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The Survival and Revival of Native American

Languages

The disappearance of Indigenous languages. although a deeply disturbing and ever accelerating trend,
has received little national or international attention. Under enormous stress from a variety of sources,
the Native people of this continent appear unable to halt the rapid erosion that is washing away a cen-
tral strand of human identity. Not only are languages disappearing, but with them unique world-views
and philosophies. The negative consequences of this loss of cultural, spiritual, and intellectual diver-
sity will become more apparent as the spiritual and intellectual barrenness of the modemn world more

fully reveals itself.

By Alexander Ewen and
Jeffrey Wollock

The Problem

']:‘hc study of Native languages,
anthropological linguistics, was
developed under the assumption
that Indigenous languages were
doomed. Its main task has been o
record languages lor posterity. This is
important, but it is not enough. Today
there is glowing resolve 1o put a brake
on this process: the Indigenous cultures
and their waditions are too important.
For their survival, the languages must
also continue. As a stulfed and mount-
ed specimen can give little sense of the
live animal it once was, so dry texts and
even tapes are no substitute for living
languages. These are not museum
pieces, they are themselves living
libraries, windows on worlds that can-
not be replaced.

The loss of language diversity is a
global trend. It has been estimated that,
al current rates, the 3,500 currently liv-
ing languages will be reduced in a cen-
tury or two to just a few hundred.!
American Indian languages have been
especially hard hit. Indeed, of the
worlds languages that are considered
nearly extinct, over one guarter are
Indigenous languages in the United
States.

At the time of Columbus, at least
300 Indigenous languages were being
spoken in what is now the United
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States.? Today there are only 148 and, of
those, one third have fewer than 100
fluent speakers and are considered near
extinction. More ominous, 32 native
languages have 10 or fewer speakers
and are in critical danger of becoming
extinct within the next few years.?

The percentage of Native-language
speakers in the warious communiiies
varies enormously. While over 350,000
Native people, or one in six, speak their
language, almost three-fourths of these
come [rom fewer than a dozen Native
nations or groups of nations, and more
than a third of the Indigenous-language
speakers in this country are Navajo.

While Indigenous languages are
threatened in other countries in the
Americas, nowhere is the problem as
critical as in the United States. More
languages are on the verge of extinction
in this country than in the rest of the
Americas combined, and Calilornia
alone has more threatened languages
than any other country. Moreover, even
those languages that are not immediate-
ly threatened with extinclion are in
danger. For example, although Yakima
has 3,000 speakers, most or all of these
are middle-aged or older.

Without a comprehensive program
to educate young Yakimas, the language
will soon suffer a massive loss of speak-
ers as they begin 1o pass away.

It is estimated that 80% of all
Canadian and United States Indian lan-
guages are in a similar process of dying
out* Few national governments are
doing anything effective 1o reverse these
patterns. For example, the United States
has a strong commitment to bilingual
education, yet the manner in which it is
taught is almost useless in preventing
languages from disappearing.

There are many Indian communities
that have successfully resisted the glob-
al rend. Some, such as the Hualapai
and the Utes, have long had vigorous
and effective language programs. Recent
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More languages are on the verge
of extinction in this country than
in the rest of the Americas com-
bined, and California alone has
more threatened languages than

‘any other country.

income [rom gaming and other new
enterprises has made possible strong
language revival programs among the
Oneidas and Menominee of Wisconsin.
In Canada, there is growing awareness
of the seriousness of the issue and there
have been strong commitments to lan-
guage revilalization [rom national
Mative organizations such as the
Assembly of First Nations.
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A, Navajo woman elder, The Navajo are one of the few Indigenous cultures in the United States that have

HI NIRRT
i
ot |":|'.
.I | -|||||I| I.i!“r

T

retained their language to this day. More than one third of the Native language speakers in the US are Navajo.

All of this indicates two things: that
there is a critical need 1o begin working
with Mative communities in the United
States on intensive language teaching or
revival, and that there are successiul
models of how w proceed. Many
Indian communities require immediate
action, in the form of specially designed
programs, il their languages are 1o sur-
vive.

The inability of the modern mind 1o
understand the wealth that surrounds it
is every day making the world a poorer
place. A report issued by the
Worldwatch Institute in 1992 warned
that the consequences of culture loss
among tribal peaples would include the
disappearance of millions of plant and
animal species which curremly live
under their protection.d One can only
ponder the question: when the world is
reduced to a single language, will there
be anything of value left 1o say?

The Needs

All preliminary lindings indicate
that Mative communities in the United
States, Canada, and other parts of this
hemisphere find the language retention
issue 1o be one ol their biggest con-
cerns. The inability 1o pass on the lan-
guage to the youth is making it more
and more difficult 1o pass on traditions
and culture, or even to foster the wradi-
tional leadership necessary to guide
Indian communities into the future.

The general consensus among those
who work with Native people on their
issues is that the vast majority of Native
communities would gladly organize or
participate in language recovery pro-
jects if they had the option, When eco-
nomic opportunities present them-
selves, Indian reservations usually
begin a language revitalization pro-
gram. Many commumnitics, such-as the
Seneca and Onondaga, have fought

hard for bilingual education in public
schools, only 10 lind that it is inade-
quate 1o stem the loss of speakers.

Due to the lack of resources avail-
able 10 most Natlve communities, many
of whom are struggling with a host of
other problems, language programs are
usually not an option. Most Indigenous
people in this hemisphere have much
lower standards of living than the sur-
rounding populmions and are often
extremely poor. Many Native commu-
nities suller political oppression, con-
tinual erosion of their land base, and
the denial of their legal and cultural
rights.®

Efforts 1o develop and provide an
economic base to these Indian commus-
nities can have detrimemal effects on
languages and cultures.” Mew econom-
ic development activities such as the
Morth American Free Trade Agreement
(MAFTA) can be expecied to have a



negative effect on Indian languages in
Mexico, where almost 30% of the pop-
ulation is Indigenous. ®

Language reviialization 5 a com-
pamatively new eflon, with few suc-
cesses and many failures. Programs are
recuired that can take into account the
specific political, cultural, and eco-
nomic circumsiances of Native com-
munitics.® Even those Native people
with economic resources often lack the
many diflferemt skills needed 1o put
forward a comprehensive program.
Moreover, cultumal change s now so
rapid and pervasive, that new ways to
hold the imerest of young people and
educate them need 10 be developed.

The lack ol communication among
Natrve communities has hindered the
few successful models from being
applied in other arcas. In arcas where
language loss has reached a critical
level, governmenis and institutions
put the emphasis on recording lan-
guages rather than on rescuing them
Much more rescarch needs 1o be done
on this issue 1o better survey and eval-
ume the current state of language
retention among North American
Indians as well as 10 seck out success-
ful solutions. '

Adapted from Daybreak, Winter 1994

For more information, contact Alex Fwen at
the Solidarity Foundation, 310 West 52nd
St New York, NY, 10019, Phone: 212-T765-
9310, Fax 212-9356-4214

|

. lea,

SELF

Diamond, Jared, 1983, with
& Singla T . Discover 14.2:78.85,
Ewan Wiollock

al 1993 Statistical Abstract of Indan
mmniMmmnnmﬁﬂx
F"mmwuhmnmum
af . .
Tida in Canada? Cuftura Sunaval
Quartery 1

|

21517
Forbes, Jock D. 1881 The Survival of
Native Amarican

Grimes, Barbaro

lasl generalon
1993) cites Michael

ol the of Alaska st
Foirbanks. “For the 187
surviving in MNorth Amarica oulaide
Alagkn... Krauss estimates th
tharsar Feiles

nre F
1993) stotes that 50 of the 53 Native lan-

axtinct with

orod e pilucond o Mg
of endangered,”
5. According to Briscoe (1992). “Up 1o
5.000 12 of the
aarth's area mam
of humanity bocause ve closer to
the soil snd remain from e
countries  dominant culture.” The repont
piso found that indigenous people pos-

DETERMINATION

AND

@
4

i
i
h
i
H

5>
i
fh
tied
iz
% 3z
SHHH

:
:
:
3

s
53
-

"
!
;
af

i

?
|

|
3

i
§38
z?%}

]

|
!
E
%

i
H
2
i

i
E.
!

i
E
:
1
:
I

:

i
i
:
£

i
:

|
|

;
4
i

|
i

sl may retain
langunges better. More work 1s needed
on this guestion.

g
o
:
f
2

m“hnd- and e milions of
9. Reyhnor (1993) examines the hislory of
in tha US. —

and its hd:dm—mﬁnl
'l’w until recantly, Indian g
were banned or in
st e decades have seen o

E 8 United States
hi.uw:h-;hﬂnnhw-ﬂ
loss (Associated Press. 1991)

TERRITORY

27



