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The W
orld Scenario

In the “developed” w
orld, the ills 

of so-called developm
ent has 

seen the decline and 
disappearance of sm

aller 
languages and linguistic groups. 
T

he w
orld statistics is an eye-

opener.



Linguistically Diverse
8 C

ountries in the w
orld

A
ustralia, B

razil, C
am

eroon, India, 
Indonesia, M

exico, N
ew

 G
uinea, and 

N
igeria –

all m
arked red here

C
riticality of Language E

ndangerm
ent depends upon m

any of these factors -
Intergenerational Transm

ission
(Is the language passed on to younger generations?)

Active Speakers/U
sers and Correlation w

ith Age (How
 old are the youngest speakers?)

Absolute num
ber of speakers (Below

 a critical level, say 5k or 10k, the alarm
 signal is on)

Speaker num
ber trends(Is the num

ber of speakers declining in every decade, or is stable or increasing?)
Dom

ains of use of the language
(Is the language only used in inform

al contexts or for m
any or all dom

ains in life)
Trend of Bi-or M

ultilingualism
Is it a School language, or language of m

ass m
edia?



•
T

he IU
C

N
 (International U

nion for C
onservation 

of N
ature and N

atural R
esources in 

w
w

w
.iucnredlist.org) –

w
hile announcing a ‘red 

list of threatened species’ m
entioned that 21%

 
of the M

am
m

als, 12%
 of birds and 4%

 of the 
fishes are nearly extinct.

•
S

ounding the sam
e red alert in the area of 

language and ethnicity, an E
thnologue

expert, 
M

.P.Lew
is

(2009) had pointed out that 516 of the 
w

orld’s languages, i.e
8.6%

 are nearly extinct –
w

here 170 of them
 are located in the tw

o 
A

m
ericas –

N
orth and S

outh, 210 are in the 
P

acific, 78 in A
sia, 46 in A

frica and 12 in E
urope. 

For extinct or nearly extinct languages –
such as 

K
usunda

in N
epal, one can only prepare a 

docum
entation if there are anthropological or 

linguistic field studies done before they 
disappeared.

•
B

ut w
hat w

e need to do for those facing the 
threat of extinction in a few

 decades is our 
responsibility. D

avid C
rystal (2000 Language 

D
eath, C

am
bridge: C

U
P, C

anto edn
2002, C

h 4) 
had argued w

hy w
e m

ust take urgent pro-active 
action to retain our decaying linguistic heritage:

The RED ALERT



David Crystal on ‘Language Death’ (2000)
•

W
hile talking about ‘Language D

eath,’ and possible 
reasons, D

avid C
rystal narrates several stories 

that w
ere presented by scholars in different 

Foundation for E
ndangered Languages (FE

L) 
C

onferences. In one, a linguist and a com
m

on 
friend, O

le S
tig

A
nderson lam

ents that on 8
th

O
ctober 1992 w

hen he w
ent to record Tevfik

E
ssenç, the last speaker of U

buh, a W
est 

C
aucasian language, he found that Tevfik

passed 
aw

ay that m
orning. 

•
In another instance, B

ruce C
onnell narrated that 

w
hen he w

ent to the M
am

billa
region of C

am
eroon, 

he m
et w

ith B
ogon, the last active speaker of 

K
asabe

(also called Luo) but w
hen he returned 

later to record, the last m
an had died leaving 

behind his sister w
ho could only understand the 

language, and not speak it.
•

C
rystal then began w

ith the question of the 
variation in the estim

ated figure of total num
ber of 

languages in the w
orld –

varying from
 3000 to 

10,000.



The N
um

ber
•

W
illiam

 D
w

ight W
hitney started w

ith 1000 
languages, Frederick B

odm
ar

gave the num
ber 

as `1500, w
hereas M

ario P
ei had proposed a 

figure of 2796. Joshua W
hatm

ough
(1956) 

cam
e up w

ith 3,000. B
ut the Ethnologue

upped 
the figure at 5,687, and later in its 13

th
edition 

to 6,703. T
he U

N
E

S
C

O
 A

tlas show
s 6,796 

languages in all.
•

M
ay be, the alarm

 bell rang because the 
num

ber varied from
 tim

e to tim
e. S

o the 
com

m
entators m

ight have over-estim
ated. 

A
lso because proper linguistic surveys w

ere 
not done in all parts

•
R

eports of unverified new
 labels, or discovery 

of new
 languages keeps on being reported, 

thus increasing the num
ber.

•
C

lassification and categorization of languages 
or dialects under languages, or m

other-
tongues also raise problem

s of a kind that 
affect these figures.

•
D

eath of a speaker is understandable. W
iping 

off of an entire culture or com
m

unity is 
painful.



W
HY HELP SAVE 

LANGUAGES?
•

1. Just as retaining ecological diversity is essential 
so that all living organism

s, including anim
als (and 

of course, hum
an beings and their types), plants 

and herbs as w
ell as bacteria survive w

ith their 
com

plex netw
ork of relationships, w

here harm
ing 

any one species could create irreparable dam
age 

to the w
hole system

, one m
ust accept that 

biological and cultural diversities are inseparable. 
If one takes up deforestation on a large scale –
visible in m

any parts of C
entral India, it w

ill 
dislodge m

any tribal ham
lets uprooting them

 from
 

the forests and turning them
 into a m

ere labor-force 
w

ith dispersion and identity crisis of 
unprecedented kind. G

enetic diversity helps in our 
natural evolution w

here the next generation adapts 
to changes in order to survive in the changing tim

es 
and environm

ents because D
iversity contains 

potential for adaptation, and that is w
hat helps in 

long-term
 survival.

•
2. T

he shared m
em

ory and history as w
ell as 

shared cultural practices gives an Identity to the 
ethnic group, including their linguistic identity, and 
all these provide them

 a natural security cover. 
Language is thus an index, sym

bol and m
arker of 

this identity.



More Argum
ents

•
3. Languages are a link to the past –

to the archive of know
ledge 

bases, and to the history of the re
gion. N

ettle and R
om

aine (2000: 14) 
say that “every language is a living m

useum
, a m

onum
ent to every 

culture it has been vehicle to.” T
hat is w

hy w
hen a language dies, the 

range, richness and w
ealth of its cultural history also dies out. C

olin 
B

aker (‘Foundations of  B
ilingual E

ducation &
 B

ilingualism
’, M

ultilingual 
M

atters, 2001: 194) claim
s that “this lim

its the choice of the ‘pasts’ to 
preserve, and the value of life –

past and present. It is analogous to 
hum

anity losing one of its w
hole libraries built over years.” T

he death 
of a w

ritten language (such as Latin) m
ay still be possible to re

gain 
through com

petent translation but loss of an oral tradition cannot be 
recovered at all, except from

 the m
em

ories of its last few
 speakers.

•
4.   A

ll hum
an languages contribute to the totality of hum

an know
ledge 

as it exists at any given point of tim
e. T

herefore w
ith the loss of a 

language, that part of the vision dies. V
isions of the past added to 

expressions of social relationship, traditional know
ledge base, 

organizational m
odels, strate

gies of com
m

unity living and friendship –
including dispute redressal m

echanism
s, are all lost. In short, all its 

creativity including art, poetry, m
usic, science, technology, and ideas 

about life, death and even language w
ill all be gone.



Ground Realities & Task at Hand
•

5.  Languages are interesting 
objects of investigation in 
them

selves w
ith a com

plex 
netw

ork of sounds, w
ord-

form
ation rules, m

echanism
s 

of borrow
ing and innovation 

as w
ell as given and new

 
m

echanism
s of sentence 

form
ations. O

ur 
understanding of this rare 
faculty of m

an that 
separates hum

ans from
 all 

other anim
als, nam

ely, 
Language and its S

tructure 
w

ould be enriched if there 
are m

ore varieties. H
ow

 
m

any w
ays of signification 

could there be has alw
ays 

been a m
ystery linguists 

tried to resolve.

Chistopher Moosely (Encyclopedia of the W
orld’s 

Endangered Languages, 2007, Taylor & Francis) 
says: “Language has always been a powerful 
weapon in the subjugation of peoples and nations. 
Em

pires have com
e and gone by the sword, but 

their true staying power, their lasting influence 
over m

any generations, long after the trappings of 
governm

ent and form
al adm

inistration have 
disappeared, lies in the power of language.” 

It is not surprising that Ofelia Zepeda and Jane A. 
Hill 1991: 136 (‘The condition of Native Am

erican 
languages in the United States’ In R. H. Robins 
and E. M. Uhlenbeck, eds., Endangered Languages
Oxford/New York: Berg, pp. 135-155) would lam

ent 
by saying that... “The loss of the hundreds of 
languages that have already passed into history is 
an intellectual catastrophe in every way 
com

parable in m
agnitude to the ecological 

catastrophe we face today”.



An Exam
ple 

from
 Australia

•
Bob Holm

an flies to the Australian outback and 
m

eets Charlie M
angulda, an Aboriginal songm

an
(read “poet”), w

ho is the only person left on our 
planet w

ho speaks Am
urdak. W

hen Charlie is 
gone, except in the notebooks and recordings of 
linguists, Am

urdak
w

ill disappear w
ith him

. 
Through Charlie, w

e begin to understand the 
poignancy of language loss.

•
W

ith linguist N
ick Evans, Holm

an flies to Goulburn
Island off the coast of N

orthern Australia w
here 

he m
eets a com

m
unity of 400 people speaking 

ten languages, m
any endangered, all vulnerable.



New Assessm
ent of Endangerm

ent
•

M
ichael E. Krauss(1934), a specialist of 19 Alaskan Languages (w

orked on 
Eyak

w
hich died by 2008), in his talk at the Linguistic Society of Am

erica 1991 
m

eeting, w
as am

ong the first to create an aw
areness of the global problem

 
ofendangered languages.

•
In his 1992 paper -The W

orld's Languages in CrisisKrauss arrived at this 
estim

ate based on the best available sources at that tim
e that 50-90%

 of the 
w

orld’s languages w
ould be extinct by the end of the century.

•
The

Endangered Languages Catalogue (ELCat)project of the U
niv

of Haw
ai’i 

at M
anoa

and Eastern M
ichigan U

niversity w
ith N

SF support) re-looked at 
the prediction in M

arch 2013 and found that “Krauss’ estim
ates w

ere too 
high,” and that “a total of 3,176 can be considered to be endangered. This is 
about 46%

 of all living languages…
”

•
[http://rosettaproject.org/blog/02013/m

ar/28/new
-estim

ates-on-rate-of-
language-loss/]



Survival & Revival
•

T
here could be situations w

here a language is 
doing w

ell in term
s of num

ber or frequency of 
use in one country but is endangered 
elsew

here. O
ne exam

ple of that is W
elsh in the 

U
K

 w
here W

elsh w
ith its 6,74,000 people has 

m
ade a com

eback thanks to the efforts of the 
G

overnm
ent (such as through the 

im
plem

entation of a W
elsh Language Schem

e), 
w

hereas W
elsh is also spoken in A

rgentina in 
the sm

all colony of P
atagonia. Today there are 

still around 5,000 people w
ho speak W

elsh in 
that region.

•
O

ther perfect exam
ple of a revival of vanishing 

languages include the stories of S
cottish 

G
aelic, Irish G

aelic and C
ornish in the U

K
. 

•
the B

asque people, w
ho live in the 

m
ountainous region of southern France and 

northern S
pain —

is reviving a language that 
m

any once feared w
ould die out.

[http://w
w

w
.m

cclatchydc. com
/new

s/nation-
w

orld/w
orld/article24526084.htm

l]



Greenlandic
K

ate Y
order, in a story, raises this issue on O

ct 
12, 2016 in the context of G

reenland: A
s ice m

elts 
and seas rise, can endangered languages survive?
A

nd let m
e quote her: “W

herever you are in 
G

reenland, the w
ay the w

ind feels can place you 
in relation to the sea and the ice.

T
he Inuit have relied for nearly a thousand 

years on tiny nuances in the breeze to guide them
 

on foggy, starless nights, and they gave these 
w

inds special nam
es. A

 single w
ord,isersarneq, 

com
m

unicates som
ething like: “T

his is a w
ind in 

the fjord that com
es in from

 the sea, and it can be 
hard to get hom

e, but once you get out of the 
fjord, it’s nice w

eather.”
B

ut recently, as the w
inds change and 

becom
e unpredictable, these term

s are 
disappearing.”
http://grist.org/justice/as-ice-m

elts-and-seas-rise-can-endangered-
languages-survive/



The 
Greenlan

d Saga

•
T

hough it’s not a perfect m
easure, language is one of the best w

ays 
w

e know
 to gauge cultural diversity. It is this diversity that is in 

danger. T
he C

am
bridge H

andbook of Endangered Languages says: 
P

eople have an incentive to adopt languages of pow
er, ones that have 

com
e to dom

inate through colonization w
ith higher status and better 

job opportunities. 
•

B
ut If you’re w

ell versed in the effects of clim
ate change, and w

e see 
m

ore intense storm
s, rising seas, prolonged droughts, and the spread 

of infectious diseases —
all of w

hich can, in turn, lead to 
chaos,conflicts, and m

igration, people settle in a new
 place, and 

begin a new
 life, com

plete w
ith new

 surroundings, new
 traditions, 

and a new
 language.

•
In G

reenland. In the last four years, m
ore than

1 trillion tons
of ice 

have m
elted. A

s G
reenland’s environm

ent is transform
ed, plant and 

anim
al com

m
unities are

reshuffling faster
than alm

ost anyw
here on 

E
arth. P

olar bears are m
oving south, m

osquitoes are proliferating, 
new

 fish species are arriving, rain is falling erratically, and the air is 
getting m

ore hum
id.

•
“T

he connection betw
een G

reenlanders and the anim
als is absolutely 

central —
just as central as their language to how

 they identify as 
G

reenlanders,” says R
oss V

irginia, director of the Institute of A
rctic 

S
tudies at D

artm
outh.

•
A

s clim
ate change im

pacts the life and land around us, it shapes 
w

here w
e go, w

hat w
e eat, how

 w
e talk, and w

ho w
e are.



Exam
ple of M

arshallese 

•
O

n the other side of the globe, Greenland’s m
elting ice is contributing to a sim

ilar 
existential crisis in the M

arshall Islands. The chain of low
-lying coral atolls 

stationed betw
een Haw

aii and Australia is experiencing a m
ass m

igration on the 
level of the exodus seen during the Irish Potato Fam

ine. A
fifth of the population 

left the country betw
een 1990 and 2011, and clim

ate change is increasingly a 
factor in the decision to relocate.

•
As the ocean sw

allow
s up the sandy islands, flooding streets w

ith sew
age and 

inundating freshw
ater supplies, people w

ill be forced to m
igrate, likely to the 

U
nited States. The largest population of M

arshallese outside of the islands is in 
Springdale, Arkansas. There, M

arshallese im
m

igrants w
ould likely assim

ilate and 
lose their traditional language w

ithin the span of a few
 generations.

•
“There’s definitely the sense that if you don’t speak M

arshallese, you’re not really 
a M

arshallese person,” says Peter Rudiak-Gould, an anthropologist w
ho has 

studied the M
arshall Islands for 10 years. “The culture couldn’t really survive 

w
ithout language.”



•
Clim

ate change and Em
igration can both threaten languages, 

but so can m
igration. Greenland, w

ith only 50,000 residents, is 
facing a veritable invasion of foreign w

orkers flocking to the 
sm

all country to take advantage of opportunities opened by the 
retreating ice, largely in oil and m

ineral extraction. The boom
 is 

catapulting Greenland into 21st century geopolitics. 
•

“This w
ould be m

assive social disruption,” Lenore Grenoble 
says. It’s a controversial topic at the m

om
ent. Som

e 
Greenlanders w

ant to take the opportunity to claim
 their 

econom
ic independence, w

hile others are w
orried that foreign 

contact w
ould threaten their identity. If huge num

bers of 
w

orkers speaking foreign languages com
e to the country, 

nothing is certain.
•

Greenland is strengthening itself against this tide, defending its 
language the w

ay an island m
ight bolster its eroding shoreline 

by trucking in sand.
•

The governm
ent is replacing Danish place nam

es w
ith the 

traditional Inuit ones, translating w
ritten m

aterials into 
Greenlandic, and ensuring the language is used in schools. 
There’s even a

language com
m

ittee
that legislates new

 w
ords. 

KattiFrederikson, the head of the language secretariat, helps 
develop and approve new

 Greenlandic term
inology for all sorts 

of subjects: econom
ics, science, m

ining industries, and law
.

Survival 
Strategies



Could there be a 
com

eback?
�

The
Linguistic Society of 

Am
erica

(LSA) created a cam
paign 

to educate m
em

bers of the U.S. 
Congress about the benefits of 
N

ative Am
erican language 

revitalisation. 
�

Tw
o bills have already been 

proposed to both Houses of 
Congress about this.

�
The form

er President, Barack 
O

bam
a, had openly supported the 

im
portance of the preservation 

ofN
ative Am

erican languages and 
cultures during a 2014 tow

n hall 
m

eeting.
�

W
hat are w

e doing in India?



Includes both 
endangered and 
potentially endangered

o
Gram

m
ars for docum

entation, including 
Social gram

m
ars for registers & contexts

o
Prim

ers & Language gam
es to introduce 

them
 in elem

entary education
o

Graded teaching/learning m
aterials to 

participate in next level of education
o

W
riting System

s reflecting their phonetics 
o

Literacy books for adult learners
o

General Purpose Dictionaries (linking up 
w

ith English, Hindi & Regional languages)
o

Thesauri or W
ordNet linking up synonym

y
o

Specialized Glossary for dom
ains & 

know
ledge translation

o
Cultural & visual docum

entation
o

Style M
anuals leading to standardization

o
Encouragem

ents for literary activities

All sm
aller and threatened linguistic groups need:

W
h

at
   is   d

o
ab

le  !



W
hat if we don’t m

ake any such attem
pts?

•
A

s I had argued earlier, the result of long years of 
negligence could lead to large-scale dislocation of such 
speakers and speech groups. 

•
D

em
ographers, E

conom
ists and S

ocial E
ngineers w

ill 
perhaps tell us that ‘displacem

ent’ of hum
an aggregates 

cannot be avoided. It is perhaps in the nature of m
an and his 

products (=‘social form
ations’) to face this constant 

predicam
ent of being ‘displaced’.

•
H

ow
ever, an unplanned and unbalanced displacem

ent can 
also kill a literature, culture and their m

edium
 –

that is, 
language, w

ith all its w
orld of w

onder. C
onsequently, the 

social agglom
eration that is responsible for m

aintenance of 
this language as a social contract w

ill also disappear.
•

Today, forced displacem
ent is on the rise for various 

reasons. Towards a Responsible 
Linguistics



Power to Dislodge or Displace
•

E
very year, a significant num

ber of 
people are forced to flee or to leave 
their hom

es or places of habitual 
residence, and look for a space in an 
alien land. 

•
B

ut there is a still larger num
ber w

ho 
becom

e displaced w
ithin their ow

n 
geo-space, a trend that is grow

ing 
w

orld-w
ide.

•
In general, they leave to avoid arm

ed 
conflict, or a possible violence, 
because of natural or m

an-m
ade 

disasters, and because of violation of 
their rights.



Net Effects of Displacem
ent

•
Marginalization  of the Speech Group

PLUS
•

Increased m
ortality

•
Chances of m

orbidity
•

Food Insecurity
•

Breakdown of values
•

Split fam
ilies

•
Social disorganization

•
Loss of indigeneous languages , and

•
Pidginization of speech



Refugees and Internally Displaced 
Persons: A Growing Trend

Year
R

efugees
Internally D

isplaced

1970
9 m

illion
5 m

illion

1980
14 m

illion
9 m

illion

2000
16 m

illion
22 -25 m

illion

2004
13.2 m

illion
25 m

illion

Statistics based on IDM
C (Internal Displacem

ent M
onitoring Centre) figures



Internal Displacem
ent W

ORLD W
IDE

•Africa
is

by
farthe

region
m

ostaffected
by

internaldisplacem
ent,with

large-scale
situations

such
as

Sudan
(6

m
illion

IDPs).Som
eofthehardesthitcountriesoutsideAfricaare:Colom

bia,Turkey,Indonesia,India,Burm
a.

•W
hile

an
estim

ated
3

m
illion

IDPs
were

able
to

return
to

theirhom
es

during
2004,another3

m
illion

people
were

newly
displaced

atthesam
etim

e(in
particularasaresultofthecrisisin

Darfur-Sudan)
•Form

anycountries,figuresavailableareonlyestim
ates,asIDPshavenotbeen

registered
norcounted.



Lessons for the Students of 
Endangered Languages

•
M

any sociolinguists (P
andit, P.B

. 1976 Language in Plural Society, N
ew

 
D

elhi: M
anohar ; S

rivastava, R
.N

. 1976) claim
ed that com

pared to others, 
for S

outh A
sian im

m
igrants, language retention w

as m
ore natural than 

language loss. 
•

B
ut in reality, the 2

nd/3
rd

generation m
igrants adopt other 

tongues/re
gional languages

and are assim
ilated. Yet nobody likes the 

loss of their language &
 cultural identity 

•
In m

y 2009-paper -T
he S

ense of D
anger: A

n O
verview

 of E
ndangered 

Languages of India. (In K
am

alini S
engupta, eds. Endangered Languages 

of India. 39-56. N
ew

 D
elhi: IN

TA
C

H
), certain cluster of pockets arise in 

the country, and a set of consortia m
ight be best suited to tackle the 

task, and hence this classification of research groups. 
•

O
ne can evolve a sim

ple test –based on losses of vital linguistic features 
to assess the ‘D

istress signals.’
•

It is also im
portant to understand that ‘Linguistic D

ocum
entation’ of 

E
ndangered Languages cannot be an end in itself –

how
soever im

portant 
it m

ay be for a linguistic theoretician or a typologist.



Plotting the Endangered languages in India

LANGUAGE ENDANGERMENT IN INDIA–AS PER UNESCO ATLAS

N
E

E
D

E
D

A
 

P
rogram

m
ed 

A
ction



Tw
o-fold O

bjectives:
•

There are tw
o issues

of im
portance here: 

•
The first one is of theoretical im

portance 
and also a challenge for all practitioners of 
language m

anagem
ent, nam

ely, how
 

could w
e develop sm

aller languages 
and their culture in a diverse space -a
space w

here num
ber and econom

ic 
developm

ent seem
 to be intertw

ined 
&

 im
portant?

•
Secondly, given the profile of such sm

aller 
and lesser-know

n (and often, least cared 
for) languages and culture of India, can 
language technology help in 
identifying them

, changing their 
status and plight?



•
To start w

ith, a series of m
ethodology w

orkshops w
ould be needed, 

w
hich should also produce a set of handbooks and field m

anuals, m
oving 

out of C
IIL’s Linguistic S

urvey Q
uestionnaire of 1980s,  B

ernard C
om

rie &
 

N
orval S

m
ith’s Lingua D

escriptive Studies : Q
uestionnaire (N

orth-
H

olland, 1977) or A
nvita A

bbi’s Lincon E
uropa B

ook
-A

 M
anual of 

Linguistic Field W
ork and Indian Language Structures (2001), or C

FE
L, 

V
isva-B

harati’s A
ction M

anual (2017).
•

M
ost im

portantly, w
e need a secured G

eo-tagged G
IS

-based D
ata 

C
ollection m

ethod w
ith data upload on a com

m
on form

at, follow
ed by 

data cleaning, transcribing, tagging and corpus-building ready for 
gram

m
atical analysis and lexicon-building. W

e m
ust produce results 

based on actual field w
ork and not on stationary data collection 

techniques often used by arm
chair linguists.

•
W

e should keep tab on w
hat is happening under the M

other-Tongue 
Survey

of the C
ensus Language D

ivision (M
T

S
I) w

here w
ork has covered 

already 250 plus m
other-tongues, or of C

IIL’s P
roject titled SPPEL

w
hich 

began w
orking on 70 out of 520 m

other-tongues C
IIL identified, and one 

should try to build up further on these here.

W
hy Methodology W

orkshop? Or, why 
Correlation is im

portant? W
hat Theory?


