers of minority languages and dialects (Baugh 2003; Lippi-
Green 1997) to the systematic educational misdiagnosis of speakers of dialects and
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languages other than the standard as “deficient” rather than legitimately “different”
(Adger, Wolfram, and Christian 2007; Labov 1976).

It is difficult to imagine a period in the history of human development when is-
sues of language diversity, linguistic subordination, and language loss have been
more evident. Just a half-century ago, small, physically remote communities and so-
cially subordinate groups were relatively invisible and inaudible within the domi-
nant, mainstream society. Accordingly, the sociolinguistic status of these communi-
ties was unrecognized and their voices unheard. Language varieties often developed,
lived, and died without extensive public attention. Today, images and voices can be
beamed globally within milliseconds, and the naturalness of diversity is readily
transparent. One of the obvious implications of the heightened awareness of lan-
guage diversity is, of course, the increased need for education about the nature and
implications of linguistic diversity.

Despite the significance of language in all spheres of public life and at least
twelve years of compulsory education in English and/or language arts in U.S. public
schools, there is still no tradition of English language studies that regularly includes
the examination of language diversity as a regular part of this education. The need for
informed knowledge about language diversity and the dissemination of essential
knowledge to the public thus remains an imposing challenge for sociolinguists.

The Challenge of Public Education
Though many sociolinguists assume the social and educational relevance of knowl-
edge about language diversity on some level, this position is certainly not a given in
the field of linguistics. In fact, no less a figure than Noam Chomsky, well known for
both his groundbreaking linguistic theories and his political activism, obviously
compartmentalizes his professional life and his social life when he observes, “You’re
a human being, and your time as a human should be socially useful. It does not mean
that your choices about helping other people have to be within the context of your
professional training as a linguist. Maybe your training just doesn’t help you to be
useful to other people. In fact, it doesn’t” (Olson, Faigley, and Chomsky 1991, 30).
Chomsky’s stance on the (ir)relevance of linguistics to public life is, of course, quite
contrary to the position articulated in Labov’s (1982, 172–73) principles of linguistic
involvement where he maintains that linguists have an obligation to use their linguis-
tic knowledge to address language-related social issues, including both the “principle
of error correction” and the “principle of debt incurred.” My personal position is
that our professional training as sociolinguists should, in fact, be used to address
language-related social and educational inequality. Language can be used as a tool of
social oppression, and linguists can apply their knowledge to address some of the lin-
guistic manifestations of social subordination.

In formal education, very few linguists and classroom teachers have been en-
gaged in programs related to dialect diversity despite the fact that a number of na-
tional and state educational agencies affirm the importance of this educational prac-
tice. The standards of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) specify
that students are to “show a respect for and an understanding of diversity in language
use, patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and
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social roles” (NCTE/NCATE 2003, Section 3.1.4) and the NCTE/NCATE (National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education; 2003) standards for teacher training
programs include objectives for the preparation of secondary teachers specifically
related to language diversity. A couple of these are illustrated in table 13.1.

Despite the admirable NCTE/NCATE ideals, systematic educational curricula
and teacher-training programs in compliance with the “acceptable” and “target”
standards for learning outcomes related to knowledge about language diversity are
virtually nonexistent in formal public education programs for students and are rarely
incorporated into training programs for teachers.

Programs targeting language diversity are also conspicuously absent from infor-
mal public education, apart from the sporadic language controversies that afford lin-
guists their proverbial fifteen minutes of media exposure for a “teachable moment.”
In the past two decades, only two national public TV documentaries related to lan-
guage diversity have aired, American Tongues in 1986 (Alvarez and Kolker 1986)
and Do You Speak American? in 2005 (MacNeil/Lehrer Productions 2005). The lack
of public discussion about language diversity does not appear to be a simple matter
of oversight. Instead, it affirms Fairclough’s observations that beliefs about language
need not be made explicit and that language ideology is most effective when its
workings are least visible (Fairclough 1989, 85). The application of the correctionist
model still dominates the public interpretation of language, and most public discus-
sions of English dialect differences are still consumed by the discussion of the right
and wrong way to use the English language. The sustained application of descriptive
labels such as “correct,” “proper,” “right,” and “grammatical” when speaking of lan-
guage differences is hardly accidental; it directly reflects the underlying belief that
nonmainstream and minority varieties of English are simply unworthy approxima-
tions of the standard variety. Indeed, the most persistent sociolinguistic challenge in
all venues of public education continues to be the widespread application of the
so-called principle of linguistic subordination (Lippi-Green 1997), in which the lan-
guage of socially subordinate groups will be interpreted as linguistically inadequate
and deficient by comparison with the language of socially dominant groups.

Socialized public opinion about the nature of language differences is only one
side of the challenge of public education for linguists. The other side of the challenge
is rooted in the entrenched value system within the professional academy. As with
practically all academic disciplines, there is a clear-cut status hierarchy in which
abstract, theory-driven research is most prestigious and applied research and public
engagement have little academic capital. The research–application dichotomy is in-
stantiated in professional valuation that extends from definitions of core and marginal
areas of linguistic study in general to the establishment of criteria for promotion and
tenure decisions on a local university level. In the traditional dichotomy between
realms of professional responsibility designated as “research” and “service,” service
tends to be trivialized in faculty evaluations vis-à-vis research. The road to profes-
sional acclaim is rarely paved with public education activities, and it is unlikely to
change in the immediate future. This reality brings us back to the fundamental ratio-
nale for considering sociolinguistic engagement. At the heart of the concern for pub-
lic education about language diversity is a commitment to sociolinguistic equality
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rather than professional advancement and status. Some opportunities and obligations
simply cannot be measured by their academic capital. I must confess that the blend of
intellectual inquiry and social engagement has always been one of the most attractive
aspects of sociolinguistics, and one of the reasons that language variation studies ap-
pealed to me decades ago. Nothing has changed in that regard. On a personal level, I
fully agree with Chomsky’s proclamation that “your time as a human should be so-
cially useful,” but I find his dissociation of language from public usefulness to be an
ironically obscurantist position on language and life. Further, commitment to apply-
ing sociolinguistic knowledge in no way precludes the energetic scholar/teacher from
academic success, as evidenced by the fact that some of the most respected research
scholars in sociolinguistics have been dedicated to improving public understandings
regarding linguistics and language diversity from the outset of their careers.

An Approach to Public Education
While sociolinguistics remains a small, chiefly invisible professional field, media
presentations dominate the representation of American culture. In such a context, the
public impact of sociolinguistics is severely limited if it does not effectively use a
range of media venues to communicate its messages. The challenge, of course, is to
present information in such a way that it is accessible to a broad-based audience of
nonexperts. Though this may seem like an insurmountable challenge, Deborah
Tannen’s popular books (1990, 1995, 2006) and media presence on topics related to
language and social interaction have taught us that it is not an unachievable ideal.
There are also aspects of language variation that hold inherent intrigue for general
audiences, and we need to start by connecting language diversity with this public
curiosity.

My first experience with a television production executive at a public broadcast-
ing station emphatically reinforced the value of audiovisual appeal in presentations
featuring language diversity. As the executive surfed through the channels on the
television in his office, he proclaimed, “You have ten to fifteen seconds to appeal to
your potential audience; if you don’t capture their interest during that time period,
you’ve lost them.” Five television documentaries later, I’m inclined to think that
viewers enjoy seeing and hearing diverse language varieties in lively, natural settings
and that they will stay tuned if language diversity is presented in a generally appeal-
ing format. The notion that media presentations about language should be entertain-
ing may seem somewhat superficial to those of us accustomed to classroom instruc-
tion and academic presentations focused more on the transmission of knowledge
than on entertainment, but language-related media productions do indeed compete
with other types of entertainment, including professionally produced documentaries
for educational television stations. One of the reasons that the documentary Ameri-
can Tongues (Alvarez and Kolker 1986) has been effective for two decades is due to
its high entertainment value. The use of striking dialogue and humor also serves as a
nonconfrontational method for opening up candid discussions about language atti-
tudes. For more than a decade, I and my colleagues at the North Carolina Language
and Life Project, housed at North Carolina State University, have produced a number
of documentaries on language diversity in North Carolina. We have shown that it is
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quite possible to pique the public’s interest in language differences if these are
framed in appropriate, natural cultural settings. For example, when our documentary
Voices of North Carolina (Hutcheson 2005) aired on the nonprofit, noncommercial
Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) in North Carolina, it had a rating of 2.3 per 1,000
viewing homes, significantly higher than the regular programming in that time slot
(generally less than 2). Perhaps just as importantly, viewers did not turn the program
off; there was no significant drop-off in the early- and late-show audience share dur-
ing the program, and the station received numerous follow-up e-mails about the
viewers’ fascination with the program. While a viewer rating of 2.3 may pale by
comparison with the rating of a popular major network program, it does demonstrate
that presentations about dialect diversity can compete at least within the restricted
audience of potential viewers who watch public television.

The themes that frame our presentations of language diversity are typically re-
lated to cultural legacy and historical heritage. One can hardly study culture and his-
tory without considering the iconic role of language in the sociohistorical and
sociocultural development of diverse populations. As one of our Cherokee language
speakers put it in Voices of North Carolina (Hutcheson 2005), “Language is culture
and culture is language.” When language diversity is associated with other aspects of
historical and cultural roots such as settlement history and traditions such as music
and other folkways, a meaningful context for broader cultural and social issues is es-
tablished for the presentation of language differences. As I often say to inquiring re-
porters and journalists in search of sound bytes for their articles on issues connected
to language diversity, “It’s never really about the language; it’s always about cultural
behaviors that are symbolically represented by language” (Associated Press 2006).
Though the general public may neither understand nor value the seemingly myopic
obsession of linguists with technical structural detail, it can appreciate and identify
with the symbolic role that language plays in historical, regional, and cultural
developments.

One of the attributes of our public outreach programs is the focus on the positive
dimensions of language diversity rather than on the controversy sometimes associ-
ated with this topic. Despite deep-seated ideological differences between socio-
linguistic axioms and public interpretations of language differences, we have taken
the position that positively framed presentations of language differences hold a
greater likelihood of being received by the public than the direct confrontation of
seemingly unassailable ideologies. Some may question the ethics of what appears to
be an avoidance strategy in confronting public misperceptions of language differ-
ences, but our interpretation is that the initial stage of public presentation is not the
place for this discussion. Once a few fundamental sociolinguistic premises about lan-
guage diversity are established inductively, such a discussion may become more
meaningful. Furthermore, deductive linguistic proclamations about the legitimacy of
language diversity rarely lead to the honest discussion of language differences. The
most effective and permanent education always takes place when learners discover
truths for themselves. Inductive, incremental education that begins with a positive,
nonthreatening perspective on language diversity provides a much more effective
opportunity for an authentic discussion of language issues than direct statements of
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opposition to deep-rooted positions. In the final analysis, we want our audiences to
come to understand the truth about language diversity for themselves.

Venues of Public Education
Venues for public education extend from opportunistic-based, teachable moments
that spontaneously arise from current news events involving language to planned
programs that systematically target specific or broad-based public audiences. On a
sporadic basis, sociolinguists are called upon by the media to provide perspectives
and opinions on language-related stories. These stories may range from long-stand-
ing national debates about the adoption of English as the official language of the
United States to local stories that involve comments or observations about language
or dialect. The responses by linguists to such opportunities vary, from those who
view these queries as a welcome opportunity for public education to those who dis-
miss these requests because they feel that such reporting, or news reporting in gen-
eral, is superficial and unreliable. I personally think that these occasions offer public
exposure that can raise public awareness of language issues if nothing else. When a
prominent, nationally recognized linguist such as Deborah Tannen talks about the
role of language in social interaction or when John Baugh talks about linguistic pro-
filing on a national network news program, it paves the way for teachable moments
in public education. I have, for example, effectively used the 20/20 Downtown news
program on linguistic profiling (ABC News 2002) and the subsequent U.S. Fair
Housing Commission’s sixty-second public advertisement (Ad Council 2003) about
the role of linguistic profiling in housing discrimination as important illustrations of
the subtle but significant role of language in discrimination with audiences that range
from traditional classrooms to community-based civic groups.

Though news events involving language provide an opportunity for public edu-
cation, such responses are typically reactive rather than proactive, and linguists have
little control over the presentation format or the reduction of their input to a conve-
nient, abbreviated sound byte. Our current proactive efforts have attempted to be
more deliberate, detailed, and diverse, ranging from documentaries produced for pub-
lic television to dialect awareness curricula for teachers and public school students.

Documentaries
Documentary productions of the North Carolina Language and Life Project have
ranged from productions for local communities to those produced for general public
television audiences, mostly for the state affiliate of PBS, or, in one case, PBS na-
tionally. Some of our productions have focused exclusively on language (Blanton
and Waters 1996; Hutcheson 2001, 2004, 2005), while others have followed local in-
terests to the point of having little to do with language directly (Hutcheson 2006;
Rowe and Grimes 2006). The documentary on Lumbee English titled Indian by
Birth: The Lumbee Dialect (Hutcheson 2001) illustrates a documentary specifically
focused on language, though it naturally frames this discussion within a cultural mi-
lieu, a regional setting, and a sociohistorical background. It includes a vignette on the
ancestral language background of the Lumbee Indians and the English roots of
Lumbee English, a sociocultural section about the symbolic cultural role of language
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in community life, a cognitive component that depicts some of the linguistic struc-
tures of the dialect, and an affective section about the attitudes, stereotypes, and mis-
conceptions that often characterize the public perception of this ethnolinguistic vari-
ety. The objective is to educate the general public, including local community
members, about the role of language in its community setting and the emblematic
function of Lumbee English as a marker of socioethnic identity. The sociohistorical
and sociocultural legacy of language is of particular significance on a local, commu-
nity level as well as for outsiders who know little about the Lumbee as a Native
American tribe. Language differences are presented in terms of cultural identity and
historical heritage rather than language ideology, though issues of linguistic subordi-
nation are addressed in indirect ways.

One of our most successful documentaries on public television in North Caro-
lina, Voices of North Carolina, provides an overview of a number of different lan-
guage situations in the state. These include the status of the Cherokee language, an
endangered Native American language, and the varieties of Spanish brought to
North Carolina with the recent wave of Latino immigrants to the state in the last de-
cade. Different regional dialects of English are also featured, including Outer Banks
English and Appalachian English, along with ethnic varieties such as Lumbee Eng-
lish and African American English. It further features a vignette on language change
in metropolitan areas of the South by comparing older, lifetime residents of Char-
lotte, North Carolina, with younger residents and outsiders who are now predomi-
nant in the city’s population. As the promotional blurb reads, “Voices of North
Carolina is a unique journey through the dialects and language of this diverse South-
ern state, from Hoi Toider speech on the Outer Banks to the Highland Speech of the
Smoky Mountains” (Hutcheson 2005). In a strategic decision to provide credibility
to the presentation, we enlisted William C. Friday, president emeritus of the Univer-
sity of North Carolina University system and arguably the most highly respected
public figure in North Carolina, to narrate the documentary. The public television
station, the state affiliate of PBS, was so impressed by the interest in the program
that they offered a DVD of Voices of North Carolina as an incentive give-away item
in their annual fund-raising campaign, a symbolic recognition of the public appeal
of our documentary. To my knowledge, this is the only language documentary ever
used in this way.

Although the North Carolina Language and Life Project has had the good for-
tune of having a highly creative, full-time videographer (Neal Hutcheson) to direct
the production of our documentaries, it should be noted that some projects can be
done on a modest budget by students who are interested in filmmaking and/or docu-
mentary production. In fact, the first documentary ever produced under the aegis of
the North Carolina Language and Life Project was done by a couple of undergradu-
ate students in a linguistics class who were more interested in documentary produc-
tion than in linguistic analysis. They had no prior experience in filmmaking and pro-
duction, no equipment, and no budget to carry out the project. We set up an
independent study, borrowed equipment from the laboratory of the Communication
Department at the university, and operated on a shoestring budget of less than fifteen
hundred dollars, mostly for travel and supplies. Almost a decade later, their twenty-
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three-minute production, The Ocracoke Brogue (Blanton and Waters 1996), about
the dialect spoken on Ocracoke Island, in the North Carolina Outer Banks islands, re-
mains one of the most well-known and economically successful documentaries we
have ever produced.1 Furthermore, it has become a staple feature in the Ocracoke
Preservation Society’s museum, where it runs continuously whenever the museum is
open to the public. Current digital video technology available at most universities
makes these types of low-budget, public education projects even more accessible for
student production.

Language Exhibits
The museum exhibit is another venue for the public presentation of language diver-
sity. With the cooperation of community-based museums and preservation societies,
we have now constructed three permanent museum exhibits that highlight language
diversity in North Carolina. The exhibition at the museum of the Ocracoke Preserva-
tion Society includes panels on the history and development of the dialect, its current
moribund status, and an illustrative list of some distinctive lexical items of the vari-
ety, along with the continuously playing documentary that is the center of the
so-called Dialect Room at the museum.

We also constructed a permanent exhibit on Lumbee language for the Museum
of the Native American Resource Center in Pembroke, North Carolina.2 The exhibit,
funded by a grant from the Informal Science Education program of the U.S. National
Science Foundation, features four panels highlighting the ancestral Native American
language heritage of the Lumbee, the development of their unique Lumbee English
dialect, the representation of Lumbee identity through dialect, and the presentation of
some distinctive lexical items of Lumbee English. The exhibit also includes an inter-
active, touch-screen monitor that allows visitors to select from a menu of two-minute
video vignettes that range from segments on the development and status of Lumbee
language to an interactive vocabulary quiz. In addition to visitors and community
residents, each year thousands of schoolchildren in Robeson County visit the mu-
seum to view the exhibition.

A third exhibit was recently constructed in the gallery of the Outer Banks His-
tory Center located at the Lost Colony Festival Park on Roanoke Island, one of the
most popular tourist attractions in North Carolina. This exhibit, titled “Freedom’s
Voice: Celebrating the Black Experience on the Outer Banks,” is by far the most in-
clusive and extensive of our exhibitions, extending far beyond language variation on
the Outer Banks. It includes images, a documentary (Sellers 2006), interactive audio-
visuals, and artifacts and panels that highlight the Freedmen’s Colony on Roanoke
Island during the Civil War, African Americans’ involvement in the maritime indus-
try, and African Americans’ role in education, religion, and community life on the
Outer Banks. A half-dozen different listening stations feature the voices of local resi-
dents who were a part of our research study on language variation and change in
Roanoke Island (Carpenter 2004, 2005). In an important sense, this exhibition com-
bines history, culture, and language in narrating the story of the “other lost colony”
on Roanoke Island. Exhibits such as these offer a permanent venue for public educa-
tion that can be used in both formal and informal education. Such presentations can
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also be adapted or designed as virtual museums so that their education potential ex-
tends well beyond their local, physical community site.

Dialect Awareness Curricula
One of our most ambitious programs in public education involves the development
of formal curricular materials on language diversity in the public schools. We have
experimented with curricular programs in a number of communities throughout
North Carolina and taught a program annually for more than a decade in the public
school in Ocracoke. Unfortunately, formal education about dialect variation is still a
relatively novel, and in some cases controversial, idea. Our pilot program has fo-
cused on a middle-school curriculum in social studies that connects with language
arts study (Reaser 2006; Reaser and Wolfram 2006a, 2006b), but similar units might
be designed for other levels of K–12 education as well. The curriculum is based on
humanistic, scientific, and social science rationales and engages students on a num-
ber of different participatory levels. In the process, students learn about dialect study
as a kind of scientific inquiry and as a form of social science research. The examina-
tion of dialect differences offers great potential for students to investigate the interre-
lation between linguistic and social diversity, including diversity grounded in geog-
raphy, history, and cultural beliefs and practices. There are a number of creative
ways in which students can examine how language and culture go hand-in-hand as
they address language diversity. For example, in one of our lessons, we consider is-
sues of language variation related to Native American groups. Students are shown
two eight- to ten-minute video vignettes, one of the Cherokee Indians whose native
language is currently endangered, and one of the Lumbee Indians whose native lan-
guage has been lost for generations. As noted earlier, though their native language
has been extinct since at least the 1800s, the Lumbee developed a unique variety of
English that symbolically differentiates them from neighboring European American
and African American populations. Through this curricular unit, students consider
the loss and endangered status of many Native American languages, the symbolic
culture-language connection, language revitalization efforts, and linguistic stereo-
typing. In the following reflective exercise from Reaser and Wolfram (2006b), stu-
dents are asked to compare and contrast the different sociolinguistic and socio-
historical situations affecting the Cherokee and Lumbee tribes.

1. How have the histories of the Lumbee Native Americans and the Cherokee
Native Americans been similar?

2. How have they differed?

3. Why have the Cherokee been able to preserve their native language whereas
the Lumbee have lost theirs?

4. How does speaking a unique dialect of English differ from speaking a differ-
ent language like Cherokee?

5. What role does language play in these two communities?

A comparable video vignette on African American English sets the stage for con-
sidering issues of language accommodation and style shifting, language and identity,
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and even the issue of regionality in African American English. In the following exer-
cise, the students in the Ocracoke School start by considering their own speech, then
consider the speech of African Americans in different situations based on a vignette
extracted from the documentary Voices of North Carolina (from Reaser and Wolfram
2006a).

You will see a vignette about language experience. Before you watch the
video, answer the following questions:

1. Do you feel that you have to change the way you speak? Why?
2. When you change your speech, is it mostly conscious or unconscious?

That is, do you have to think about it or does it just happen naturally?

In the following video clip, you will see some African Americans from North
Carolina who are proud of their dialect but also switch their speech to
Standard English when they feel it necessary. As you watch the video, think
about responses to the following questions:

1. Could you hear differences in the speech of individuals in different
situations?

2. Could you tell which African Americans lived in cities and which lived in
rural areas?

3. Are these African Americans aware of the fact that they change their
speech or not?

4. Why do you think that they feel that they must change their speech in dif-
ferent situations?

One of the greatest advantages of a curriculum on dialects is its potential for tap-
ping the linguistic resources of students’ indigenous communities. In addition to
classroom lessons, students learn by going into the community to collect current dia-
lect data. In most cases, the speech characteristics of the local community should
make dialects come alive in a way that is unmatched by textbook knowledge. Educa-
tional models that treat the local community as a resource to be tapped rather than as
a liability to be overcome have been shown to be quite effective in other areas of lan-
guage arts education, and there is no reason why this model cannot be applied to the
study of dialects. A model that builds upon community strengths in language, even
when the language is different from the norm of the mainstream educational system,
seems to hold much greater potential for success than one that focuses exclusively on
conflicts between the community language and school language.

Though we have had great success teaching a pilot program on dialect aware-
ness in Ocracoke, the process of implementing a local dialect awareness program
taught by classroom teachers without linguistic training is a different matter. How-
ever, the formal evaluation of the pilot version of a statewide dialect awareness pro-
gram taught by regular classroom teachers (Reaser 2006) shows promising results.
Reaser devised a pre- and postcurricular survey measure that included items related
to both language knowledge and language attitudes. The plot of the pre- and posttest
change for the twenty-item test is given in figure 13.1 (from Reaser 2006, 120).
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A further consideration in targeting the social studies curriculum is the fact that
it tends to have more flexibility in terms of innovative materials than language arts,
which is traditionally constrained by year-end standardized performance testing. The
subject of language diversity may naturally merge with language arts and even sci-
ence at points where the focus is on language analysis as a type of scientific inquiry.
Students are not the only ones who profit from the study of dialect diversity.
Teachers also find that some of their stereotypes about languages are challenged and
that they become more knowledgeable and enlightened about language diversity in
the process of teaching the curriculum. In fact, the classroom teachers who piloted
the curriculum were among the most enthusiastic supporters of the curriculum be-
cause of the new knowledge they had received in teaching the curriculum to their
students.

Popular Books and Articles
One of the most effective methods for disseminating information about language di-
versity is magazine articles and books for general audiences. Deborah Tannen has
demonstrated that popular books about language use in social interaction can, in fact,
be quite intriguing to the public and provide an effective venue for public education
about the role of language in everyday life, though her popular recognition is cer-
tainly the exception rather than the rule among academics. One of the more success-
ful popular writing ventures related to dialect diversity is Spoken Soul: The Story of
Black English (2000), coauthored by sociolinguist John R. Rickford and his son,
Russell John Rickford, then a journalist with the Philadelphia Inquirer. Winner of an
American Book Award for outstanding literary achievement, this book demonstrates
that the presentation of language diversity can, in fact, reach very broad audiences,
though again it is notably the exception in sociolinguistic writing.

Our own efforts to write for general audiences have met with more modest, re-
gional success. The book, Hoi Toide on the Outer Banks: The Story of the Ocracoke
Brogue (Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1997), received considerable publicity on the
Outer Banks and the North Carolina mainland as well, and the first run of almost four
thousand copies sold out within several months of its release. A decade after its origi-
nal publication, the book is still available at tourist sites, in popular bookstores, light-
houses, and museums throughout the Outer Banks. Another trade book, Fine in the
World: Lumbee Language in Time and Place (Wolfram et al. 2002), is distributed
through the Museum of the Native American Resource Center in Pembroke and
through the North Carolina State University Extension/Publications program. Though
its appeal is fairly local, residents and teachers in Southeastern North Carolina have
found its presentation of the role of dialect in Lumbee life informative. A more recent
effort to educate the general public about the status of dialects in American society is
the collection American Voices (Wolfram and Ward 2006), a book of brief essays for
nonexperts written by linguists about both well-known and barely recognized dialects
of American English that aims to demonstrate that everyone speaks a dialect and that
they are all interesting and valuable. It attempts to translate the research of profes-
sional dialectologists and sociolinguists into brief, readable descriptions for those who
are curious about language differences but have neither the background nor the desire
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to be professional linguists. The success of this attempt, coedited by a sociolinguist
and career journalist, is yet to be determined, but it may ultimately have to do as much
with its marketability as with its readability. Popular literary venues for the presenta-
tion of language diversity hold great potential, although the process of writing for such
audiences is a formidable challenge that requires writing skills quite different from
those typically exhibited by linguists. Furthermore, such ventures are probably best
undertaken with professional journalists and/or by those accustomed to writing for
popular audiences. Perhaps just as importantly, such literary ventures need aggressive,
proactive marketing plans that ensure that they will reach their intended audience.

Dividends of Public Education
The processes and products described earlier are intended to be illustrative rather
than exhaustive. Indeed, they should be complemented by other activities that range
from regular radio and television shows about language diversity to other types of
presentations for a wide array of public audiences. The public presentations of lin-
guist Geoff Nunberg are exemplary in this respect; he does a regular feature on lan-
guage on the NPR show “Fresh Air” and has written numerous commentaries for the
Sunday New York Times “Week in Review” as well as for other periodicals. Nunberg
has also been contributing regular letters from America to the BBC4 series “State of
the Union.”

We have given presentations on the history of African American English for
Black History Month and workshops on Lumbee English and the Cherokee language
for Native American Heritage Month as part of human relations initiatives at organi-
zations that extend from private corporations such as IBM and SAS to public federal
and state agencies. Selecting venues for the presentation of information about lan-
guage diversity is a challenge that should not be limited by past traditions or prece-
dents of public education. In fact, it requires our most proactive and entrepreneurial
endeavors. Mitigating the effects of the dominant language ideology and the wide-
spread application of the principle of linguistic subordination involves long-term,
proactive formal and informal reeducation on both local and broad-based levels.

Though it may seem like a relatively minor and incidental step, mainstreaming
the discussion of language differences constitutes a major accomplishment in public
education. For all of the natural interest that language naturally piques, there is little
informed public discussion of language as a reflection of historical legacy, regional
affiliation, and cultural background. Entire television channels are dedicated to his-
tory, geography, and the public interest, but language diversity is rarely represented
despite its emblematic role in the development of peoples and cultures in time and
place.

As language diversity becomes increasingly recognized in the public sector and
the number of moribund language varieties increases precipitously, the sociolinguis-
tic educational challenge increases proportionally. But education about these issues
cannot be restricted to occasional, one-time, formal institutional presentations; the
social and education stakes are simply too high. If, indeed, sociolinguists ever wish
to change the current social order of linguistic discrimination and oppression, they
must treat this challenge as central and essential to their sociolinguistic educational
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mission. Realistically, fundamental change in popular language ideology will take
generations to effect and we must utilize the full range of formal and informal educa-
tional venues to tell the story of one of the most natural and essential manifestations
of human behavioral differences.
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NOTES
1. All of the proceeds from the sale of this documentary go directly to the Ocracoke Preservation Soci-

ety (OPS); in fact, the North Carolina Language and Life Project pays for the cost of production in
order to maximize revenues for the OPS.

2. The exhibit on Lumbee language was originally one of thirteen exhibits selected for inclusion for the
Launch Event for the Decade of Behavior displayed for the members of Congress in Washington,
D.C., in 2001.
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14

At What Cost? Methods of Language Revival
and Protection
Examples from Hebrew

E L A N A S H O H A M Y

Tel Aviv University

THE THEME of this volume is “sustaining linguistic diversity: endangered and minority
languages and language varieties”; thus most chapters focus on how to revive and
protect languages that are perceived to be “endangered.” This chapter takes a differ-
ent approach, discussing how such efforts can in fact entail oppressive, draconic,
colonializing, and monopolizing methods. Such methods or mechanisms implicate
personal rights, ethicality, morality, and freedom of speech. The act of reviving and
protecting languages is deeply embedded in ideologies, beliefs, and political factors
(Schieffelin, Woolard, and Kroskrity 1998); thus it can demand high costs from the
individuals required to comply with the concomitant regulations, which are often in
contradiction to daily practices and personal beliefs. While language revival and pro-
tection may perpetuate the goals and ideologies of a “nation” or a collective group, it
may also lead to supremacy and domination of some groups while marginalizing oth-
ers. Further, such language ideologies often linger long after the languages con-
cerned are safe and well established, and oppressive acts are justified in the name of
ongoing protection.

The first part of this chapter assesses the status of the Hebrew language in Israel
today and is followed by a brief survey of its historical development. Next, I outline
the methods and mechanisms that were employed in the process of reviving and pro-
tecting Hebrew in one Jewish town in Palestine in the late 1930s and early 1940s.
The third section of the chapter raises questions about these methods in terms of their
cost, ethicality, and justification and their relevance to other communities engaged in
language revival.

Hebrew in Israel Today
Hebrew in Israel today is a very vital language; its status is solid and its use is broad.
It is a dynamic language, as evident from its widespread use in private and public
places; the large number of Hebrew books, newspapers, media, theater, and art; and
its dominance as a language of instruction in most schools. It is the main language of
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Israel and the one with highest prestige and status within the multilingual and multi-
cultural society of 7 million people.

Most of the Arabs living in Israel (about 20 percent of the total Israeli popula-
tion) use Arabic (Modern Standard and dialects) as their community languages and
the language of instruction in schools but learn Hebrew from a very early age in
school and beyond (Amara and Mar’i 2002). Immigrants from the former Soviet Un-
ion make up another 20 percent of the total population; they have been arriving in Is-
rael mostly since the early 1990s and use Russian and other languages of their region
of origin. Upon their arrival in Israel they are quick to acquire Hebrew (Spolsky and
Shohamy 1999). Other immigrants use Amharic, Spanish, French, and a variety of
other languages, and they too learn Hebrew once in Israel. The Ultra Orthodox Jews
use Yiddish as their main language but have high proficiency in Hebrew. Further, the
past decade has witnessed the arrival of a large number of non-Jewish foreign work-
ers (about two hundred thousand) who use a variety of other languages such as Span-
ish, Tagalo, Chinese, Bulgarian, Romanian, and Polish as well as a number of Afri-
can languages and acquire a basic variety of Hebrew. Hebrew in Israel today, then, is
prominent, dominant, and prestigious and serves as a lingua franca for all these dif-
ferent language groups.

A closer examination of Israel’s language policy using the three categories pro-
posed by Spolsky (2004), ideology, management, and practice, makes it clear that
ideologically speaking, Hebrew is viewed as a central language associated with the
Jewish state. Thus Jewish immigrants arriving in Israel are expected to acquire He-
brew as fast as possible so that they can integrate into the Jewish state. Adults are ex-
pected to acquire Hebrew through Ulpanim (intensive Hebrew schools) that teach
both the Hebrew language and Israel-nationalistic themes (Kuzar 2001). All immi-
grant children are submersed into Hebrew in schools, as all schools in Jewish areas
use Hebrew as the only medium of instruction. However, there are cases where im-
migrants themselves get organized and offer courses for teaching Russian, mostly in
after-school programs, although these are of limited scope despite an educational
language policy of 1996 that encouraged the teaching of immigrant languages. Over-
all, then, Hebrew is viewed as the main language of Jews in Israel and as a symbol of
national membership, with some declared tolerance to maintaining other languages
(Spolsky and Shohamy 1999).

In terms of language management, two types of policy exist. At the national
level, both Hebrew and Arabic are considered official languages. In terms of educa-
tion, a new educational policy was introduced into the Israeli educational system in
1996 that requires native Hebrew-speaking Jews to learn Hebrew, English, and
Arabic in public schools, as well as community, heritage, or world languages (e.g.,
“3�”). Immigrant children obtain help in learning Hebrew and are expected to func-
tion in the listed languages as soon as possible. The policy is similar in its application
to the Arab school systems. But in different order: Arabic, Hebrew, English.

In terms of practice, Hebrew is the most dominant language, used in all domains
of life and as a lingua franca for those for whom it is not the first language. While
English is very popular (e.g., in academics, commerce, and the media), and Arabic
and Russian are spoken by large groups, it is Hebrew that has the highest practical
value and visibility. Further evidence of the vitality of Hebrew and English in
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relation to other languages can be drawn from a study documenting the linguistic
landscape of Israel that points to the dominance of Hebrew as the main language of
the public space in both Jewish and Arab locations in Israel. In Arabic-speaking
communities Hebrew follows Arabic, and in Jewish areas English follows Hebrew
with little representation of Arabic (Ben-Rafael et al. 2006).

Historic Development
While Hebrew is vital, vibrant, dynamic, and dominant in Israel today and its hege-
mony fully accepted and unchallenged, this has not always been the case. Just a hun-
dred years ago Hebrew was considered practically a dead language. While it has al-
ways been used as a language of texts, prayer books, and the Bible, there were few
native speakers, and only a few people could use Hebrew as a spoken vernacular.
Thus the story of Hebrew is often referred to as a case of “successful revival” or of
“Reversing Language Shift” (Fishman 1991; Harshav 1993). Multiple narratives at-
tempt to explain both the how and the why of Hebrew revival (Harshav 1993; Karmi
1997). It has been constructed mostly in mythological terms, perceived as a “linguis-
tic miracle” or as a case of “Jews being very stubborn.” Some view it as a natural
phenomenon: when people came to Palestine from many different countries and
were seeking a common language, Hebrew was familiar to many as a textual lan-
guage and thus a “natural” choice. Others wonder whether it is in fact a case of “lan-
guage revival” or rather a “re-vernacularisation” (Ben Rafael 1994); after all, many
Jews were already reading Hebrew and reciting it in prayers. Skepticism persists re-
garding how widespread the use of Hebrew was in different periods during the re-
vival process, the nature of the language, the varieties, the actual levels of profi-
ciency of those who claimed to have spoken it, and whether it was really subtractive
(taking over home languages), additive (used in a bilingual way, home languages
and Hebrew), or a hybrid (home languages along with Hebrew in mixed ways).

Historically, until the destruction of the First Temple (587 B.C.), Jews living in
the land of Israel spoke mainly Hebrew. The impact of Aramaic increased during the
Babylonian exile and following the Jewish exile after the Roman destruction of the
Second Temple (70 A.D.), when Hebrew lost its function as a vernacular and was
mainly reserved for literary-religious usage. Jews developed trilingual-multilingual
patterns of some Jewish languages, territorial language(s), and reading of Hebrew
texts, although this was mostly restricted to men.

Early steps of Hebrew revival as a vernacular began in Europe in the nineteenth
century, as early as 1856, through the Haskalah, an intellectual movement that
sought to expand traditional Judaism to a secular domain and to appropriate the use
of Hebrew, considered a sacred language until then, for the purposes of secular and
national ideologies (Ben-Rafael 1994). This movement gained force upon the arrival
of waves of Jewish immigrants in Palestine, along with strong activism in the dif-
ferent Jewish congresses. The spoken languages of the Jews who were living in Pal-
estine at the time were local Arabic dialects and a variety of Jewish languages—
Ladino, Judeo Arabic, and Yiddish.

The revival of Hebrew in what was later to be Israel was part of a movement to
create a nation for the Jews based on common history and kinship. Initially, Hebrew
was rivaled by Yiddish, but the Zionist territorial ideology supported Hebrew and
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viewed Yiddish as a language symbolizing the past. Thus, while in the Tshernovits
conference of 1906 a resolution was passed proclaiming Yiddish as a Jewish national
language alongside Hebrew, in other Jewish congresses there was strong promotion
of Hebrew, as in the Seventh Zionist Congress of 1905 that adopted the majority
view that the educational system in Eretz-Israel should be of Hebrew character, and
in the tenth and eleventh Zionist congresses (1911, 1913) that affirmed the exclusive
use of Hebrew.

The term “Hebrew,” rather than “Jewish” or “Zionist,” was adopted to signify
detachment from the past and the re-creation of a “new Jew,” a “Hebrew-man” in a
new homeland. Hebrew went through a period of secularization of lexical items sym-
bolizing this new construct. Some time between 1906 and 1916 the revival of Hebrew
was declared to be completed; there were claims that by 1914 it was the exclusive lan-
guage of instruction, and by 1920 it was used to signify the reinvented Jewish com-
munity. The validity of these ideologically based claims remains a point of debate.
For example, Chaver (2004) argues that these claims were driven by leaders of the
Yishuv (the Jewish community living in Palestine during the British Mandate): “The
Yishuv was beginning to construct a mainstream narrative that could not concede the
existence of an alternative culture—or even subculture—marked by language be-
cause such an admission would cast doubt on the total success of the project” (16).

Questions also arise concerning the boundaries between language revival and lan-
guage protection. For some, language revival is never completed, given ongoing im-
migration and a perceived need for language support. By the end of the 1930s, there
seemed to be a strong feeling that aggressive measures were needed in order to protect
the language, especially with the arrival of waves of German Jewish immigrants. The
Yishuv had strong fears regarding the destiny and vulnerability of Hebrew.

In terms of the ideology of languages in the 1930s, Hebrew was deeply rooted
within the Zionist movement. This meant that immigrants arriving in Palestine were
expected to learn Hebrew and drop their home languages, as the latter were per-
ceived as threats to the revival of Hebrew. The main targets were the German lan-
guage, used by the immigrants arriving from Germany, and Yiddish, widely used by
Jews coming from Eastern Europe (Segev 1999). According to Zionist ideology, He-
brew needed to be made the dominant language of the Zionist community of the
Yishuv and to serve as a uniting force for creating a homogenous nation; such aims
could not be reached if Jews continued to use the foreign languages (Harshav 1993;
Shohamy 1994).

In terms of language management, three languages were considered official dur-
ing these years: English, the language of British mandate; Hebrew, recognized as of-
ficial since 1917 and accepted as one of the official languages of the Jewish commu-
nity of the Yishuv; and Arabic, considered official for the Arab population residing
in Palestine. Examples of the use of these three languages can be found in many offi-
cial documents of the time, such as stationeries of the Mandate, as well as public
signs.

In terms of language practices, a large number of languages were used in Palestine
in those years, reflecting the diverse countries of origin of the Jews arriving in Pales-
tine—Yiddish, German, Polish, Russian, among many others. However, Hebrew was
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the only language imposed with a strong ideological backing (Ben-Rafael 1994;
Spolsky and Shohamy 1999). Young immigrants such as Shoshana Goldberg, who ar-
rived in Palestine from New York City in 1932 at age fifteen, provide insights into the
language situation at the time:

When I was a child I was bilingual in Yiddish and English. But when I came
to Israel I had trouble because nobody spoke Yiddish, it was against all the
regulations and all the rules to speak another language except Hebrew. It is all
from being very very stubborn. The people here were very stubborn. They did
not allow anything else but Hebrew, and I think that is the reason that Hebrew
took over. In school the classes were in Hebrew, Geometry was done in
Hebrew, all subjects were in Hebrew. My parents got me a very good teacher,
Mr. Bartov, and he taught me day after day after day.

Thus for immigrants the message was clear that they were required to switch to
Hebrew and Hebrew only, as this was the language of the land and the one associated
with the creation of the new nation. But how was that message delivered? What mech-
anisms were used? The remainder of this chapter presents a preliminary study exam-
ining the mechanisms to impose Hebrew in the example of one town in Palestine.

The Study and Setting
Shohamy (2006) introduces the notion of mechanisms to refer to overt and covert
methods and devices used as mediators between language ideology and language
practice. The view of language policy is thus expanded to being interpreted through
different mechanisms used implicitly and explicitly to create de facto policies. Spe-
cifically, then, mechanisms are devices used as means for affecting, creating, and
perpetuating language policies. The focus of the data discussed in this chapter is on a
number of mechanisms used to perpetuate the Hebrew language ideology and turn it
into practice.

The findings reported here are based on documents located in the municipal ar-
chive of Raanana, a town in the center of Israel, north of Tel Aviv. Raanana was
founded in 1922 and is typical of towns founded in Palestine in the 1930s in that it
consisted of Jewish immigrants arriving in Palestine mostly from Europe and the
United States at the time that it was established. As documents show, residents of
Raanana used Yiddish, German, Polish, Russian, English, Hungarian, Latvian, Ro-
manian, Yemenite, and Jewish languages such as Jewish Arabic and Ladino. The
documents include official letters, manifests, and instructions that pertain to the man-
agement of the Hebrew language in town. These were addressed mostly to the mayor
and to other town officials associated with language planning. They include, for in-
stance, correspondence between the mayor and other officials in the municipality
(i.e., those in charge of language classes) as well as various organizations of the
Yishuv who took active roles in Hebrew language management.

Key Mechanisms
The mechanisms identified in the documents include rules and regulations, the es-
tablishment of a central council for Hebrew imposition, control of public space,
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monitoring of language proficiency at home, and monitoring of language learning
and other activities.

Strict Rules and Regulations for Hebrew
Language Behaviors
One document published by The National Council (Vaad Leumi) of the Jewish Com-
munity of Palestine titled The Directive for Linguistic and Culture Protection (tzav
hitgonenut ha-mo’atza ha-merkazit le-hashlatat ha-’ivrit ba-yishuv), dated August
22, 1939, stipulates specific language behaviors to be practiced by residents of the
Yishuv. The document begins with a general statement demanding that the Yishuv
commit itself to total acceptance, exclusive use, and the dominant authority of “our”
Hebrew language. It states that people should be forced to speak Hebrew, and only
Hebrew, at home, out of the home, and at the workplace, in private and public loca-
tions. It calls for guarding the purity of the Hebrew language in each and every forum,
in sermons, lectures, and synagogues that must be carried out exclusively in Hebrew.
The Hebrew language should be studied immediately after immigration so that speak-
ing the language will become a regular habit, even in cases when the language profi-
ciency is very elementary. The document further calls for the administration of He-
brew language tests to assess the Hebrew proficiency of all adults in order to establish
the extent to which they can use the language and that these test results should be used
as a requirement for employment. The document also specifies the need to change the
private names of people into Hebrew names and the total eradication of foreign news-
papers. It mentions the need to require the inclusion of Hebrew dates in all public an-
nouncements, to conduct all correspondence exclusively in Hebrew, to address peo-
ple in Hebrew only, and to establish Hebrew courts. All the stipulations included in
the document are framed within a national and patriotic justification of the need to
rescue Jews and contribute to the establishment of the independence of Israel.

Establishing Central Councils for the Imposition
of Hebrew
In 1941 a formalized organization was established by the Central Council for the
Community of Israel (ivrit ha-va’ad ha-le’umi le-khneset yisra’el be-eretz yisre’el),
the purpose of which was to impose Hebrew language use on the Yishuv. The
group’s name was The Central Committee for the Imposition of the Hebrew Lan-
guage (‘ha-mo’atza ha-merakezet le-hashlatat ha-’ivrit ba-yishuv). Three manifests
were located in the municipal archive of Raanana that provide insight into the
planned as well as actual activities of the group in 1941. The documents list sets of
activities, stipulations, actions, and demands for specific actions required of the Jew-
ish public regarding the use of the Hebrew language. These documents provide evi-
dence not only of the breadth of domains but also of intended and actual activities the
group was engaged in. They were sent to the mayor of the town of Raanana request-
ing that he become engaged in Hebrew language activism in his town.

A document dated February 2, 1941, begins with a general statement regarding
the need for planned and organized actions and the urgency of upgrading the prestige
of the Hebrew language in the population. It then moves to specific plans of activi-
ties—the establishment of a “Hebrew day” in each and every town; the nomination
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of “Hebrew agents” to be placed in industries, professional organizations, factories,
hospitals, and so on; and the need to eradicate all non-Hebrew newspapers and
change all the names of streets to Hebrew ones. The document then moves into very
minute details such as the need to change the text on chocolate wrappers into
Hebrew.

In a similar manner, a document from February 11, 1941, published by the same
organization, begins with an ideological statement about the “tragic” situation that
“the region is being loaded with foreign words.” It then defines two main goals for
the organization: to fight against the use of other languages in the Yishuv and eradi-
cate these languages, and to engage in the teaching of Hebrew to those who do not
know it. Both goals are in fact seen as complementing one another: “If we eradicate
the other languages, the status of Hebrew will be raised.” The document continues
with specific actions for plans that the mayor needs to pursue, such as the identifica-
tion of specific targets, to provide an updated report on the progress of achieving
very specific language goals. Examples include the following:

� Become engaged in propaganda to create “forced” motivation: “create a situa-
tion in which people will aspire to learn Hebrew.”

� Advertise Hebrew slogans to the public such as “A nation that does not speak
its language lacks culture,” or “Hebrew-man, speak Hebrew.”

� Organize regional meetings demanding that institutions nominate Hebrew lan-
guage inspectors/monitors.

� Nominate Hebrew agents, that is, people that can monitor language behavior
with activities such as “to return letters written in foreign languages to the
senders” or “monitor that a doctor does not use Hebrew when he is checking
his patient or when he is operating on him.” This is justified in the following
way: “Our main issue is not whether we intrude into people’s lives but how to
make Hebrew a language that people know,” implying that the goal justifies
any means. The number of existing agents is reported: “Today, we have about
130 such agents,” and it is concluded that “the fact that hospitals went along
and nominated monitors indicates that they see its value.”

One section of the document includes a list of all towns where violations of the
Hebrew language occur, stating that the violators had received warnings from the or-
ganization and that their names were publicized. Examples include the following:

Non -Hebrew Newspapers . “The plan is to eradicate all non-Hebrew newspapers by speci-
fying an action plan for 1 year: First 6 months, 50% German, 50% Hebrew, then 75%
Hebrew, 25% German and after one year, the paper cannot be published at all.” Re-
sistance to this stipulation is described: “Yet, the German owners refuse claiming
that ‘why should the Yishuv impose and determine the destiny of thousands of Ger-
man speakers?’”

Theate r . “Since theater is still being conducted in other languages, the organization
demands from the municipality of Tel Aviv not to open the doors of the halls if the
shows are to be presented not in the Hebrew language.”
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The document continues with a list of other groups and organizations whose be-
havior must be changed so that they align with the Hebrew goals, as in the case of
making Polish-speaking schools deny the acceptance of Jewish children.

A document from August 27, 1941, discusses more radical and aggressive plans,
specifically documenting language violations in public places. The format used is (a)
identifying the language violators, (b) describing the language violations, and (c) en-
forcing precise strategies for language repair. Examples include the following:

Schoo l P r inc ip les . Violation: “some courses are taught via English.” Repair: “He prom-
ised to stop it.”

The Carmel Commit tee . Violation: “conducting correspondence not in Hebrew.” Repair:
“You must stop”; “He said he will write to us only in Hebrew in all his letters.”

The Mayor o f Te l Av iv . Violation: “holding activities without emphasizing Hebrew purity.”

The Nat iona l Orches t ra . Violation: “Players are not using Hebrew in rehearsals.”

A Choco la te Fac to ry . Violation: “using ‘foreign languages’ during production while the
language must be Hebrew only.”

An Adver t i s ing Company. Violation: “We detected one person that published a diet book
for sick people not in Hebrew,” and “using German in the shop windows.”

The Opera . Violation: “advertising the show in a bilingual version and even adding ad-
vertisements, half of which were in English.” Repair: “They agreed not to do it any
more.”

A Café Owner in Je rusa lem. Violation: “saying words that offended the Hebrew language.”

Controlling the Public Space
One of the arenas identified as crucial for exercising influence regarding the Hebrew
language was the public space, referring mostly to the use of Hebrew on public signs,
especially of shops. In the August 1941 document, there is a specific reference to a
range of activities and close monitoring and documentation of the public space, de-
scribing the efforts of young people who were given the task of documenting the lan-
guages of signs on shops in all major Jewish towns in Palestine: “We recruited
groups of young people in Haifa to check the number of signs that are not using He-
brew. This is what we found: 128 signs need corrections, 21 signs did not include
Hebrew in the first place, on 25 signs Hebrew was not given enough space, 32 signs
used ‘foreign letters,’ on 55 signs other languages appear (46 in German, 6 in French,
1 in Polish, 1 in Russian, 1 in Czech), in 2 signs Hebrew was written with mistakes.”
The document included strategies for repair: “We asked them to correct and remove
all signs that had problems, but especially those in German.”

There were also attempts to create laws about the use of Hebrew in the public
space involving officials from the British mandate, with numerous references to such
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laws in other towns: “We began conducting trials for the violators according to the
new ‘signs’ law. Lots of violations in Jerusalem. We are negotiating with the mayor
the introduction of a new law like the law they established in Tel Aviv. We are in-
volving the General Council in these negotiations. It is clear that the council is not in-
terested in multiple languages as these make the streets and the public space look
very ugly.”

Monitoring Language Proficiency at Home
The level of Hebrew language proficiency was also closely monitored by conducting
face-to-face oral language tests. One of the documents located in the archives, dated
June 21, 1939, is an announcement posted in major newspapers in Palestine regard-
ing the home visits to assess people’s Hebrew language proficiency. People are
asked to cooperate with the testers: “In Raanana: Today and tomorrow, couples of
volunteers will visit you in your homes to conduct a census for the purpose of count-
ing the number of people who know the Hebrew language. You are requested to wel-
come these couples using good manners.” This is signed by the cultural committee of
the municipality.

Monitoring Language Learning Activities through
the Mayor
Teaching was a major activity for spreading and protecting the Hebrew language.
Sessions were carried out with close monitoring by the central Yishuv authorities.
This top-down policy meant that information on the local town activities was con-
stantly being reported to the central authorities of the Yishuv. Thus, in the case of the
town of Raanana, the mayor was expected to take an active role in the imposition of
Hebrew and to act as the mediator between the central authorities and the residents of
the town regarding language teaching. He was expected to report about each and ev-
ery activity to the central authorities, such as Hebrew language proficiency of store
owners, neighborhoods, private people, organizations, and local industries and how
policies were being carried out and implemented.

In fact, many of the documents provide direct evidence of these ongoing ex-
changes. One document that displays the nature of the interaction is a letter dated
June 2, 1941, sent by the representative of the National Council of the Jewish Com-
munity in Palestine to the mayor of Raanana, Mr. Ostrovsky. While the mayor is be-
ing complemented about the intensive activities of teaching Hebrew and culture in
comparison to other towns, he is also requested to still do much more: “I am not say-
ing that you are doing everything in order to provide cultural services, but in compar-
ison to the apathy and carelessness of other places with regards to language and cul-
ture you are doing well. It is a great pleasure to cooperate with you, but we are asking
from ourselves a much higher awareness and activities.”

The tight control and monitoring by the central authorities of the teaching activi-
ties can also be gleaned from documents that were sent to the mayor demanding ex-
act and accurate information about all language activities. This is followed by a se-
ries of letters sent by officials of the town of Raanana back to the central authorities
reporting in very precise terms the language activities in the town, specifically, the
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number of classes, number of students, names of teachers, as well as the content cov-
ered in each course.

Vio len t Ac t s . Additional mechanisms include the establishment of societies of Hebrew
“loyalists” who assisted the various committees of the Hebrew language protec-
tion/imposition in spreading Hebrew materials and documents and disseminating
language propaganda. Some of these groups had reputations for their aggressive and
violent acts. Mrs. Goldberg, for instance, recalls “Jews who were beaten in the streets
by other people because they spoke Yiddish, and forced to speak Hebrew.”

One well-known organization was the ‘Gdud Meginei Ha-safa (The Militia for
the Protection of the Language), established in the 1930s and based mostly in Tel
Aviv. Although no pertinent records were found so far in the Raanana municipal ar-
chives, other sources (Karmi 1997; Segev 1999) have documented the aggressive and
violent activities of the group in forcing people to speak Hebrew, especially in public
places.

Mr. Gabriel, one of the interviewees for this project, was a member of the ‘Gdud
in 1930. He was ten years old when he was recruited. In his words:

We would get on a bus, listen to people speak, and if we heard someone not
speaking Hebrew we would hang a ribbon on their shirt that reads:
“Hebrew-man, speak Hebrew.” And I would do other activities as well that I
regret today. For example, there was a store in Tel Aviv, called Barta, so we
would throw stones at the window of the store and broke the glass because
they displayed names of products which were in foreign words and not in
Hebrew and products which were not produced “in the land.” And there were
other things that it is not very pleasant to remember now. There was a concert
hall, Yasha Heifetz, and they would show plays in Yiddish, so we, members
of the Gdud, interrupted the show; we would yell and scream while the show
was going on and made so much noise that we managed to “spoil” the show
and they had to stop the show. The main thing was to spoil the show.

As this interview also illustrates, the imposition of the Hebrew language was
part of an ideology of Zionist nationalism. Thus similar impositions were established
regarding buying only “local products.” One of the documents found reports about
Mrs. Tishler, who was condemned for buying eggs that were not sold by Jewish pro-
ducers. In the letter she is being threatened and warned not to repeat such bad acts:
“If you are caught again not buying local products, you will be fined and this act will
be advertised in public.” Similar impositions were made concerning other products
(e.g., bananas) but also for employing non-Jewish workers (i.e., Arabs).

Discussion: Hebrew Language Ideology, Zionist Ideology,
and the Costs of Language Revival
These analyzed documents suggest a system of language control via a variety of
mechanisms aimed at spreading and imposing Hebrew as the single language in
all domains, private and public. These documents point to a subtractive ideology
whereby the spread of Hebrew implied the eradication of all languages of the people
of the Yishuv; these other languages were perceived as competitors, intrusions,
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threats, interferences, and enemies of Hebrew and therefore needed to be suppressed.
There was clearly a policy of “either-or” in place that implied “Hebrew only” speech,
“Hebrew only” newspapers, “Hebrew only” signs, and “Hebrew only” in the public as
well as private domains. The documents reveal the mechanisms through which the
“Hebrew only” policy was introduced, imposed, managed, and controlled. The goal
of reviving Hebrew was so important that all means were justified, no questions
asked. The documents point to the use of strategies of threats, sanctions, and insis-
tence on actual repairs, of insults and humiliation, of blaming and shaming of acts that
were perceived as a “violation” of the expected ideology and practices. These actions
were not limited to the public space but entered the private and the personal, as can be
gleaned from the imposition of the informal language tests at home. It is clear that the
revival and protection of the Hebrew language was an integral component of a total
Zionist ideology and campaign, a whole package of symbols used for collective iden-
tities, membership, patriotism, belonging, and the creation of a nation.

Hebrew is certainly a success story in terms of the revival and maintenance of a
language. Yet it is difficult to prove that the mechanisms reported in this chapter in
fact brought about the revival of Hebrew. Perhaps given a variety of other conditions,
Hebrew would have been revived anyway, and possibly with less aggressive meth-
ods. For example, perhaps the conditions were right for a language shift given the
large number and varied languages of people with a common agenda. It is also possi-
ble that Hebrew would have been revived along with the maintenance of other lan-
guages. Perhaps an additive policy would have developed whereby people continued
to use home languages and acquired Hebrew as a new language in addition to the
home languages. In fact, it is known that in spite of the propaganda for Hebrew only,
most first-generation immigrants continued to speak home languages for a long time
but tried to keep these languages from their children, so that it was the children who
became monolinguals in Hebrew.

Overall, the findings reported here call attention to some major dilemmas with
ramifications for language revitalization and protection efforts in any context and
community. Were the measures taken in the name of Hebrew revival and protection
justified? Were they needed? Were they ethical? Specifically, the present case study
raises the questions of whether the goal of language protection can justify means
such as the negation of other languages spoken in the territory, the nomination of lan-
guage monitors, entering people’s homes to test their proficiency in new languages,
changing private names, enforcing the posting of signs in specific languages, eradi-
cating foreign language newspapers, forcing anybody to speak a certain language, or
requiring people to reach high proficiency in the language—especially given what is
known today about the length of time and investment it takes to learn a new language
at a certain age. Which means to protect a language are legitimate and which can be
considered a violation of personal and human rights? And should language use be
left to individual choice and not to governments?

Thus important questions need to be asked regarding the cost and ethicality of
language protection activities and methods even when the goals are laudable. No
doubt, as the chapters in this volume attest, there are good reasons to worry about
language loss and about endangered languages—today we are all increasingly con-
cerned about the language ecology; we all see the sad reality of languages getting
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lost. However, we rarely discuss the methods that will be required to bring them
back—and the costs—especially for individuals.

And the costs can be high: for example, there is the cost of the elimination of
other languages, especially immigrant languages—in the case of Israel, it is the loss
of Yiddish, Ladino, Jewish Arabic, and a variety of territorial languages that has re-
duced the linguistic capacity of Israel. These languages are no longer used, with the
exception of Yiddish by Ultra Orthodox communities (stories about the suppression
of Yiddish are just now beginning to emerge—see, e.g., Chaver 2004). However, it
may be that these Jewish languages would have disappeared even without the ag-
gressive acts of denial and rejection.

It is in the nature of ideology that it overlooks the individual, the personal, and
the sacrifices while focusing on the masses; but it is the individuals who pay the price
of language ideologies. What does it mean to deny the rights of those who do not
speak a given language, in terms of participation in public life and employment?
What does it mean to follow the acts of private residents? How can people’s identi-
ties be constructed and redefined exclusively based on their language proficiency?
What does it mean to define Jews in Palestine primarily by linguistic criteria and to
deny and marginalize their other identities? What does it mean to create categories
based exclusively on language? How ethical is it to force a language behavior on re-
cent immigrants?

Is it even possible to learn a new language and use it in daily functions after a cer-
tain age? What does it mean to force a language on people, especially for those who
had no opportunities to learn the language and then were denied employment because
of low language proficiency? How about those immigrants who did switch to He-
brew, although it was not a fully formed language for them, and consequently experi-
enced “the tongue-tied soul” (Chaver 2004); or those who had to create double stan-
dards, promote Hebrew publicly but to use other languages at home? Such is the case,
for example, of the mayor of Raanana, who promoted Hebrew publicly but privately
continued to use Yiddish at home. How realistic is the demand for a total shift of lan-
guage in public and at home? And what about the teachers who were forced to teach in
a language they had not mastered? And what about homes where some managed to
acquire Hebrew and other family members could no longer interact with them, espe-
cially older people who were not able to acquire the new language? And what about
those feeling that denying one’s language means denying the past? What about the
experience of one’s language constantly being observed, monitored, watched, and
corrected in public? What about those immigrants who became silent, living in con-
stant fear of being corrected and judged about their language—not about what they
had to say but about how they said it? Many became voiceless, silent, a phenomenon
well known today in research on immigration. And what about those who were threat-
ened and degraded because of their language use, and what about their feelings of
shame and embarrassment for not being able to acquire this new language in the short
time they were required to accomplish it?

A myriad of such important questions arise. If it is agreed that reversing shifts
and reviving, sustaining, and protecting languages are important goals, then what
steps need to be taken? Can these steps even be measured in terms of their morality
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and ethicality? Are they all appropriate in terms of a large number of complex con-
siderations? How moral and ethical are language policies that follow from various
ideological goals? Which ideologies are legitimate? What do we mean when we talk
about language rights of all groups? Do certain goals justify all means?

Another question relates directly to the Hebrew language data on which this
chapter is based. How much can be generalized from the case of Hebrew to other
cases of language revival and protection? Is Hebrew a unique case? Perhaps each lan-
guage situation is unique because each is embedded in a complex set of variables, and
one case is never like the other. And when does a language turn from a “minority” to a
“majority,” from “endangered” to “protected,” from “oppressed” to “oppressive”? In
other words, where is the line between revival and oppression? In the case of Hebrew,
for example, similar acts as those described earlier, perhaps less overt and more sub-
tle, continue today in the name of “unity” and “social cohesion,” although, as was dis-
cussed earlier, the status of Hebrew is secure. Yet it is not perceived so by many,
given that it is tied to national ideologies. Even English in the United States, clearly
dominant but not the official language, is viewed by many “English Only” ideologues
as endangered by Spanish and in need of special protection.

And, finally, what is the role of linguists in this debate? Should linguists support
and contribute to often oppressive methods for the sake of protecting endangered
languages? Even if such efforts can lead to discrimination and marginalization?

We need to consider such questions as we work to save and cultivate minority
languages and language varieties on the one hand, while working to protect individu-
als’ freedom of language choice, dignity, and personal rights on the other. Clearly,
language revival costs and benefits need to be assessed within a set of contextual
variables of morality, ethicality, rights, and views of success. These are all very rela-
tive terms, and we still have not clarified the real differences between them; yet there
is a need to emphasize that any language policy needs to be judged in relation to the
people who pay a personal price for its aggressive implementation—who may be
forced to comply with a policy from which they do not benefit significantly.

The story of Hebrew as reported in this chapter is one among many, but it allows
us to observe methods and mechanisms used to impose languages in order to gain in-
sights into the cost of language ideologies and language policies. There are costs to all
language policies, even those with laudable goals. Before we accept and support poli-
cies about languages, we need to ask ourselves difficult questions about acts and their
outcomes—what do these acts mean, what do they lead to? This preliminary study
into the mechanisms used for Hebrew revival in one town allows us a small glimpse at
a phenomenon that linguists and ideologues commonly rave about: the revival of a
“dead” language. However, there is a need to look more deeply into the acts, strat-
egies, mechanisms, and consequences involved. Navigating these constitutes an im-
portant challenge that linguists and activists alike need to face and address in the com-
ing years.

NOTE
This chapter is based on research in progress conducted by the author as part of a larger study on docu-
menting methods of reviving Hebrew.

AT WHAT COST? METHODS OF LANGUAGE REVIVAL AND PROTECTION 217

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



REFERENCES
Amara, Muhammad Hasan, and Abd Al-Rahman Mar’i. 2002. Language education policy: The Arab mi-

nority in Israel. Dordrect: Kluwer.
Ben-Rafael, Eliezer. 1994. Language, identity and social division: The case of Israel. Oxford, UK: Clar-

endon Press.
Ben-Rafael, Eliezer, Elana Shohamy, Muhammad Hasan Amara, and Nira Trumper-Hecht. 2006. Lin-

guistic landscape and multiculturalism: A Jewish-Arab comparative study. International Journal of
Multilingualism 3:1.7–30.

Chaver, Yael. 2004. What must be forgotten: The survival of Yiddish writing in Zionist Palestine. Syra-
cuse, NY: Syracuse University Press.

Fishman, Joshua A. 1991. Reversing language shift: Theoretical and empirical foundations of assistance
to threatened languages. Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters.

Harshav, Benjamin. 1993. Language in time of revolution. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Karmi, Shlomo. 1997. One people one language: The revival of the Hebrew language in an interdisciplin-

ary perspective. In Hebrew. Israel: Ministry of Defense, Israel.
Kuzar, Ron. 2001. Hebrew and Zionism: A discourse analytic cultural study. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
Schieffelin, Bambi B., Kathryn A. Woolard, and Paul Kroskrity, eds. 1998. Language ideologies: Prac-

tice and theory. New York: Oxford University Press.
Segev, Tom. 1999. Yemei Hakalaniyot: Palestine under the British. Jerusalem: Keter.
Shohamy, Elana. 1994. Issues of language planning in Israel: Language and ideology. In Language plan-

ning around the world: Contexts and systemic change, ed. Richard D. Lambert, 131–42. Washing-
ton, DC: National Foreign Language Center.

———. 2006. Language policy: Hidden agendas and new approaches. London: Routledge.
Spolsky, Bernard. 2004. Language policy. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Spolsky, Bernard, and Elana Shohamy. 1999. The languages of Israel: Policy, ideology and practice.

Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters.

218 Elana Shohamy

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



15

Unendangered Dialects, Endangered People
W I L L I A M L A B O V

University of Pennsylvania

THE TOPIC I deal with here is a difficult one, especially in a forum devoted to the strug-
gle to save endangered languages and support endangered dialects.1 The majority of
chapters in this volume are concerned with the problem of how to preserve linguistic
and cultural diversity throughout the world. Nothing that I present here should be
taken to diminish or undercut the importance of these programs. But this chapter will
deal with another side of diversity. I will be looking at social factors that lead dialects
to diverge, develop, and flourish and at forms of cultural diversity that need no help
to survive. In the conclusion I will have to say that I wish the world were otherwise.

The argument of this chapter may be outlined as follows:

� African American Vernacular English [AAVE] is not an endangered dialect;
on the contrary, it is continuing to develop and diverge from other dialects.

� The primary condition for such divergence is residential segregation.

� Residential segregation, combined with increasing poverty, has led to a deteri-
oration of many features of social life in the inner cities.

� In these conditions, a majority of children in inner-city schools are failing to
learn to read, with a developing cycle of poverty, crime, and shorter life span.

� A reduction of residential segregation will lead to greater contact between
speakers of AAVE and speakers of other dialects.

� If, at some future date, the social conditions that favor the divergence of
AAVE are altered, AAVE in its present form may become an endangered
dialect.

The Unendangered Dialect
Among all the nonstandard dialects that have been described in the history of linguis-
tics, AAVE is the most closely and extensively studied. From the mid-1960s to the
present, studies of its invariant and variable features have been published for urban
speech communities throughout the United States (Columbus: Weldon 1994; De-
troit: Wolfram 1969, Edwards 1992; Los Angeles: Legum et al. 1972, Baugh 1979,
1983, 1984, 1999; New York: Labov et al. 1968, Labov 1972; Philadelphia: Ash and
Myhill 1986, Labov and Harris 1986; San Francisco Bay area: Mitchell-Kernan
1969, Rickford et al. 1991, Rickford and McNair-Knox 1994; Washington, D.C.:
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Fasold 1972). Regional differences have appeared in only a few phonological fea-
tures. (In cities with r-ful white vernaculars, African Americans show lower levels of
r-vocalization than in cities with r-less vernaculars; Myhill 1988). AAVE emerges as
a geographically uniform system with the following general characteristics.

AAVE and Sound Changes
AAVE does not participate in sound changes characteristic of surrounding white ver-
naculars, a fact that has been documented from the earliest sociolinguistic studies to
the most recent. In New York City, African Americans were found to be shifting the
nucleus of /ay/ in why, wide, and so on to the front, while in the white population, a
new and vigorous change was moving the nucleus further and further back of center
(Labov 1966, 1994). In Philadelphia, the fronting of /aw/ is an absolute differentiator
of white and black speech patterns, so that in an experimental study, the controlled
raising of the second formant of /aw/ in out and house converted the perceived iden-
tity of the speaker from black to white (Graff, Labov, and Harris 1986). At Calumet
College in Chicago, African Americans showed no tendency to participate in the
Northern Cities Shift, the rotation of five short vowels characteristic of the white
population (Gordon 2000). In cities of the North, the Midland, and the West, such
phonetic patterns immediately differentiate the speech of African Americans from
that of the local whites.

Phonological Constraints Aligned with Other
English Dialects
The alignment of AAVE with general sociolinguistic variables was first demonstrated
in the study of auxiliary and copula deletion, where deletion was found to be governed
by the same constraints as contraction in other dialects (Labov 1969). The major gram-
matical constraints on copula/auxiliary deletion are replicated regularly in many dif-
ferent geographic areas, with future tense favoring deletion over progressive over fol-
lowing locative/adjective over following noun phrase (e.g., Rickford et al. 1991).2

A similar alignment is found with the simplification of coronal clusters. The
higher quantitative level in AAVE compared to other dialects is largely due to a qual-
itative difference in the effect of following pause on simplification. In AAVE, fol-
lowing pauses favor simplification, while in other dialects this environment has a
disfavoring effect on simplification, resulting in higher overall rates of simplification
in AAVE (Guy 1980).

Several Morphosyntactic Features Not Shared
Quantitative and qualitative differences between AAVE and other dialects are illus-
trated in figure 15.1, based on a study of 287 elementary schoolchildren in low-in-
come areas (Labov 2001). These children represent a random sample of recordings
of a larger group of 721 struggling readers. They were recorded in a relatively formal
situation, in a school setting, but with sociolinguistic techniques that shift speech
style toward the vernacular. For all four variables, the vertical axis represents the
percentage absence of the consonant involved. The differences among the four
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language/ethnic groups are quantitative for –t,d deletion and copula absence but
qualitative for absence of attribute possessive {s} and third-singular {s}. For –t,d de-
letion, blacks and Latinos show 55 to 65 percent absence and whites 40 percent; for
copula absence, blacks and Latinos are clustered at a much lower level, and whites
are close to zero. In contrast, black children are close to 70 percent absence for attrib-
utive possessive {s} and verbal {s}, far different from Latinos and completely differ-
ent from whites.

Early disagreements on the history of AAVE have been clarified by the close
study of rural southern communities, particularly “Springville” in Texas (Bailey 1993,
2001; Cukor-Avila 1995) and Hyde County, North Carolina (Wolfram, Thomas, and
Green 2000), as well as the examination of recordings of ex-slaves (Bailey and
Cukor-Avila 1991) and expatriate communities (Poplack and Sankoff 1987; Poplack
and Tagliamonte 1991/1993). It is now clear that the nineteenth-century forerunner of
AAVE differed systematically from local white vernaculars, with evidence of the ef-
fects of substratum effects on inflectional morphology (Wolfram, Thomas, and Green
2000). At the same time, a number of the characteristic features of modern-day AAVE
were present in a less developed form or not present at all.3 In the twentieth century, the
possessive and verbal {s} in particular show a dramatic shift toward invariant absence.

Variable Preterit Marking Reinforced by had as
Past-tense Marker
The earliest studies of the 1960s detected occasional use of the past perfect as simple
preterit (Labov et al. 1968). In “Springville,” Cukor-Avila (1995) found an explosive
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Figure 15.1 Percentage Absence for Four Linguistic Variables for African American Elementary School-
children in Philadelphia, Atlanta, and California, by Language and Ethnic Group
Note: N � 287; Latino(Span) � Latinos who learned to read in Spanish first; Latino(Eng) � Latinos who learned to
read in English first.
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growth of this feature in both apparent and real time. In all white dialects, the auxil-
iary had indicates that the event so marked occurred before the event last referenced.
In current AAVE, auxiliary had occurs freely in semantic contexts where the marked
event follows the preceding one. The speakers in Cukor-Avila’s study born before
World War I showed no trace of this feature, while for those in the youngest group,
born after 1970, innovative had was the predominant form.

The ways in which AAVE is expanding and flourishing appear most clearly in
the semantics of mood and aspect. The examples that I cite here have a dual import,
showing on the one hand the evolution of new semantic possibilities, and on the
other hand the eloquent application of these possibilities in social interaction.

New Semantic Features
Unique mood and aspect categories have developed with new semantic features,
chief among which are the following:

The R ise of Hab i tua l be . The invariant form be, which does not alternate with is, am, or
are, is one of the most widely recognized surface features of AAVE. It would appear
to date back to the first half of the nineteenth century or earlier, as it has been noted in
ex-slave recordings (Bailey and Cukor-Avila 1991). However, Bailey (1993) finds
that the modern day “habitual” meaning is not characteristic of these early uses. Fur-
thermore, a striking difference appeared between the use of invariant be by sev-
enty-year-old men and by young children in the rural community of “Springville”
that Bailey and Cukor-Avila studied over the years. Children and older speakers did
not differ at all in the frequency of invariant be before noun phrases, locatives, adjec-
tives, and gonna. But before progressive verbs with -ing, children showed 44 percent
invariant be, and the older speakers only 4 percent (Cukor-Avila 1995).4 This was
the first indication that the habitual meaning of invariant be was a twentieth-century
development.

Such a habitual meaning appears in the earliest sociolinguistic studies of AAVE,
as in the speech of Larry H. of the Cobras (Labov 1972, 216):

(1) An’ when they be sayin’ if you good, you goin’ t’ heaven . . .
and in the speech of Springville children:

(2) Sometimes them big boys be throwing [the ball]. (Bailey and Maynor 1987)

The habitual character of the construction is evident in the frequent collocation
with adverbs such as sometimes and always but also directly by such semantic con-
trasts as (3).

(3) A: Do you know where I can find Nukey?

B: She be here [most of the time] but she ain’t here now.

Any study of AAVE will show that habitual be is deeply embedded in a rhetoric
of everyday speech that is not easily captured in translation to other dialects. Day-
ton’s (1996) massive archive of AAVE mood and aspect demonstrates this.
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(4) [At a Gospel Choir]

A: Will everybody remember that?

B: Yeah but Angie, can we sing the chorus twice before we go into the other
part? ’Cause it’s like you be just about to feel Jesus then we stop.

From the stream of yearly observations made by students at the University of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia:

(5) [Penn student, observing outside of McDonald’s]

Homeless: You got any change?

Me: No. Sorry.

Homeless: A’ight, maybe when you come out.

Me: Maybe.

[after I come out]

Homeless: You got any?

[hand him some change]

Homeless: Thank you man. People be tellin’ me when they come out they
still don’t have change and I KNOW they be lyin’. Thank you.

Bailey and Maynor (1985) trace the dramatic rise in the use of habitual meaning
as a percentage of all progressives with habitual meaning, from speakers born in the
nineteenth century to modern times. This quantitative development has been con-
firmed in the study of East Palo Alto by Rickford and his colleagues (Rickford and
McNair-Knox 1994).

Be as Essent ia l and Permanent Sta te . Despite the rapid expansion of the habitual meaning of
be, the semantics of this invariant be are not fixed. New possibilities are also emerg-
ing, as first noted in Labov et al. (1968), where the meaning is not habitual but a per-
manent and steady state, an essential characteristic of the subject. From two observa-
tions of my own:

(6) [in a hospital emergency room, a middle-aged woman talking to a younger
woman]: Her Father be your Father.

(7) [a man leaning out of a pick-up truck, to a woman on the sidewalk]

Hey baby! This be Heywood!

This use, a minor pattern in everyday discourse, is efflorescing in hip-hop lyrics.

(8) We be the Funk, Four mind as one umm, Crumbs umm

he told us peace, it was against his beliefs

(The Roots, I’m Out Deah)

(9) Through the nine-six, I be that nigga that be priceless

Always blowin’ up your spot, bringin more surprises

. . .
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HAH! I be the number one chosen just to keep you open

Chill with your thoughts I got your brain frozen

(Busta Rhymes, Do My Thing/The Coming)

Clearly this self-identification with be does not refer to habitual behavior but rather a
permanent steady state.

The Deve lopment o f be done. The combination of (will) be with perfective/intensive done
has been co-opted in AAVE to signal the compound tense equivalent to the future
perfect (will have) of other dialects. Perfective done is well established in the south-
ern United States and in Caribbean Creoles (Satyanath 1991; Winford 1993). It is
combined with be done as a transparent equivalent of the future perfect.

(10) ’Cause I’ll be done put—so many holes in him he’d a wish he hadn’t said it.
(Labov et al. 1968)

(11) My ice cream’s gonna be done melted by the time we get there. (Dayton
1996)

Figure 15.2 shows how this be done marker of the future perfect is normally at-
tached to the first of two future events, indicating that it occurs before the second,
just as with the future perfect of other dialects.

Some time in the mid-twentieth century a remarkable change took place. The
fused be done was detached from its position before the first of the two future events
and attached to the second. In 1983, Baugh observed a confrontation in the Los An-
geles suburb of Pacoima where an angry parent threatened a pool guard who he
thought had manhandled his son:

(12) I’ll be done killed that motherfucker if he tries to lay a hand on my kid again.

The change in temporal semantics from figure 15.2 is indicated in figure 15.3.
But while the future perfect be done is a marker of tense, indicating only temporal re-
lations between A and B, the new resultative be done is a marker of mood, indicating
the high degree of certainty with which B follows A. The sentence (12) is not easily
translated into any tense, mood, or aspect combination used in other dialects. The se-
mantic content of this combination is not simply that B will follow A but that B will
inevitably follow A.
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Figure 15.2 Semantics of the Future Perfect be done
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This future resultative be done is not simply a member of the compound tense
system but partakes of the semantics of mood, as it involves the degree of certainty of
an event. Like many of the newly developing members of the AAVE system, the be
done marker indicates events whose likelihood of occurrence is greater than that sig-
naled by the indicative. While irrealis markers indicate lesser probabilities of occur-
rence, such surrealis markers indicate a truth that is more than true, a reality that is
more than real. They are inserted in the flow of a highly interactive rhetoric, as
shown by a sampling of the many examples from African American women in
Dayton (1996):

(13) He [a nephew] knows best not to talk back to me ’cause I be done slapped the
little knock kneed thing upside the head.

(14) The readin’ of the scriptures, all that’s gonna be done done.

There are many other new elements in the mood and aspect system of AAVE
that add to the richness of its expressive semantics: the development of done as an in-
tensifier, remote perfective been along with been done (Rickford 1973), steady as an
intensifier of habitual be (Baugh 1984), and the come of moral indignation (Spears
1982). These often appear in rapid succession in agonistic interaction, as in (15).

(15) [Two women preparing fish at the Thriftway]

A: Marcene been getting those welfare checks . . .

B: Uh-uh. That a shame. How he gon come asking for somethin’ like she got
money?

A: Lord, he needs Jesus.

Speakers of AAVE have developed complex combinations of preverbal ele-
ments whose syntax and semantics remain to be deciphered.

(16) I’m gonna be done hafta went back and finished in eight years. (Dayton 1996)

As noted earlier, most of these emergent features are in the domain of mood and
aspect rather than tense. Indeed, Dayton (1996) argues that all AAVE grammatical
particles are free of tense and can be used in past, present, or future context, while
Green (1994) notes a connection between this new mood system and the general ab-
sence of subject-verb agreement in AAVE.
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Figure 15.3 Semantics of the Resultative be done
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Philadelphia vernacular: only a few older blacks and isolated youth showed any ten-
dency to adopt these sound changes in progress. In the 1980s, we carried out research
in North Philadelphia and found a linguistic segregation that matched the high level of
residential segregation we have just seen (Labov and Harris 1986).

The majority members of the black community who consistently showed the de-
fining features of AAVE were those who stayed within the black neighborhoods
from one day to the other, worked only with blacks, lived with and talked with
blacks, and rarely had face-to-face conversations with speakers of other dialects.5 In
the adult social networks of North Philadelphia we found a certain number of speak-
ers who did not follow the AAVE grammatical pattern described earlier, but they
were all people who, for one reason or another, had more extensive contact with
whites. This second group sounded very much like the first on the surface and used
the same vocabulary and phonetics, but they showed in their inflectional variables
the influence of contact with white grammars.

We also studied two groups of white speakers of both middle and working-class
backgrounds, one with extensive contacts with the African American community
and one with very limited contact. Figure 15.4 shows the level of absence of three
grammatical inflections for the four groups of speakers. The majority of blacks with
minimal white contacts show a very high degree of inflectional absence of posses-
sive and verbal {s}, while blacks with extensive contacts showed substantially lower
levels of inflectional absence. Whites with extensive black contacts showed little
tendency to shift their grammar in this direction.

The consistency of the core group reflects the general findings of Milroy (1980)
that speakers engaged in dense multiplex social networks resist linguistic change
from outside, while those with many weak ties to other social groups are subject to
the influence of those groups. The other side of the coin is that within the core group
of blacks, linguistic change has accelerated, in both the tense/mood/aspect system
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and the morphosyntactic reflections of grammatical categories. Dense and multiplex
networks are, of course, a concomitant of residential segregation.

One might argue that the African American youth in these core areas are not iso-
lated from other dialects, that they are exposed to more standard speech through the
mass media or from their schoolteachers. But a great deal of evidence indicates that
passive exposure of this type does not affect speech patterns or underlying grammars
(Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). As far as we know, language changes occur in the
course of verbal interaction among speakers who track each other’s utterances for
appropriate responses at possible sentence completion points (Sacks 1992). African
American children in core areas do not have the opportunity to engage in such con-
versations with speakers of other dialects.

The Minority Gap in Reading
The first research on AAVE that we conducted in 1965–68 was supported by the Of-
fice of Education and was designed to find out if there was any connection between
dialect differences and the minority gap in reading. In the yearly reports of the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) since 1971, the minority gap in
reading proficiency levels has remained large and stable. In the most recent figures,
only a small proportion of African American fourth graders, 13 percent, are rated as
proficient—that is, able to use reading as a tool for further learning.

When we examine the situation at the local level in Philadelphia, a further rela-
tionship appears between poverty and low reading levels. Figure 15.5 is a scatter-
gram of all Philadelphia schools at the time when we first began our efforts to raise
reading levels. Each point registers on the vertical axis the percentage of students
performing at the lowest quartile of the statewide Pennsylvania System of School

228 William Labov

Figure 15.5 Percentage Readers in the Bottom Quartile of PSSA Reading Scores in the Fifth Grade of
Philadelphia Schools (1997) by Percent of Low-Income Students

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



Assessment (PSSA) reading test, and on the horizontal axis, the percentage of stu-
dents who qualify for free lunch because their family income falls below the poverty
line. The symbol labeled “Davis” is the elementary school where we have worked
most consistently in the period since 1997. It is evident that there is a direct relation
between poverty and reading achievement.

The Relation between Speech and Reading
The data for figure 15.1 were drawn from an analysis of the spontaneous speech of
287 struggling readers in the second through fourth grades who were the subjects of
our interventions in three regions of the United States. The same data can be used to
examine the relationship between the use of AAVE variables in spontaneous speech
and decoding success in oral reading. We can expect, of course, that there will be a
correlation between the realization of each of these variables in speech and in oral
reading. Table 15.2 shows a moderate but significant correlation between reading er-
rors and features with high rates of simplification/absence in AAVE. The first col-
umn shows the correlation between the absence of each feature in spontaneous
speech and absence in oral reading of a diagnostic text. The fact that there is such a
correlation is not remarkable because the vernacular deletion of these inflections is in
the first analysis indistinguishable from an oral reading error.6 However, the third
column of table 15.2 shows that the same degree of correlation exists between the
AAVE speech variables and the mean error rate in decoding all orthographic aspects
of onsets, nuclei, and codas.7 This indicates a global relationship between the use of
AAVE and decoding problems. The relationship is not necessarily a direct one, as
there are many intervening factors that are likely to be responsible for a high use of
AAVE and low performance in decoding. Before we explore these, we must consider
an unexpected finding on regional differences.

Differences by Region
In the many studies of AAVE published so far, no major regional differences in the
grammar have appeared (Baugh 1983; Labov et al. 1968; Rickford et al. 1991).8 How-
ever, if we break down the data for African Americans in figure 15.1 into three re-
gional groups, some surprising differences appear. Figure 15.6 shows that Atlanta and
Philadelphia have the highest simplification of consonant clusters and absence of
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Table 15.2
Pearson Correlations between Spontaneous Speech and Reading for Four AAVE Variables

With Grammatical Variable With Mean Phonological
in Oral Reading Error Rate

Consonant clusters .16* .10*

Third singular {s} .15* .18**

Possessive {s} .28*** .14*

Copula {s} .15* .21***

Note: N � 287; * � p � .05; ** p � .01; *** p � .001.
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possessive attributive {s} and that Atlanta has even higher absence of third singular
{s} and copula {s} than Philadelphia. Conversely, the California subjects are consid-
erably lower than the other two regions for all four variables. If residential segregation
were an essential component for the full development of the vernacular, we would ex-
pect to find a lesser degree of segregation in the West. However, Massey and Denton
(1993) show that Los Angeles is not less segregated than any of the other large cities,
and all schools were selected by the same socioeconomic criterion—the percentage of
low-income families who qualify for the federal free lunch program. Why then should
our California sample show a lower frequency of the defining AAVE features?

We examined the racial distribution of students for all the schools involved in
California, Atlanta, and Philadelphia, including the relations of Latinos, whites, and
blacks. Figure 15.7 displays the proportions of African Americans to Latinos on the
horizontal axis, and the proportions of African Americans to Whites on the vertical
axis. Each axis shows the log ratio of African Americans to the other group. The 0
rating on each axis is therefore the point at which there is an equal mixture of the two
groups, that is, a ratio of 1:1. The schools with the most extreme segregation are at
the upper right, where the numbers next to each symbol indicate the overall percent-
age of African Americans: 90 percent and 93 percent. No California schools show
such a high concentration. The five schools in the lower left quadrant have relatively
low ratios of African Americans to whites and Latinos: these California schools are
quite isolated from all others. It appears then that the lower frequency of AAVE char-
acteristics in the California schools is a direct reflection of the lower concentrations
of black students.
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Figure 15.6 Four Morphosyntactic Variables of AAVE for African American Struggling Readers by
Region
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The Development of AAVE in the Framework of
Residential Segregation
Figure 15.8 models the development of AAVE within the framework of residential
segregation, symbolized by the black rectangle. AAVE is shown as the product of
its history, which begins outside of that framework, in plantations and small towns
of the South (Bailey 1993, 2001) and in the earlier less segregated areas of northern
cities. The twentieth-century developments of AAVE discussed in the first part of
this chapter occurred in conjunction with the other social conditions outlined in fig-
ure 15.8. The first and overarching condition is the degree of poverty as indicated at
upper left, with its interlocking relationships with other forms of social pathology.
Unemployment is, of course, the primary cause of poverty: unemployment rates for
young black men who have not graduated high school have recently been reported at
72 percent, as opposed to 19 percent for the corresponding population of Latino
youth (Eckholm 2006). Unemployment, underemployment, and poverty jointly re-
duce or eliminate the economic base for the black family. Inability to participate in
the formal, legal economy leads directly to participation in the informal, illegal
economy, with a rapid increase in crime rates—the link shown at lower left. The in-
carceration rate of young black males has tripled in two decades, rising from 2 per-
cent per year in 1981 to almost 6 percent in 2002 (Holzer, Offner, and Soren-
sen 2004). Coupled with increasing reinforcement of child support laws, young
black males are removed from the formal economy during and after their prison
terms. The economic base of the largely female-headed black family is then further
eroded.
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Figure 15.7 Concentration of African Americans in Schools in Atlanta, California, and Philadelphia in
Which the Students of Figure 15.1 Were Interviewed
Note: Numbers next to Philadelphia schools in upper-right quadrant are percent African American in the student
body.
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Poverty in the inner city also affects the quality of schooling. Many of the
schools we have worked in have a severe shortage of books, texts, art supplies, and
most critical of all, teachers. One school we have worked with most closely in our in-
tervention programs has lost four teachers this year through budget cuts, so that, in
two classrooms, second and third grade students will be combined. Underfunding of
schools plainly contributes to inadequate instruction and—no matter what instruc-
tion is used—to reading failure. The cycle closes as reading failure leads to further
unemployment. Because the majority of children in the schools of figure 15.8 are
reading below basic level in the fifth grade and cannot use reading to obtain informa-
tion content in their other subjects, it is not likely that they will be able to graduate
from high school without further intervention. Reading failure reinforces the cycle of
poverty, unemployment, and crime.

A relationship of AAVE to inadequate instruction is indicated in figure 15.8.
Since the Ann Arbor decision (Labov 1982; Smitherman 1981), it has generally been
agreed that teachers need to know more about children’s home language to be effec-
tive teachers of reading. How this can best be done is the major focus of our current
research (Labov 2001, 2003). Whether our efforts will be effective enough to cut into
the cycle of figure 15.8 is a question that will be resolved over time. This chapter has
addressed a distinct but closely related question: What are the social conditions un-
der which AAVE has developed, flourished, and become increasingly differentiated
from other dialects of American English?

A major strategy of our intervention efforts is to respond in a meaningful way to
the real-life situation of the children we are dealing with, who are all affected by the
cycle represented in figure 15.8. Many of the narratives I have written for our
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Figure 15.8 Model of the Development of AAVE in the Framework of Residential Segregation
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Individualized Reading Program deal with conflict between students and the school
and the injustice that children see in the world around them. In contrast, most of the
standard school reading materials deal with a happy, anodyne, and irrelevant world
in which children take their sand buckets to the beach and dip their toes in the water.
By the time they reach the fourth grade, most of our students are alienated from the
reading process as they have known it and from the institution of education as a
whole. Their rejection of the school as an institution is similar to the position of the
adolescent Jets and Cobras of the 1960s, who saw the school system as a form of in-
stitutionalized racism (Labov et al. 1968). There is a generalized level of anger that
may surface at any moment, expressed primarily in fighting with their fellow stu-
dents rather than overt hostility to the teacher. Many of our most promising students
were forced to drop out of our program when they were suspended for fighting.

It is therefore important to get a clear idea of the social condition that generates
these powerful emotions. A study of one individual may be helpful.

An Angry Fourth Grader
Riana was a fourth grader when she entered the Individualized Reading Program.
She scored in the thirty-fifth national percentile in the Woodcock-Johnson Word At-
tack subtest, in the thirteenth percentile in the Word Identification subtest, and in the
sixteenth percentile on Passage Comprehension. On our analysis of decoding skills,
she had more than 10 percent errors for twelve out of the twenty phoneme/grapheme
relations, the benchmark we have adopted for remedial instruction. In addition to
these reading tests, we recorded the spontaneous speech of all of our students in that
year, using the sociolinguistic techniques that have been found to stimulate the flow
of speech for children everywhere (e.g., asking such questions as “Did you ever get
blamed for something you didn’t do?” “Is there any place in your neighborhood
that’s really scary?” “Did you ever get into a fight with someone bigger than you?”).
Riana talked very freely about the fights she had been in.

I was in my old school and I was used to fightin’ an’ stuff. I only fought two
times in this school. And I ain’t never get in trouble but in the old school I got
suspended three times. That’s when I was a real fighter and I liked to fight a
lot but I on’t—I try not to fight a lot and I told this—I told one of the teachers
I said I was gonna punch her in her face. . . . Uh—I say anything when I’m
mad. When I get real real mad I just say anything. I don’t be meaning it but I
just say it. It then come out—anything comes out my mouth then but no curse
words did. . . . Anything else I say I’m going to do something to somebody
but it comes out my mouth only—only say that when I’m mad I don’t—like—
I don’t mean to say it. It just come out my mouth when I’m real real angry at
people.

This is what she said about scary places.

TUTOR: Is there any place that you know about that’s really scary? Some place
you wouldn’t want to go?

RIANA: Jail.
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TUTOR: How come?

RIANA: ’Cause . . . it’s a lot of people there that—that—a lot of thiefs there
and the police don’t care what they do long as they stay in them jail.
As long as they stay in the bars they don’t care what they do. And
then . . . long as they don’t call the police in they don’t care what they
do long as they ain’t doing nothing to the police. And they might take
your food like if you there—you had to go there—they might—and
they have their own food—they own plate of food—they might—they
want yours and they snatch yours from you and they’ll beat you up
there.

TUTOR: How do you know so much about jails?

RIANA: My—my dad is in jail.

The tutor had no intention of talking about jail; up to this point, she did not know
that Riana’s dad was in jail. Without further reflection, she pursued the point.

TUTOR: Do you ever go and visit your dad?

RIANA: I never did . . . [sigh] I never saw him—the last time I saw my dad
was . . . I was in second grade and I was going on a trip. He—he
brought me money. That was the last time I saw him.

TUTOR: Do you know does he get out soon?

RIANA: I don’t know.

TUTOR: You don’t know.

RIANA: I don’t think so. I—I’ve keep writing notes—I wrote my—I wrote—
uh—I wrote—we write to each other. . . . He say he gon give me a—
he say he gon give me a tape—he gon mail me a tape with him on
there reading cuz I suh—cuz at they jail I supposed to come there
every week so we could do like a parent—a father and daughter—
uh—reading.

Riana’s sighs are quite audible. Her style is reflective and sad.

RIANA: So—and—he say he gon send me a tape with him readin’ on it. It’s
cuz instead—since I can’t read then—since we can’t see each other a
lot—I never saw my dad in there—for a long long time. I think I
saw—the last time I saw him was last year. My last birthday and it
wasn’t—not on my June—not on this—the June twenty seven that
already came up. The one the buh—before that . . . And I didn’t get—
that’s the last time I saw him. And he came to my birthday party. . . .
[sighs]

Riana is not an exceptional case. The uncontrollable anger that she feels, which
will inevitably lead to her suspension from school, is the product of a despair that is
not known to children outside the ghetto but is commonplace within it. Mauer (1995)
reports that one in three black men between the ages of twenty and twenty-nine is ei-
ther in jail or prison or on parole or probation: these are their children. The stories
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that I write for them are quite remote from the happy tales that are written for subur-
ban readers; they reflect—but only to a small degree—the grim reality of a world
where the best we can do is to register a protest against the unfairness of it all. We
made some progress with the children in Riana’s class in 2001 and the four years that
followed. But the size of the problem is staggering. Of the 156 schools in Philadel-
phia, 141 are in the bottom quintile on the state achievement test. So far, we have
worked with only a dozen of them. Philadelphia is one of a long list of the hyper-
segregated speech communities: this is the norm for all large American cities. And
the problem of reading failure is everywhere.

There are many ways in which what I have written here may be misunderstood,
and I would like to be clear in the conclusion. I have shown that AAVE has devel-
oped its present form in the framework of the most extreme racial segregation that
the world has ever known. In no way have I suggested that AAVE is a cause of the
problems of African American people. On the contrary, it is their great resource, an
elegant form of expression that they use when they reflect most thoughtfully on the
oppression and misery of daily life.

If you love your enemy, they be done ate you alive in this society (Dayton
1996).

The great progress of the civil rights movement has given a large part of the
black population access to education and jobs along with the means to move out of
the inner city. There have been great gains. On the linguistic side, there has emerged
a standard African American English in which the major features are phonological,
such as the merger of pin and pen (Henderson 2001), or camouflaged grammatical
markers such as the come of moral indignation (Spears 1982). If some forces in
American society, perhaps led by Baugh’s initiative on linguistic profiling (2000),
were to make a major impact on residential segregation, then we would expect
AAVE to shift some part of the distance toward other dialects, and we might then ob-
serve large-scale convergence instead of continuing divergence.

If the mixed populations of our Philadelphia schools should actually be inte-
grated, we may even reach a time when young black children use elements of the
white vernacular and take part in the radical sound changes that sweep over the white
community. At that point, AAVE as a whole might be in danger of losing its own dis-
tinct and characteristic forms of speech. I am sure that many of us would regret the
decline of the eloquent syntactic and semantic options that I have presented here. But
we might also reflect at that time that the loss of a dialect is a lesser evil than the cur-
rent condition of an endangered people.

NOTES
1. This chapter was originally given as a plenary address at GURT 2006 on March 5, 2006. It draws upon

research on raising reading levels in low-income schools, supported by the National Science Founda-
tion under contract 0115676 and the Spencer Foundation. I am indebted to Anita Henderson and Anne
Charity for many thoughtful observations on the first draft, which are reflected in the current version.

2. Locative and adjectival environments are here combined, as in the original Harlem study (Labov et
al. 1968), where these were found to be variable from one group to another. Cukor-Avila (1999) at-
tributes this inconsistency to varying proportions of stative and nonstative adjectives.

UNENDANGERED DIALECTS, ENDANGERED PEOPLE 235

Content made available by Georgetown University Press, DigitalGeorgetown, 
and the Department of Linguistics.



3. In an earlier view, modern-day AAVE is the result of “decreolization,” the gradual incorporation of
standard inflectional elements into the grammar (Fasold 1976).

4. These figures are for plural and second and third singular (Bailey and Maynor 1987, figure 3). For
the first-person singular, children used invariant be more than a third of the time, and the older
speakers only 10 percent.

5. See also Baugh (1983) for a characterization of the vernacular on these dimensions.
6. See, however, Labov and Baker (2003), which resolves this problem.
7. These mean values are based on the error rates for twenty problematic relations of phonemes to

graphemes in onsets, nuclei, and codas of a diagnostic reading.
8. Regional differences in pronunciation are not uncommon, principally in the degree of r-vocalization

and moderate reflections of the Southern Shift (Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006, chap. 22). See Myhill
(1988) and Hinton and Pollock (2000) for regional differences in (r). The African American speech
of East St. Louis is well known to have a centralized nucleus of /ehr/ in there and where.
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