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Revitalizing Endangered Languages

Of the approximately 7,000 languages in the world, at least half may no
longer be spoken by the end of the twenty-�rst century. Languages are
endangered by a number of factors, including globalization, education pol-
icies, and the political, economic, and cultural marginalization of minority
groups. This guidebook provides ideas and strategies, as well as some
background, to help with the effective revitalization of endangered languages.
It covers a broad scope of themes including effective planning, bene�ts, well-
being, economic aspects, attitudes, and ideologies. The chapter authors have
hands-on experience of language revitalization in many countries around the
world, and each chapter includes a wealth of examples, such as case studies
from speci�c languages and language areas. Clearly and accessibly written, it
is suitable for nonspecialists as well as for academic researchers and students
interested in language revitalization. This book is also available as Open
Access on Cambridge Core.
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Welcome!

Justyna Olko and Julia Sallabank

Who This Book Is For

Local languages have been falling into disuse and becoming forgotten in an
increasingly accelerating pace over the last century or so: media and scien-
ti�c reports keep reminding us, with quite alarming statistics. However, the
last few decades have also witnessed another steadily growing trend: initia-
tives, both grassroots and top-down, to counteract the devastating loss of
linguistic diversity and to promote multilingualism and the use of local
languages. There have been programs and activities that can be considered
real success stories or at least important steps toward them, even if revital-
izing and supporting endangered languages is a never-ending task. But it is a
task that can be planned, implemented, evaluated, and brought into a next
stage thanks to this growing body of individual and collective experience and
generated knowledge.

This book is meant for anyone who feels concern or even pain because of
the loss they and their communities might face; it is for people who experi-
ence joy when speaking their languages and want to have them heard,
spoken, and strong. It is for people who learned their languages, or who
wish to learn them, from their parents, grandparents, community members, or
on their own. It is also for people who want to pass their ways of speaking to
children and peers. As an Indigenous teacher in the Navajo reservations
recently shared with one of us, the most committed parents wanting their
children to learn the ancestral Diné language were those who grew up in
borderland towns and lost it themselves. Loss can be an empowering stimu-
lus to act. It can also lead to a profound joy of reclaiming a language,
learning, speaking, and passing the language to other people, to experiencing
the world through its unique perspective, to accessing the knowledge gener-
ated and transmitted by the ancestors. But language revitalization is not about
going back to the past; it is about acting in the present and heading toward the
future, recognizing that the past provides an important foundation and stimu-
lus to achieve it.

1
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This book emerges from the results of the collaborative Engaged
Humanities project1 and re�ects the philosophy of this collaborative initiative.
It has been created jointly by community members and language activists, as
well as by educators, students, and academics interested in developing fair and
nonpatronizing ways of working with local communities and in response to
communities’ initiatives and needs. All the contributors generously share their
perspectives, thoughts, and practical experience, in the hope of inspiring
others. Our project has shown the potential and utility of learning from other
contexts, even geographically or culturally remote ones. We also learned that
mutual empowerment is possible. The profound respect we have developed for
different knowledge systems and approaches can not only decolonize our
research and practices, but also help to develop more effective language
revitalization strategies.

What This Book Does

The aim of this guidebook is to provide practical help and guidance on how to
approach and plan language revitalization. We want to stress from the outset that
there is no ‘one-size-�ts-all,’ lock-step solution to language endangerment. Just
as each language is different, the contexts in which each language is used are
different, and the reasons why its use is declining might also be different. While
the case studies are intended to help readers learn from each other, perceived
similarities between communities can lead to underestimating or ignoring differ-
ences that may seriously in�uence revitalization efforts, as it is risky to assume
that a speci�c approach implemented in one case will bring similar impact and
results in another community. It is important to understand each context in order
to address its unique features, even if the experience of others can be very useful;
this book will provide insights into how to go about this in a principled manner.

Our intention is also to �ll the dearth in available literature on the topic.
Most of the relevant existing works are specialized, academic publications that
re�ect more the views of researchers than the perspectives, goals, and interests
of communities and their members interested in revitalizing their own lan-
guages. We want this book to be affordable and accessible to local people. The
guidebook provides members of language communities and other readers with
concrete ideas and real examples of actual experiences and strategies, as well
as essential background knowledge that they will need in order to launch
successful grass-root initiatives.

1 Twinning Programme of the European Commission, Horizon 2020 coordinated by the
University of Warsaw along with the School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics at SOAS,
University of London, Leiden University’s Center for Linguistics (Faculty of Humanities) and
Department of Archaeological Heritage (Faculty of Archaeology).
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What This Book Is Like

For this reason, our aim for this book has been to create readable content
presenting a broad range of options and voices. We are convinced that accessible
and understandable style, free of academic jargon, does not result in simpli�ca-
tion, nor does it make the publication un�t for students or researchers. The
organization of the book is intended to help readers conceptualize and plan
practically oriented projects. The chapters are written by contributors with a
wealth of practical and research experience in language revitalization that is
being carried out in many countries around the world. Each chapter includes
‘Capsules’ that share insights from the direct experience of contributors.

The �nal result covers language revitalization seen as a holistic, multilevel,
multiphase, and long-term process, as completely as possible without resorting
to a 500-page monograph or a 1,000-page encyclopedia.

It is primarily practitioner-oriented. The fact that our book is designed �rst
and foremost as a practical guide implies that it is as ‘hands-on’ as possible
(e.g. the capsules relate to the real-life experiences of various revitalizers),
backed up by reliable research (the chapters are for the most part written or
cowritten by recognized scholars who engage in revitalization activities).
Therefore, the book is intended to present only as much theory as needed to
support the practical guidance, as well as many relevant, hands-on examples.
We avoid the one-size-�ts-all approach by not presenting any single possibility
as the best or the only one. The guidebook shares good practices, different
approaches previously applied in speci�c cases, and new possibilities currently
being explored or put into practice. We discuss, for example, planning aims
and objectives, understanding and addressing language attitudes, the advan-
tages and disadvantages of writing or standardizing your language, policies
and fundraising, and suggestions for practical activities including music, arts,
and teaching and learning endangered languages. We also want to draw our
readers’ attention to the economic value of local languages and possible
marketing strategies for language revitalization.

Where We’re Coming From

What are our ideological background and motivations? In the �rst place we
wish to stress we aren’t imposing a particular party line – the point of
presenting options is to provide tools and share knowledge to facilitate making
informed decisions and undertaking speci�c steps toward language revital-
ization. We also think that it is important not to ‘exoticize’ Indigenous
viewpoints – many endangered language community members live in cities
and/or have been acculturated to majority lifestyles.

In nearly every part of the world, smaller or less powerful languages are
being used less and less, while the use of larger, more dominant languages is

Welcome! 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108641142 Published online by Cambridge University Press



growing. Some people do not see this as a problem; indeed, some even
welcome it, saying that it is more useful for children to learn regional, national,
or international languages of wider communication. We believe it is important
for language revitalizers to understand their own motivations, and to develop
arguments to counter critics and gather support. The authors and editors of this
book see language endangerment and loss as linked to the marginalization of
Indigenous and minoritized peoples and their cultures. For us language revital-
ization is therefore a key component of empowerment, reclaiming identities,
and challenging colonialist attitudes.

In fact, the majority of people in the world speak more than one language,
using different languages and styles of speaking for different purposes in their
daily lives. Multilingualism is bene�cial, both for personal intellectual devel-
opment and for social integration. We need to get across the message that
engaging with wider societies and learning major languages does not mean that
people need to abandon their own linguistic identities and cultural heritage.

A Note on Terminology

Many concepts, terms, and approaches have been developed in the area of language
revitalization, including language maintenance, language revival, or language rec-
lamation. We should keep in mind, however, that these are ideas created and
promoted by researchers and often not the conceptualizations of communities
themselves. These concepts are also strongly in�uenced by biological metaphors
of Western science and not necessarily seen that way by language communities.
Therefore while referring to the broad and open meaning of ‘language revitalization’
this book avoids making strict conceptual distinctions and de�nitions, leaving
decisions on how the process should be de�ned to the people involved.

The Need for Re� ection

There are many different ways of reacting to language endangerment. As
mentioned, some people see it as a sign of progress. Some are in denial,
especially if they feel partly responsible for not passing their languages to
their children. Others feel nostalgic for a view of the past that, for them, is
linked to their heritage language. But there are some who feel motivated to do
something. Quite often, they feel a sense of urgency, because they can literally
see their language dying – in Guernsey or Wilamowice, for example, most
speakers are now very old and we’re losing some every month or two. So it is
not uncommon for language activists to rush into the �rst activities that come
to mind; however, this might not be the best use of their time or energy.

This is why we want to encourage critical discussions about other ideas and real
situations. For example, people often assume that because children seem to learn
languages easily, and because schools are effective at killing minority languages,
they need to get their languages taught in schools. But if our languages are not part
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of the mainstream curriculum, and have no materials or trained teachers, they
often end up being taught for half an hour a week, after school or at weekends, by
people who are passionate about their language but don’t know how to teach it.
Very few children will become �uent from this kind of teaching, and some will be
put off the language for good; they may also absorb the implicit message that the
minority language is not good enough for ‘proper’ school. And the language
activists have no time for other activities that might be more effective, such as
conversing with other adults to maintain or increase their �uency. It is important to
take time to �nd out more about the language situation and to re�ect on potential
courses of action and their outcomes, in light of the resources available – human,
�nancial, and in terms of language teaching and reference materials. This book
discusses aims and objectives: short-term, medium-term, and long-term. We
believe that spending a bit of time to undertake a survey of language attitudes,
and who speaks the language, and how well, will repay the time and effort by
providing a sound basis for planning other activities.

This book aims to share the richness of multiple perspectives and examples
as well as a coherent, logical sequence of complementary topics to consider
while planning language revitalization or struggling in the midst of this
process. It is intended not only to provide revitalizers with coherent knowledge
and a strong point of departure, but also to encourage, inspire, and empower
them. And, as we have already said but wish to emphasize again, we avoid a
‘one-size-�ts-all’ approach by presenting concrete examples and providing
readers with the tools they need to make their own decisions.

Examples of language revitalization in this book (see map on page 6)
1. Ainu
2. Alznerish
3. Anishinaabemowin
4. Arbanasi
5. Euskara | Basque
6. Black Tai | Lao Song
7. Breton
8. Catalan
9. Cherokee

10. Chinuk Wawa
11. Diné | Navajo
12. Scottish Gaelic
13. Irish Gaelic | Irish
14. Greko
15. Guernesiais
16. Hawaiian
17. Inuktituk
18. Jejudommal | Jejuan, Jejueo or

Jejubangeon
19. Jèrriais
20. Kaqchikel
21. Kashubian
22. Khwe

23. Kristang
24. Lemko
25. Lushootseed
26. Makushi
27. Manx | Manx Gaelic
28. Northern M� ori
29. Southern M� ori known as Kai Tahu
30. Mapudungun
31. Yucatec Maya, maaya t’aan
32. myaamia | Miami-Illinois
33. Nahuatl
34. Nawat | Pipil
35. Okinawan
36. Pahka’anil
37. Passamaquoddy | Maliseet | Wolastoqi
38. Potawatomi
39. Ry� ky� an
40. Sámi
41. Tolowa Dee-ni’
42. San Martín Peras Mixtec | Tu’un Savi

(Mixtec)
43. Welsh
44. Wymysiöeryś | Vilamovian
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1 Why Revitalize?

Lenore A. Grenoble

Introduction

There are a great many reasons to consider revitalization, and more than one
can be a decisive factor in deciding to take this on. Language revitalization
is often packaged as having the goal of creating new speakers of the target
language, of building new domains for language use, and of creating a
future generation of speakers. This view is overly simplistic. Although
creating new speakers is an important goal (and potential bene�t) of revital-
ization, the notion of a speaker is complicated, and achieving �uency in a
language requires a lot of work. It can be very liberating to reconceive the
bene�ts and goals of language work to focus less on creating new speakers
and more on the broader advantages that revitalization can bring.

Different people have different ideas about why they want to revitalize,
and there is no single right reason. It is also important to keep in mind
that the motivations for revitalizing can change as one goes along.
Revitalization is a dynamic, �uid process. Moreover, it is important to
keep in mind that revitalization is not just about language: it is a social
movement and brings bene�ts to society as well as to individuals.

The decision to revitalize is often a personal one; it requires time,
commitment, and tenacity. But at the same time many people may decide
to revitalize to bene�t not only themselves, but their family, or their larger
community or network of friends and acquaintances. And there may be
pressure from friends and family to revitalize, or not to. This chapter
provides an overview of common motivations to revitalize, and a discussion
of the potential bene�ts of language vitality. One over-arching impetus for
revitalization has to do with identity: de�ning and claiming identity for an
individual or a collective group is one of the most compelling reasons for
language work. And for many, it also involves reclaiming rights to self-
determination and control over one’s life.

The motivations listed here can be uni�ed under the larger umbrella of
identity, but it is important to consider each individually, to understand
them better, and to think of how they can both be used to encourage
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revitalization work, and manipulated to serve its end goals. They are
divided into six broad groups that encompass a range of social, psycho-
logical, and physical categories/stimuli:

(1) connecting with ancestors, the past, and cultural heritage;
(2) healing;
(3) building community;
(4) knowledge and culture;
(5) well-being; and
(6) cognitive bene�ts.

As these labels suggest, the categories overlap and, even if the motivation
for revitalization comes from one speci�c area, the resulting bene�ts are
considerably broader.

For clarity, I list these reasons to revitalize as separate points, but it is
useful to keep in mind that the bene�ts are interconnected and a bene�t in
one area can spill over to another area. This is one reason motivations may
change as people revitalize, because they recognize (and need) different
bene�ts at different times. Moreover there are bene�ts to being bilingual,
and these bene�ts also intersect with the bene�ts of revitalization. If revital-
ization moves people from being monolingual to bilingual, they will enjoy
the advantages of being bilingual. Being bi- (or multi-) lingual has bene�ts
that are independent of language revitalization: being bilingual in two
majority languages brings not only the obvious social bene�ts of being
able to communicate with more people, to interact with them more directly,
but also cognitive bene�ts in improved performance in school, along with
physical and mental health bene�ts. This is important to keep in mind at the
outset, as many people mistakenly fear that learning one language interferes
with speaking another, and see this as a reason not to revitalize, or not to
speak an Indigenous language with their children. This is not true. There is
ample evidence that bilingualism is an advantage.

Overall language vitality is related to a combination of factors –social,
political, demographic, and practical – and all are usually at play at once. Of
greatest relevance are the social and political factors: the use of the language
in a wide variety of domains, including the home, schools, places of worship,
government of�ces, on the streets, in stores, in the workplace (broadly
de�ned). The availability of the target language in these various domains is
not always the decision of individual speakers, but is often determined by the
language and education policies. This is linked to the social prestige of a
language, which is in turn related to speakers’ motivations to use the lan-
guage, and also connected to the economic power of a language: does
knowing the language bring job possibilities or hinder them?

Finally practical considerations can also determine whether a language is
used. These include such factors as whether the language has a written
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form, an orthography that makes it keyboard-friendly (for text messages,
emails, and social media), a standardized form that is taught in the schools,
is used on signage, and so on. This is not to say that any of these are
requirements for a language, but rather, if a standardized form has already
been sorted out, it may be functionally easier to get it into textbooks and on
public signs than if it hasn’t, for example.

As this list makes clear, language use is a social act, and revitalization –
by its very nature – involves social transformation. The transformation may
be as basic as bringing use of the language into some domain where it was
not previously found, or had not been used for many years. But it may
involve massive social change if it involves the (re)introduction of language
use (and thus language rights) in education and administration, and
increased presence and voice in matters of governance. And this is one
reason that revitalization efforts are sometimes (often?) met with resistance
by authorities (local or national) as they are viewed as a kind of
empowerment that may be threatening. Some governments see revitaliza-
tion, as well as Indigenous language use more broadly, as steps towards
self-governance, autonomy from existing powers. One argument against
revitalization that is often invoked is the idea that it costs too much. But in
fact research shows quite the opposite. A relatively small investment in the
use of local or Indigenous languages has big �nancial payoffs: it improves
educational outcomes and improves health and well-being. It thus is more
cost-effective to invest in people at an early age, to produce adults who
contribute to society.

From this perspective, revitalization is not a sociolinguistic process but a
sociological one, and the changes it brings may not be just locally signi�-
cant, but regionally or nationally. This is a strong view, but it underscores
that language revitalization is both social and political, and brings a host of
potential bene�ts and hazards that are not, at �rst glance, directly related to
language itself.

Revitalization is an active process, and the kinds of bene�ts you gain
from it will depend on the investment, at an individual level, at a commu-
nity level, and at a larger societal level. Because it is an active process, the
goals, motivations, and bene�ts can and often do change over time. One of
the core motivations for revitalization is to claim, or reclaim, identity. This
is a consideration that drives many revitalization efforts, and in some sense
is an overarching motivation that encompasses the separate points
given here.

Stories and oral histories have been, and continue to be, important
vehicles for teaching about one’s self, for learning what it means to be a
member of society, how to deal with adversity, to face challenges, and to
celebrate accomplishments. These are important aspects of identity and
resilience, which are acquired and accessed through language. For example,
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in their report on the Mi’kmaq and Maliseet/Wolastoqi immersion pro-
grams, Tompkins and Murray Orr1 discuss community activities and bene-
�ts in revitalizing language in two First Nations groups in Canada. They
note that the bene�ts are often framed in terms of academic impact, but they
�nd in interviews with participants, language and identity are closely
linked. They �nd that participants in the program evaluate knowing the
language as the single route to learning to be a member of the culture. By
the same token, the more children are exposed to the culture, the more they
learn the language. The two cannot be separated.

1. Connecting with your Ancestors, the Past, and Cultural Heritage

Language revitalization is often a �rst step in cultural revitalization and
reinvigorating cultural traditions. Speaking the language of one’s ancestors
is one obvious way to make a connection with the past, with linguistic and
cultural heritage. In some cases this can mean being able to speak directly
with living relatives, elders, or other people. Speaking to them in their
native tongue, your ancestral tongue, is rewarding for both sides, and opens
windows to closer understanding of your heritage.

In other cases there may be no speakers of the language, but the cultural
heritage lives on in prayers, stories, and songs, and in many cases in written
historical documents, not only from ancestors but also from outsiders, such
as explorers, missionaries, and colonizers. In order to understand these
texts, knowledge of the language is critical. Language revitalization often
goes hand-in-hand with cultural revitalization, and connections with the
past provide a stepping stone for creating a new cultural future.

As this implies, motivations for revitalizing a language can be spiritual.
Language is used for spiritual purposes, to communicate with the gods,
spirits, or supernatural beings. Sacred language is an important part of
many cultures. While in some cultures, only certain people have access to
sacred language, in others, all people do. In many societies language is the
primary means for communicating with the spirits or gods, and even in
places where a new religion has come to replace the old beliefs, it may not
have done so entirely. In Siberia, Indigenous peoples are often Christian,
but many communities still have shamans and practice animism alongside
Christianity. Shamans communicate with the spirits in the ancestral
language, and people need to communicate with the shamans in that
language too.

The close connection between spirituality and culture is hard to under-
stand without the ancestral language, as these connections are often

1 J. Tompkins and A. Murray Orr, Best Practices and Challenges in Mi’kmaq and Maliseet/
Wolastoqi Language Immersion Programs (Dartmouth, Nova Scotia: Atlantic Policy Congress
of First Nations Chiefs Secretariat, 2011), www.deslibris.ca/ID/230705.
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expressed, maintained, and negotiated through language. For some, spirits
or gods can only be addressed in certain kinds of speech: specialized sacred
language, or special words, or more simply in the ancestral language itself.
For many Indigenous peoples, nature, spirituality, and language are
deeply interwoven.

Breton provides an interesting counterpoint, illustrating that religion
and language are intertwined in a variety of ways. Breton is a Celtic
language, closely related to Cornish and Welsh. It is spoken in Brittany
(Breizh in Breton) in France. The most up-to-date information of the total
number of speakers puts it at 206,000, based on a poll conducted in 2007.2

(This �gure is deceptively high, as most speakers are elderly and the
language is considered endangered.) There is a strong association between
Catholicism and the use of ‘good’ traditional Breton. Although this
attitude has led to stereotypes and strong ideologies about who counts
as a speaker of Breton, it has also served as a protective factor, and has
helped foster revitalization.3

Some revitalization programs are aimed at what Leanne Hinton calls the
‘missing generations’: people of parental and professional age who are not able
to teach their children their ancestral language because they themselves do not
speak it, but their parents, family members, or elders do. The Master-
Apprentice Program4 (also known as Mentor-Apprentice) is just one example
of a program that speci�cally partners adults with elders to learn the language,
thereby also building stronger, closer connections with at least one member of
a generation that spoke it and used it in daily life. Some examples are discussed
in Chapter 15. Such bridges are important for building connections that extend
far beyond the language itself (a fact which pertains to most or even all
revitalization). And this speaks to another motivation for revitalization: pass-
ing the language to your children (and their children), and to future speakers.
This helps restore links between generations, heal possible ruptures, and
nurture cohesion and well-being in the community. In this sense, connecting
with generations is not only backward-looking, but forward-looking as well.
Connecting with the past may not alone be suf�cient motivation for younger
(or even older) speakers to revitalize, but understanding history and heritage is
an important part of (re)claiming identity.

2 Published in TMO-Fañch Broudic 2009. Fañch Broudic. Parler breton au XXIe siècle. Le
nouveau sondage de TMO Régions (Brest: Emgleo Breiz, 2009), www.fr.brezhoneg.bzh/5-
chiffres-cles.htm.

3 J. L. Davis, ‘Intersections of religion and language revitalization’, in S. D. Brunn (ed.), The
Changing World Religion Map (Dordrecht: Springer, 2015), pp. 1091–101.

4 L. Hinton, ‘The Master-Apprentice language learning program’, in L. Hinton and K. Hale (eds.),
The Green Book of Language Revitalization (San Diego and New York: Academic Press, 2001),
pp. 217–26.
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2. Healing

Many Indigenous peoples cite healing as a primary reason for revitalization.
They often feel (with good reason) that their languages were forcibly taken
away from them, along with rights to self-determination and to deciding
one’s destiny. Revitalizing language is part of a larger process of
decolonization, cultural revitalization, and reclaiming the right to determine
one’s fate. Colonial language practices have had a deleterious effect on
local language vitality in many places. The forced imposition of a colonial
(national) language and assimilation to a majority culture resulted in many
people feeling a loss of self-worth and pride. These practices have left deep
and painful scars. Reclaiming one’s language is an important means to
combating the colonial legacy.

Healing implies overcoming trauma, and sadly there are too many people
around the world who have suffered traumatic experiences where use of
their language is concerned.

In the late nineteenth century, and well into the twentieth century, in
different parts of the world (including Australia, Canada, the Soviet
Union, the USA, and Scandinavia), children were forcibly taken away
from parents to live in residential or boarding schools, in the name of
‘civilizing’ them. In these schools they were often actively punished for
speaking their language. This was not only painful for them but also
became a driver behind language shift, as they actively avoided teaching
their language to their children so as to protect them from these painful
experiences. They suffered further damage by being separated from their
families; in many cases children returned to their home communities as
strangers, unable to speak the local language and having forgotten the
local culture. The impact of the residential system cut to the very core of
local societies. This also occurred, and continues to occur, in less extreme
circumstances in normal day schools, with children punished or ridiculed
for speaking their language.

Research has shown that many people in North America do not recognize
the term ‘historical trauma’ per se, but speak about it in their own words,
referring to it as ‘disturbing times’ or ‘the events the ancestors went
through’. They also speak about trauma with speci�c reference to language
(‘I don’t understand my talk, my language’) and talk about sorrow and
loneliness of the soul.5 Language revitalization can be a direct goal, with

5 K. M. Reinschmidt, A. Attakai, C. B. Kahn, S. Whitewhater, and N. Teufel-Shone, ‘Shaping a
Stories of Resilience Model from urban American Indian elders’ narratives of historical trauma
and resilience’, American Indian and Alaskan Native Health Research 23/4 (2016), 63–85.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5820/aian.2304.2016.63.
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reclamation of the language as healing. And it can be the means to an end,
since language is a vehicle for culture. In addition, research shows concrete
bene�ts for psychological and physical health related to reinforcing a sense
of identity in close connection to the use of the heritage language (see
section 5 of this chapter).

Healing through revitalization goes beyond language-speci�c trauma; it
is an important means of building resilience. Using a language can be a
means of reclaiming and regaining control of one’s fate; it can be an act of
political resistance, resistance against linguistic and cultural assimilation,
against the very act of colonization. The United Nations Declaration of the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples declares that all peoples have the right to self-
determination: Language revitalization can be a deliberate reclamation of
that right.6

3. Building Community and Social Change

People often begin revitalization with the goal of learning to speak their
ancestral language, but then �nd that the bene�ts extend far beyond lin-
guistic abilities. Often the very act of revitalization brings people together,
creating closer community ties.

In Native North America, people used to say how the video rental truck
was a major cause of language shift. Instead of coming out of their homes in
the evenings to talk to one another, people would rent videos and stay home
and watch them. The videos were eventually replaced by the Internet and
widely accessible video content (on programs such as YouTube), but the
effect has been the same. Community-based revitalization programs bring
people together: in classes and workshops, in planning sessions, and in
events celebrating the language. Even where groups of people convene to
practice a few phrases, the very act of coming together builds stronger
social ties and a sense of shared purpose and therefore community. These
programs offset some of the isolating effects of modern society.

Active engagement in community language revitalization also helps
create leaders and build research capacity in the community. Some
community language activists – Daryl Baldwin of the Myaamia Tribe,
and Jessie Little Doe Baird of the Wampanoag, both in North America –
have received formal linguistics training to help them do the language
work more effectively. They have brought these skills to their commu-
nities and put them to work in supporting youth to create future leaders.

6 For some concrete examples about current work and successes, see the Healing Through
Language Project at https://holisticnative.org/our-projects/healing-through-language/.
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4. Knowledge and Culture

Language and culture are deeply intertwined, and knowledge of all kinds is
packaged in language and cultural practices. Certain kinds of knowledge
are packaged in the words of a language, and other kinds of knowledge are
packaged in larger communicative practices. For example, a large number
of studies have been done documenting knowledge and use of plants in
traditional medicine; this work is of interest to scientists and health care
specialists searching for cures for diseases that are still unknown in Western
medicine. Oftentimes knowing the name of a plant will tell you about its
uses. In many languages, the common name for Euphrasia gives a clue to
its usage: in English it’s ‘eyebright’. In my own �eldwork in Greenland,
I found that many people knew its name but not its use. It’s called isiginnaq
< isi ‘eye’ in Kalaallisut (Greenlandic); the name does give a clue here even
though the usage was forgotten, but people would guess that it has some-
thing to do with eyes or vision just based on the word.

Reindeer herders have a rich vocabulary for referring to the reindeer and
to the herding practices themselves, and these vocabularies can and do vary
across different herding cultures. It is not just that the words vary, but what
is named, and how it is named, can vary from language to language. The
Evenki people of Siberia have a complex vocabulary for different kinds of
reindeer, varying with age, sex, and their use in the herd, while in the
Northern Sámi of Norway, the labels include categories for colour, body
shape, and size in addition to age, sex, and use. In both cases, the complex
lexicon encodes important information for identifying different animals for
different purposes. Both groups often say that you need to know the
language in order to know how to herd reindeer.

The words we use for food tell us what people eat, how they collect it,
prepare it, and how they serve and eat it. Many cultures have food taboos,
some for particular life cycles (e.g. foods that are banned during pregnancy);
some items are eaten in certain communities but banned by one group; and
in some communities women cannot eat certain foods, or only members of the
royal family can eat certain foods. Food preparation in many cultures connects
mothers to daughters, older women to younger women, in communities where
it is women who prepare food. These specialized ways of speaking provide all
kinds of information about cultural practices involving an important aspect of
human life, and the knowledge that accompanies these practices.

Culture is often re�ected in the ways people speak, not only the words
people use, but also in how people talk about things, what they say when, and
to whom. This can be as basic as the ways you greet people, joke with them (or
not), or how you thank others or express gratitude, or praise. A more compli-
cated area is child-rearing practices and the ways of speaking (or not) to
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children. This is a core part of cultural transmission that may be lost in contexts
where the last native speakers are great grandparents. In addition, there are
sacred ritualized uses of language that are found in religious contexts and
provide information about the gods, cosmology, and greater spiritual and
philosophical questions. In many places, language is used to communicate
with spiritual beings, be it a shaman’s special language found in many different
communities in Siberia, or the use of Hebrew in Jewish religion. Cultural
practices thus vary from very elevated to what may be seen as everyday and
mundane (see Figure 1.1).

People often talk about languages as providing windows into ways of
thinking and different worldviews. Language is powerful; using language
can provide access to knowledge, and some kinds of information can only
be accessed by using the language. Language revitalization is not just about
language, but accessing these different ways of living and being, connecting
with culture and the world.

5. Well-being

Both physical and mental well-being are known to be affected by language
revitalization. Improved mental well-being is probably the more obvious
outcome. People who actively participate in language revitalization report a

Figure 1.1 Traditional healing knowledge transmitted in Nahuatl. Engaged
Humanities project �eld school, San Miguel Xaltipan, Mexico. Photo by
Justyna Olko
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better mindset and higher levels of self-esteem than before, even when they
do not learn much of the language, maybe even just a few words or
greetings. There are good reasons for this. Many groups who have lost
(or are losing) their language suffer from trauma. This trauma can be the
result of a host of causes, but frequently in endangered language commu-
nities the trauma involves a history of colonization that has had deep
psychological effects and low levels of self-worth. Language revitalization
means taking control, reclaiming something that was taken from you,
something that was lost. It means taking time to invest in yourself and your
family, your circle of friends, and your community.

Moreover, language revitalization often brings people together and unites
people in a common goal of learning and using a language. It usually
involves building stronger community ties, with a shared purpose. In
North America, many Native groups report that those people who are
committed to using their language meet more frequently, coming together
to practice and learn the language. Even when they are not, strictly speak-
ing, learning the language, they often acquire at least some basic phrases
and words, perhaps some greetings, songs and learn the language in
symbolic ways. Critically it brings people together. This shared experience
of doing language work together connects people, and that helps create an
overall positive sense, not only of yourself, but of your culture and heritage.

Thus it is no surprise that people who have access to their language have
improved mental health, lower suicide rates, and lower rates of substance
abuse than do comparison groups in similar communities who do not use
their language. In addition, there is evidence that having access to your
ancestral language improves physical health, in terms of reducing the rate of
cardio-vascular disease, lowering blood pressure and hypertension, and
lower rates of diabetes. These bene�ts are tied to many things, including
living a traditional lifestyle (e.g. by following a traditional diet, which is
generally healthier than a Western European diet that is higher in fat, sugar,
and salt), more physical activity in engagement with the land and traditional
life, and more access to the land. Perhaps some of the health bene�ts to
revitalization come from the fact that it helps (re)connect people with place
(see Figure 1.2).

But even studies in Australia and Canada that take into account lifestyle
factors show that active engagement with language improves both mental
and physical well-being at the individual level and the larger societal level.
This is a strong motivation for language revitalization.

People in many parts of the world speak of ‘taking back’ their language.
It is an active process that involves taking control of their lives and their
own well-being. Jane Juuso, a Sámi researcher and educator in Norway, has
done much to advance Sámi language learning for adults by making use of
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Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Juuso identi�es certain language barriers
that hinder learners from actually speaking, and thus dubs them silent
speakers. Originally published in Norwegian and Sámi, her informative
how-to-book has been translated into Swedish and English, and the pro-
gram is being implemented by First Nations Peoples in Canada.7 It has
proven to be a very effective mechanism for helping people overcome their
fears of speaking and making mistakes.

Children who receive mother-tongue education show improvement in
overall well-being across the board. A 2012 study by UNESCO shows that
they have greater self-con�dence, higher test scores, lower school dropout
rates, and are less likely to repeat grades. These are advantages that extend
to their broader community, with improved social well-being and a greater
integration into society. More broadly, research shows similar bene�ts
come from having access to the heritage language, in mother-tongue

Figure 1.2 Indigenous communities that lose their languages often face a
youth suicide problem. Suicide prevention program, Shoshone Reservation,
Fort Hall, Idaho. Photo by Justyna Olko

7 J. Juuso, Tar språket mitt tilbake/Valddan giellan ruovttoluotta (Varangerbotn/Vuonnabahta:
Isak Saber senteret, 2009).
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programs, language teaching programs, and in other venues for hearing and
speaking the target language. Studies in different parts of the world – M�ori
in New Zealand, Mi’kmaq in Canada, Hawaiian in Oceania – show that
Indigenous-language immersion programs improve acquisition of the
majority language too (see Section 6).

Programs that are embedded in the local language and culture are highly
successful in improving the well-being of children and parents. Consider,
for example, the Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative in Canada. When it
was launched in two Ojibwa (Anishanabeeg) schools in southeastern
Ontario in 2009, the schools had very low success rates in reading pro�-
ciency: Only 13 per cent of the children in Grade 3 at the two schools met or
exceeded standardized tests for reading in Ontario. By 2014, approximately
70 per cent of the children in Grade 3 were performing at the average for
Ontario in reading, and 90 per cent met the writing standard, performing at
better rates than the province as a whole.8 Moreover, the number of students
classi�ed as having ‘special needs’ (a term used to describe children with
physical, mental, or behavioural problems – or often who have a different
mother tongue) in kindergarten through Grade 3 dropped from 45 per cent
to just 19 per cent, and in Grades 4–6, the number went down to only 4 per
cent (from 24 per cent). The children did not really have special needs or
learning dif�culties, they just needed better teaching.9

These are measurable successes because they involve standard tests. But
there are numerous less tangible bene�ts: increased parent engagement,
increased family and community engagement, increased pride in the local
language and culture, and overall heightened value of local community
practices and ways of knowing and learning.

6. Cognitive Bene�ts

Linguists often hear that parents opt to raise their children to be
monolingual speakers of the majority language so that they will perform
well in school. They are afraid that bilingualism will disadvantage their
children, or afraid that knowledge of the home language will in some way
interfere with learning the majority language, and will inhibit a child’s

8 J. Friesen, ‘Aboriginal literacy pilot project dramatically improves test scores’, The Globe and
Mail, �rst published 24 February 2015 and updated 12 May 2018. See also Martin Family
Initiative. 2019. Model Schools Literacy Project, www.them�.ca/programs/model-schools-liter
acy-project.

9 See J. Geddes, ‘The new program that has First Nations’ reading scores soaring’, Maclean’s June
2, 2015, www.macleans.ca/education/the-new-program-that-has-�rst-nations-reading-scores-
soaring and Martin Family Initiative, Model Schools Literacy Project, Montreal, 2016:
Copyright © 2016 Martin Family Initiative / Initiative de la Famille Martin, www.them�.ca/
programs/model-schools-literacy-project.
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performance. There is ample evidence that this is not the case at all and that
quite the opposite is true. Studies such as those by the psychologist Ellen
Bialystok10 repeatedly show that there are cognitive bene�ts to a bilingual
brain. These bene�ts include a shorter processing time, an increased atten-
tion span, and a greater ability to multi-task than monolinguals. A number
of experiments have shown that bilinguals perform better in tasks requiring
focused attention. This probably comes from a kind of necessity: current
research indicates that in the bilingual brain, both languages are activated
and accessible at the same time. Rather than interfering, this helps bilin-
guals think in a more focused manner, with faster processing than
monolinguals.11

Parents often fear that education in a native language will hinder the
child’s progress and acquisition of the majority language, but studies show
that the opposite is true. Children who are educated in immersion and
bilingual programs outperform children in monolingual educational pro-
grams in standardized tests. (Note here that these programs use the native
language as the language of instruction, it is not a secondary subject or a
tool to get children to perform in monolingual programs.) There is some
controversy as to why this is the case: does knowledge of the home
language provide some sort of cognitive ladder that enables performance
in the other language? Or are children who receive initial schooling in the
home language better adjusted (emotionally, socially) so that they are better
prepared for formal education and thus able to perform well on tests?
Although much of the research focuses on the use of a national language
and a major immigrant language (such as English and Spanish Dual
Language Immersion (DLI) in the USA, English and French in Canada),
there is ample research with the same �ndings for Indigenous languages:
Sámi in Northern Norway, and Cherokee and Navajo in the USA, are just a
few examples.12

Another long-term bene�t is that bilinguals show delayed effects of
dementia and Alzheimer’s disease compared to monolinguals of the same
age, suggesting that the bilingual brain is more resistant to this kind of

10 See E. Bialystok, Bilingualism in Development: Language, Literacy and Cognition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). For a review of recent studies, see
E. Bialystok, Fergus I. M. Craik, and Gigi Luk, ‘Bilingualism: Consequences for mind and
brain’, Trends in Cognitive Sciences 16 (2012), 240–50.

11 See e.g. E. Bialystok, ‘Cognitive complexity and attentional control in the bilingual mind’,
Child Development 70 (1999), 636–44. www.sfu.ca/~jcnesbit/EDUC220/week5/Bialystok1999
.pdf.

12 The American Council for Teaching of Foreign Languages has compiled a number of resources
and a bibliography of representative research: www.act�.org/advocacy/what-the-research-shows.
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decline. More research is needed to determine whether bilingualism is
preventative, i.e. that bilinguals are less likely to suffer from Alzheimer’s,
or (what is more likely) that the processing advantages of bilingualism
offset the effects of the disease: bilinguals have improved cognitive cap-
acity that enables them to function normally for longer even with
Alzheimer’s or dementia. That is, bilingualism appears to have an inhibi-
tory effect on mental decline. Regardless it is clear that bilingualism brings
an advantage of improved mental capacity and quality of life throughout the
lifespan, an advantage that extends well into advanced age. It is a lifelong
gift and a strong motivation for revitalization and multilingualism.

Conclusion

Language loss often occurs because of a combination of stressors on
speaker populations, including displacement from one’s homeland, which
can involve forced migration due to colonization patterns, cultural
disruption, and historical trauma. The combination of these stressors can
seem overwhelming. But there are multiple potential bene�ts to revital-
ization, which is an important means to offset these stressors to improve
overall well-being and to reclaim one’s rights to self-determination.
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Patrick Heinrich
1.1 Endangered Languages and Well-being

General �ndings in language endangerment indicate that it is always dominated
communities that undergo language shift, and that there is ‘nothing to gain’ in
language loss. You lose more than ‘language’ in the strict sense of the word.
Language loss is accompanied by the loss of knowledge, loss of linkages to the past
and cultural achievements, loss of aesthetic possibilities, or loss of cultural auton-
omy. Such kind of loss does not leave communities undergoing these transform-
ations unaffected. Every community undergoing language shift has its very own
history of ‘not being well’ and ‘not doing well’. An interesting contribution to how
to study such problems has been promoted in Japan in recent years, where
sociolinguists have been pondering the establishment of ‘welfare linguistics’.
Welfare linguistics starts from the view that language diversity is always related
to some kind of inequality. Therefore, welfare linguistics identi�es (1) the mech-
anism of oppression or exclusion and (2) studies strategies for how to cope with
this. (3) It acknowledges alternative practices and (4) promotes them. Welfare
linguistics is an emancipative endeavour. Language can promote or inhibit well-
being (‘welfare’). That is to say, an endangered language in itself is not the solution
to the problems of a shifting community, but it can be made into a solution. This
requires insights into the four points outlined above.

Studies in well-being conventionally distinguish between economic, physical,
and psychological aspects. Language maintenance and revitalization can contribute
to all of these three components. In Okinawa (Japan), we can witness a new wave
of products, services, and media outlets that employ Okinawan and, hand in hand
with this trend, there are new employment opportunities for speakers of Okinawan.
For example, nurses and caregivers speaking Okinawan are much sought after
because older people with dementia respond better to their �rst language,
Okinawan, and many nurses and caregivers whose Okinawan skills are lacking
volunteer for Okinawan language classes. Okinawa is also known for having the
highest life expectancy in the world. Longevity is usually portrayed to be the result
of a healthy diet and a relaxed lifestyle. However life expectancy in Okinawa has
been sharply declining for more than three decades now, and it is dawning on many
that those who ‘eat and live well’ are actually speakers of Okinawan. The decline in
physical health is concurrent with a decline of Okinawan language, culture, and
lifestyle. Finally, the connection between an endangered language and mental well-
being is seen to be strong enough that a project studying this link in the case of the
Barngarla community in Australia received one million Australian dollars of
funding in 2017. This is unconventional, because ‘the cure to the ills’ of minorities
was traditionally seen to lay in their closer assimilation to the majority (e.g. more
and ‘better’ English). Now reviving the Barngarla language is seen as a means to
improve Barngarla well-being.

Focussing on language and well-being is not simply a new research perspective.
It’s potentially a game changer. Modernity brought social mobility, and with that
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came a focus on ‘merits’, that is, acquiring the necessary skills to climb the social
ladder. Smaller languages and their speakers do not fare well in such a setting.
Indigenous languages became marginalized and relegated to (nonthreating) func-
tions such as ‘tradition’, ‘heritage’, or ‘local identity’. We know that language
revitalization cannot succeed when endangered languages are only attributed
such folkloristic functions. One way to improve the prospects of an endangered
language and its speakers is to link it to ‘well-being’. A number of factors
affecting well-being have already been identi�ed. They include income, work,
marriage, health, education, housing, job satisfaction, community relations, leis-
ure time, or crime rate. The fact that so many factors can affect well-being implies
that the exact role of language in well-being will differ from case to case. In
general, however, we can assume that Indigenous languages function as a pro-
tective layer for the well-being of community members. Losing them decreases
well-being.

In 2007, I asked my Okinawan language teacher, Chie Inamine, if she sometimes
regretted not having raised her children in Okinawan. She gave me the following
answer: ‘We live in a merit society, and all we care about is merit. Merit, merit,
merit. And then language has to adapt to this �xation. With my grandchildren I will
not fall into this trap. I will provide them with Okinawan language skinship.’
Skinship (sukinshippu) is a widely known and used linguistic innovation on the
basis of English in Japanese. It refers to intimate but nonsexual relations, where it is
ok to have physical contact. A prototypical skinship relation is that between a
mother and her baby, where physical contact reassures and comforts the baby and
where we can see a very deep physical and psychological tie between both.
Inamine applied this term to language when I interviewed her on education. In
my understanding, she seeks a closer more intimate tie between the younger and
the older generation, because by educating the former through Japanese a more
distant relation was created than through Okinawan. Distance is not something
abstract in this context, but something which affected the well-being of speakers
like her and those who do not speak the language. There is an emotional and
psychological gap between the generations. In Inamine’s comment we have in a
few words, the welfare perspective on an endangered language. It needs promotion
and further study.

Sumittra Suraratdecha

1.2 Bene�ts for Communities: The Case of the Black Tai Community
in Thailand

Several years ago I started a sociolinguistic project on linguistic and cultural
rights in a Black Tai community in Phetchaburi province, Thailand. The com-
munity represents a typical marginalized ethnic group where suppression and
stigmatization is present. Thailand is a hierarchical society where ethnic minor-
ity peoples are placed at the lower end of the social hierarchy. Belonging to the
lower end of the hierarchy means that ethnic minority communities face stigma
and discrimination, socially, ideologically, and linguistically. The Black Tai
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people in Thailand are descendants of former captives of wars from Muang
Thaeng during the reign of King Thonburi, in the Rattanakosin period, circa
1779. Today, this is the location of Dien Bu Phu in northwest Vietnam. The
Black Tai people refer to themselves as ‘Lao Song’, however they prefer other
out-groups to call them ‘Black Tai’ as the word ‘Lao’ has connotations of
suppression, insult, and disdain. Incidents of discrimination, abuse, and rape
were also recorded in the history of the Black Tai.

My project started out with the aim of examining the Black Tai linguistic and
cultural reclamation movements in terms of the rights that social groups claim to
express themselves linguistically and culturally. I also wanted to investigate the
psychological outcomes of these movements in terms of well-being.

As an outsider researcher, I was concerned about whether the Black Tai, both
adults and youths, would be willing to share stories of their history and talk about
acts of discrimination or prejudice they have faced. However, despite my initial
concern over how to elicit such stories in a non-threatening way, responses to a
simple question: ‘Could you tell me about the Black Tai people in this commu-
nity?’ unexpectedly revealed so many stories describing discrimination and
historical stigmatization experienced by all generations. Adults talked about
how they were discriminated against by non-Black Tai and how embarrassed
they were about their own identity as a Black Tai in Thai society. Younger
generations talked about how they were teased at schools by their peers who
belonged to different ethnic groups. All the stories about incidents in their
everyday lives came out naturally in their narratives.

After years of working with different ethnic communities in Thailand, my
colleagues and I shared a similar observation, namely that most of the people we
worked with were elder members of the community. Our big question was: What if
there is no next generation to inherit all of this invaluable linguistic and cultural
heritage? Subsequently a long-term Participatory Action Research (PAR) project
was initiated in ethnic communities in Thailand, including Black Tai. A number of
local community members, particularly youth members, were actively engaged in
all stages of the project. Through planning, conducting, observing, and evaluating
the research process, local participants absorbed and learned through direct experi-
ence how to be an active learner and how to conduct local research by themselves
(see Figure 1.2.1).

The overall outcome of the PAR project can be divided into two levels:
community and self. At the community level, the community network is stronger
than ever before. The PAR approach provided an opportunity for a range of
people – including local government of�cers, community leaders, members, elders,
and youths alike – to engage in all stages of the research. This created a sense of
ownership among participants, and community ties and networks were restored and
strengthened as a result. After the PAR project was complete, the wider
community, including those who did not participate in the project, became more
active and interested in learning local knowledge. Additionally, the community
was able to write a successful proposal for a community development grant. Other
local organizations and media have taken an interest in working with the
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community, or sharing stories of their success. The community now talks about
their heritage with pride and encourages others to be proud of their own roots
as well.

At a personal level, all members have a better attitude towards their language
and culture and more self-esteem. They have also learned to be active thinkers
and learners through the PAR process. Not only did youth members learn about
their linguistic and cultural heritage through the PAR project, they also learned
other life skills like decision making and team-working etc. From informal
interviews and observations over �ve years, the overall well-being of the com-
munity has increased. For example, the elderly people are a resource with
essential knowledge and skills, yet their skills were forgotten thanks to a formal
education system that distances learners from their immediate learning environ-
ment. These resources are now recognized once again. The greatest bene�t of all,
however, lies in community human resource development, and witnessing the
seeds of youth participation sprout from the young people who no longer avoid
eye contact when talking, and are no longer ashamed to be who they are. They
now serve as youth leaders who represent their community and continue to work
on its development in school, university, or community projects, sharing their
priceless linguistic and cultural knowledge with the whole of society (see
Figure 1.2.2).

Figure 1.2.1 Revitalization workshop with young people. Photo by Sumittra
Suraratdecha
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Justyna Majerska-Sznajder
1.3 Language Revitalization Bene�ts in Wilamowice13

When we started our activities connected to the revitalization of Wymysiöeryś
culture, we encountered three main dif�culties, based on different attitudes among
the inhabitants.

� The youngest generation was of the opinion that Wymysiöeryś is not a practical
language so there’s no point in learning it.

� The middle generation saw Wymysiöeryś culture as grounds for ridicule – as had
been repeated since the 1950s by neighbours from the surrounding villages.

� The oldest generation, the one that was most hurt by their fate, the one that still
remembered repression related to Wymysiöeryś, did not want to use
Wymysiöeryś for fear that the persecutions would return.

Figure 1.2.2 Linguistic and cultural revitalization program for all generations:
Raising silkworm. Photo by Sumittra Suraratdecha

13 The writing of this capsule has been supported by the Project ‘Language as a cure: linguistic
vitality as a tool for psychological well-being, health and economic sustainability’ carried out
within the Team programme of the Foundation for Polish Science and co�nanced by the
European Union under the European Regional Development Fund.
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What did not help was the attitude of the local authorities, whose of�cials origin-
ated mostly from the surrounding villages, where the distinct Wymysiöeryś culture
was derided. Their views were shaped by their upbringing, so discrimination from
the 1950s translated into ongoing negativity on the part of the local authorities. The
situation would probably have stayed the same until today if the Faculty of ‘Artes
Liberales’ of the University of Warsaw had not engaged in revitalization activities.
In 2014, the �rst international conference was organized in Wilamowice – and
parts of it were in Wymysiöeryś. It raised the prestige and status of the language
among the local inhabitants and authorities, who until then had considered our
activities nothing but a �ash in the pan. It also fell to us to change the attitude of the
oldest generation – some of whom we invited to present on Wymysiöeryś culture
and their histories during our various meetings and events. Thanks to this they
became aware of the interest in their culture and realized that public use of
Wymysiöeryś is not only unpunished, but even welcome. This helped them work
through their trauma related to the persecutions.

Through various activities, e.g. theatre performances by the ‘Ufa �sa’ group, and
song and dance by a local folk ensemble (see Figure 1.3.1) we have managed to
make Wymysiöeryś trendy among our youth, who also started understanding our

Figure 1.3.1 Performance by the Wilamowianie Dance Group. Photo by
Robert Jaworski, Polish Theatre in Warsaw
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actions as their contribution to the conservation of their cultural heritage. They
derive joy and happiness from continuing the traditions and the heritage of their
ancestors. The oldest inhabitants are visited by young people to talk together and it
makes them feel needed. They not only get practical help from the young people
but also feel appreciated and heard – they can count on people who will gladly
listen to them. We have managed to awaken the Wymysiöeryś identity in both the
youngest and oldest inhabitants – and this is one of the most important markers of
Wymysiöeryś culture. Thanks to that people have gotten a better acceptance
regarding their own feeling of belonging. The biggest remaining challenge is the
middle generation, the one that was brought up in compulsory Polish. They are the
parents who have the greatest in�uence on effective learning of Wymysiöeryś
among the youth, because they can either forbid or allow them to attend the classes.
Thanks to several meetings and psycho-linguistic lectures they no longer consider
learning Wymysiöeryś a waste of time, and are more conscious of the bene�ts
of multilingualism (this is rare in Poland). A different approach to being
Wymysiöeryś was also helpful – we reclaimed those aspects that previously
subjected us to ridicule, changing them into assets.

We have also taken it upon ourselves to disseminate the knowledge about the
persecutions and the dire fates of inhabitants which have until now been taboo.
This subject has been broached many times in the public sphere and recently work
has been done to collect documents and memories of the inhabitants regarding this
time period. Thanks to this we can hope that (at least to a certain extent) the
sufferings of the people who survived the persecutions will be recompensed. We
can also hope that others will be more aware of the history and will understand that
it is not a reason for shame.

The actions of Wymysiöeryś organizations related to revitalization also have a
signi�cant effect on the well-being of Wymysiöeryś. They are very strongly
mobilized and engaged in community activities – thus maybe conforming to the
archetype of Wymysiöeryś mainly sticking together in a closed circle. These
organizations are the only ones that meet the cultural needs of the inhabitants
because the local authorities have little to offer in that regard. Taking part in these
activities helps to create social bonds, but participants also feel happy because
through their actions they are creating something for Wilamowice – and this is one
of the markers of local ideas of well-being for Wymysiöeryś. Such actions also
result in measurable bene�ts – like in the case of the Song and Dance Ensemble
‘Wilamowice’ whose members get the chance not only to participate in its per-
formances and travel with the group (for many members this is their only chance to
travel) but also to further their own personal development through visits to
museums and places of interest. Membership of such organizations also allows
elderly people to remain physically �t longer and becomes a way of distancing
oneself from problems as well as a means of relaxation. We also know about cases
where the help that the older generation provides in the revitalization process has
stopped the progression of dementia and served as a kind of rehabilitation.

The last type of bene�t is economic. The local authorities have �nally noticed
the opportunities for the development of the region on the basis of Wymysiöeryś
culture, and thus more and more local initiatives are starting. Huge support was
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provided by a project to promote the commercialization of �ndings from research
on linguistic revitalization, and the related idea of the creation of a tourism cluster –
all thanks to Bart�omiej Chromik, back then a doctoral student with a background
in economics. Our activities have thus enabled the inhabitants to develop language-
related tourism and, consequently, economic activity. Thanks to their participation
in linguistic documentation, the youths who know Wymysiöeryś can be employed
in tourism and so they begin to see knowledge of Wymysiöeryś as an economic
asset.

Justyna Olko
1.4 Reading Ancestral Texts in the Heritage Language

The Nahuas �rst adopted alphabetic writing for their own purposes in the sixteenth
century, so writings in Nahuatl go back many centuries. However, speakers of
Nahuatl do not have easy access to the histories written by their ancestors.
Knowledge of the long history of writing in Indigenous languages is not part of
the Mexican educational program and although documents are kept in archives
they are usually only explored by professional scholars. Therefore our team began
to organize workshops in which native speakers and new speakers could read and
discuss the colonial Nahuatl documents written by their ancestors (see
Figure 1.4.1). In this way we have started together to awaken a historical memory

Figure 1.4.1 Participatory workshop on reading Nahuatl historical texts in
modern Nahuatl, Archivo General de la Nación, Mexico. Photo by Justyna
Olko
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and raise awareness of the legacy of minority communities. It is a valuable way of
strengthening their identity and raising both their self-esteem and the prestige
of their heritage language, which has proved especially promising in the case of
speakers of Nahuatl.

The workshops have been carried out every year since 2014 (since 2015 in the
Mexican National Archive – Archivo General de la Nación). Each time some thirty
to forty speakers of Nahuatl from diverse communities in Mexico City and the
states of Mexico, Puebla, Tlaxcala, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Veracruz take part in the
activities, which are conducted entirely in Nahuatl. During these events all partici-
pants speak in their own variants of the language, which additionally contributes to
language revitalization. They not only work collaboratively on the transcription,
translation, and interpretation of the texts, but also personally examine the original
documents, which turned out to be a deeply emotional experience. For this collab-
orative reading we choose colonial texts that are vivid testimonies of Indigenous
capacity to act; for example, defending local autonomy and rights, demanding
removal of Spanish of�cials, etc. (see Figure 1.4.2). Exposure to this information
can be an important source of empowerment for modern activists. These ancestral
writings allow Indigenous readers to experience a degree of continuity with the
past by giving them the opportunity to see their ancestors’ actions as examples,
which might inspire them to take their own individual and collective initiatives. In

Figure 1.4.2 Participatory workshop in the community of San Miguel
Xaltipan, Mexico. Reading a colonial document from the region. Photo by
Justyna Olko
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other words, the texts make it possible for readers to ‘empower themselves to come
to grips with the conditions of their living’.14

When planning these activities, we intentionally attempt to select texts from the
regions or places from which speci�c groups of participants originate. Connecting
to the past through these places allows Indigenous people to personally experience
the degree of continuity between older and modern heritage tongues and culture.
During these encounters the Nahuas from different regions often compare their
vocabulary and joyfully experiment with terms that do not exist in their own
variety. Yet another aspect of language use that these sessions have stimulated is
reevaluation of the purist attitudes shared by many speakers of Nahuatl today.
Participants often recognize that Spanish in�uence goes back many centuries and
that some loanwords became part of their language a long time ago.

Links with the past are of vital importance in many Indigenous communities:
ancestors are conceived of as the source of knowledge and strength for the living.
Severing links with the past has profound consequences for identity, self-esteem,
and self-awareness. Therefore, opening a dialogue with the ancestors and the
testimonies they left can provide an empowering stimulus to reclaim historical
identity and inspire social change in the present, including the revival of
language use.

14 Y. Kalela, Making History: The Historian and Uses of the Past (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2012), p. 164.
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2 What Do We Revitalise?

Julia Sallabank and Jeanette King

Introduction

The question ‘what do we revitalise’ may seem a rather unusual one. After
all, isn’t the answer obvious? We want to revitalise our language. But in order
to do so, we need to think about the kinds of questions that are tackled in
Chapter 1, such as who wants to ‘save’ the language, and for what purposes?

For example, do we want to expand the scope of the language to be able
to use it in schools, or to talk about new technology? That might require
new terminology: in which case, who should decide on it, and how? Should
we try to recover ‘traditional’ language, or should we try to re-invent our
language for a new generation – or something in between? If there is a
range of varieties of our language, should we focus on just one? Should we
try to create a standard language (copying majority languages), or support
linguistic diversity in its fullest sense? Such questions are more often
related to political struggles and ideological debates about language
ownership or authenticity (see Chapter 7) – and there may be bitter argu-
ments about what the ‘correct’ form of a word or expression is. If a
language is highly endangered, it may only be used infrequently and in a
fragmented way, so it may need to be reconstructed.

In Chapter 6, Justyna Olko and José Antonio Flores Farfán discuss the
varied range of people who may be involved in language revitalisation; we
need to consider all their diverse needs and wishes when planning what to
revitalise. An endangered language community consists not only of people
who speak the language; it includes others who have an interest in what is to
be revitalised, and whose views need to be taken into account. For example,
people who would like to claim an association with the language by
learning it or by supporting revitalisation efforts (e.g. by helping to develop
an app) may have other ideas on what to revitalise than people who grew up
speaking the language but have lost their �uency through many years of
disuse. Members of the wider community also have a stake in policies
directed at language (even if only through paying taxes that fund public
policy measures).
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In broad terms, there is frequently a distinction between traditional
speakers and new speakers, whose views on what to focus on and how
may diverge signi�cantly. Diplomacy may be needed to reconcile all points
of view; one possible way of handling con�icting agendas is to see a range
of activities as complementary parts of an overall plan, rather than
mutually exclusive.

We also need to remember that decisions we make now will affect how
the language is used in the future – not just how it is used now. Do we want
to focus on speci�c areas of use, or look at language revitalisation in a more
holistic way? It is important not to limit future options by restricting
language to particular areas of life; even if we don’t use all the variations
or topics now, we should ensure that there is a safe record of all the rich
diversity of a language. But we also need to bear in mind that language
revitalisation is not only, or always, just about language, as we discuss later
and in Chapters 1 and 9.

There are many different types of languages. While we typically think of
language as being oral, or spoken, other means can be employed to convey
information, such as sign languages and whistling languages. Whatever
type, people try to revitalise languages because they are regarded as being
endangered, and because they feel an emotional link to that language. All
types of endangered languages have both similarities and differences in
why they are endangered and how we go about reversing this, so it is
important both to look at our own contexts and to learn from what others
have tried (see Chapter 12 on links with other groups).

Contexts of Use

Every language variety has a number of forms; that is, the ways language is
used will change according to who is using it, when, where, and for what
purpose. For example, the language used to interact with children will differ
from that used in formal contexts. This is not just a matter of using
alternative words; there will also be differences in the ways sentences are
constructed. Languages aren’t single, unchanging entities; because they are
used in a wide range of forms by a wide range of people in various places
for distinct purposes, they naturally change and evolve. There are often
debates in language revitalisation movements about how much change is
desirable; this is discussed more in ‘Language Change’ below.

The task of revitalisation can seem overwhelming when viewed in its
entirety, so some prioritisation may be necessary (see Chapter 4 on plan-
ning). Assessing what resources are available, and to what extent your
language is still spoken or not, will help you decide where and how you
want to concentrate your revitalisation efforts. Settings where language is
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used include the home, school, the workplace, social media, religion,
bureaucracy, political life, sports commentary, etc. Some of these require
speci�c types of vocabulary or levels of formality (called registers); often
minority languages don’t have, or have lost, forms of language that are
needed for particular settings or registers. Critics of language revitalisation
may claim that this is proof that the language is inferior and not capable of
being used in all areas of (especially modern) life. For this reason many
language supporters want to expand the spaces in which their language is
used. Language promoters may focus on useful or practically oriented areas
such as grammar terminology for teaching; others may focus on high-status
areas to increase the language’s prestige.

Language revitalisation often focuses on transmitting language to chil-
dren; the home and school are therefore key spaces of use. We need to be
aware that there is a particular kind of language in those situations, that of
adult�child interactions. In Guernsey, where most �uent speakers of
Guernesiais are now aged over 80, Julia Sallabank has been involved in
trying to collect examples of adult�child interaction, as well as children’s
rhymes and games, from older speakers. This has proved dif�cult, as there
are now very few people alive who have experience of raising their children
in Guernesiais. So this may be a way of using language that has to be
reconstructed. Where there are still children learning the language (or
people who remember raising children in the language), it is important to
record this type of language.

One effective and widely used and respected revitalisation method is to
implement preschool language immersion centres. These were pioneered in
1982 in New Zealand with the M�ori language. The idea behind these
centres is to transmit the language directly from an older generation of
speakers to a new generation of child speakers. However, if the older
speakers are few in number and quite elderly, this option needs to be
thought out carefully. To begin with, not all older people have the stamina
and desire to interact with preschoolers for many hours a day. In addition,
older speakers need to understand that their role is to speak the target
language, and only the target language, with the children. That is, it is not
necessary or desirable to sit the children down and overtly ‘teach’ the
language. The type of language used with small children is usually quite
basic, often consisting of descriptions and commands. But as the children
grow and get older, a more sophisticated repertoire is required. Ideally, if
possible, children should also be exposed to adult interactions in the
language. Everyday interactions between adults such as greetings, apolo-
gies, requests, etc. are often surprisingly lacking from linguists’ records, but
they are important if you want to use your language for conversation and
social activities. In Wales, some parents have noticed that children from
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English-speaking families who go to Welsh-medium school are quite direct
in their speech: they have been taught simple commands, but not polite
forms of language, which are often more complicated grammatically.
However, they can be taught as ‘chunks’ of language whose grammar does
not need to be analysed by the children at this stage.

While developing new uses and new words for a language, it is important
not to forget traditional areas of life, especially home, socialising, and child
language (including games, nursery rhymes, etc.). When schools take over
the role of passing on the language, children might only learn school
language, and not know how to make friends and be intimate in their
language. As a result, they may not speak the language outside school, or
with their own children in due course (as has been found in Wales after
thirty years of immersion teaching). It has also been found in Brittany that
children who learn a formalised Breton at school are unable to converse
with older speakers who use regional varieties and more informal speech.

Most language use outside basic conversation involves reading and
writing. If the language you are working with is not written, creating an
agreed writing system is an essential area to tackle. This will be dealt with
in Chapter 14.

Variation and Standardisation

It is not uncommon for one variety of a language to be quite vibrant but for
other varieties to be under threat. Minority varieties are particularly vulner-
able because they are often regarded as being of lesser value than the
dominant or ‘standard’ variety, which has more status. Even speakers can
believe that their way of speaking is not as important or valid as more
prestigious variants. In Jersey, regional varieties of the island language
Jèrriais are called accents. Some accents are disappearing because language
teaching focuses on one accent, which has been formalised with a standard
spelling that doesn’t always take into account other accents. The formalised
accent/variety used in schools is seen by some as the ‘correct’ variety.

Many people get involved in language revitalisation because they want to
reconnect with their roots. They want to learn the variety that they identify
with; for them learning another version would not ful�ll that requirement.
For example, most speakers of M�ori live in the North Island of New
Zealand, but the K�i Tahu iwi (tribe) in the South Island are working to
increase the numbers of speakers of their local variety.

In many cases, an endangered or minority language is perceived as ‘only
a dialect’ � or designated as a dialect by the national government. This may
have little to do with the degree of linguistic difference, but more to do with
status and identity. In this book, we prefer to use the word ‘varieties’ when
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we talk about how ways of speaking differ across regions, age groups, etc.
This is because the term ‘dialect’ has negative connotations of ‘incorrect’
and ‘low status’, and is often used to denigrate minority languages.
Language activists often campaign to have the linguistic variety that they
identify with recognised as a language in its own right. These issues are
discussed in more depth in Chapter 11 on policy and Chapter 7 on
ideologies.

There is often pressure to create, teach, and learn a standard version of an
endangered language. In the process of standardisation of national lan-
guages, the standard is usually based on the variety used by an urban
intelligentsia. However, urban varieties of endangered languages typically
disappear at an early stage, leaving the choice of prestige variety unclear.
Minority and endangered languages usually have extensive variation, and
there is often no obvious prestige or standard variety, which can lead to
disagreements. In many cases there is no tradition of written literature, or
authors may write in a wide range of styles, varieties and spellings, or even
different types of script.

It is often assumed that endangered languages have to copy the model of
national languages, which have a standard ‘correct’ way of writing and
speaking, especially if we want to teach our languages in schools. But this
can lead to local ways of speaking being minoritised again. Some language
supporters argue that it is better to prioritise more widely used varieties. But
there are other models, such as in Corsica, where different varieties are
recognised as equally important, and learners are given a choice of which
they want to identify with.

What Is It For?

Often when we talk about language revitalisation, our ultimate aim is for the
language to be used again by a range of community members from young to
old. (This may be the long-term, ultimate aim, but there are many steps to
be taken before you can reach it – see Chapter 2 on planning.) Being aware
of what resources are available puts us in a better position to know what sort
of language revitalisation is possible and achievable and for what purposes.
Without considering this we run the risk of activities that fail due to lack of
planning. The important thing to remember is that there is no right or wrong
when deciding what aspects of your language you focus on. It is also
important to ensure that what you focus on now does not limit future
options.

But full community use is not the only form of language revitalisation.
Your language may have very few, if any, remaining speakers. Such
contexts are termed post-vernacular: that is, the language is no longer used
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as a vernacular, for everyday purposes. However, even in these situations
there are productive things that can be done. In the USA, the Breath of Life
programme addresses situations where the language hasn’t been spoken for
several generations but where there is documentary material, collected by
linguists or anthropologists, which is housed in libraries and archives.
Working together, language learners and scholars pair up with graduate
linguistics students to locate relevant material and work on useful language
resources, which can range from (re-)creating a prayer through to working
on a spelling system for the language.

Because endangered languages are no longer widely spoken in everyday
life, it can be dif�cult for learners to �nd people to converse with in their
language. Many people in language revitalisation movements turn to activ-
ities such as songs, theatre and other performances in order to �nd ways to
use and celebrate their language, as well as to create a sense of community
endeavour (see Chapter 16 on arts and music). Or they may wear a T-shirt
or jewelry with words in the language on, to demonstrate identity and
solidarity. Performances and festivals are often very enjoyable occasions
that bring together the community and raise awareness of the language and
culture. A recent press release described how a school play was being
performed entirely in M�ori, a language which was banned in schools for
over hundred years. The article mentions that not all of the performers are
�uent in M�ori, which could be interpreted negatively (they don’t know the
language properly), or positively (they are engaging with the language and
trying to learn).

Another common focus of language activists is the ‘linguistic
landscape’ – supporters campaign to have signage, public announcements,
etc. in their language to raise its status, increase its presence in public life,
and make non-speakers or tourists aware of it. If politicians or businesses
support such measures, it is often in order to highlight local distinctive-
ness. These types of activities may not require �uency, but instead
use parts of language symbolically or emblematically, to express identity.
For many people this is a valid and adequate way of engaging with
language, but it is only one way of looking at language revitalisation;
for others, the aim may be to re-create a �uent speaker community, or to
reclaim culture.

We are not suggesting that prioritising certain areas of language means
that revitalisation should be one-dimensional; different registers and spaces
of use can be complementary and mutually reinforcing, and individuals or
groups may want to focus on different areas. It is important not to see these
as mutually exclusive. There is a threat that if only a narrow spectrum of a
given language is ‘revitalised’, the result may be perceived as arti�cial and
not be sustainable.
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We argue that it is important to have conscious aims (see Chapter 4 on
planning) and to be aware of the ideologies that underlie these aims, as well
as different people’s motivations for language-related activities (see the
chapter on attitudes and ideologies). If not, we run the risk of losing a
language through focusing only on symbolic activities. As Adrian Cain,
Manx Language Development Of�cer, has commented: ‘Language
awareness raising isn’t an end in itself, and if it doesn’t encourage people
to learn and speak, then it hasn’t worked’.

Who Is It For?

In many situations, revitalisation efforts begin when there are still at least a
few older speakers in the community, but they are initiated by younger
generations. This leads to a paradox of language revitalisation: the momen-
tum for revitalisation typically emerges from those who did not grow up
as speakers of the language. The younger language activists, because
they did not grow up with the language, are keenly aware of what they
have not had access to in respect of their culture and identity (some learners
of Guernesiais have said they felt ‘robbed’). In the words of the Joni
Mitchell song, ‘you don’t know what you’ve got ’til it’s gone’. But to be
able to revitalise the language, these ‘new’ speakers will want and need to
involve older speakers. However, the needs and desires of these two groups
of people may differ, and interactions can lead to some tricky social and
political issues. One effective way of getting older and younger speakers
together for mutual bene�t is the Mentor-Apprentice model (also known as
Master-Apprentice model), where an older or �uent speaker is paired with a
person committed to learning and passing on the language (see Chapter 15
on teaching and learning for details).

As discussed in Chapter 8 on types of communities, in many endangered
language communities there are a signi�cant number of people who can
understand the language but not speak it �uently. In Guernsey, an informal
group who call themselves ‘The Rememberers’ (in Guernesiais, Les
Rallumeurs or ‘re-kindlers’) meet weekly to chat in Guernesiais and reacti-
vate their passive language knowledge into active use, improving both
�uency and accuracy – topics often include obscure words or grammatical
points. The Rememberers are mainly aged 55–70 and some have not used
Guernesiais for �fty years. In some cases, parents used Guernesiais with
each other but not with the children, or in other cases Rememberers stopped
speaking Guernesiais after discouragement at schools. The Rememberers
is a rare example of effective bottom-up language planning which focuses
on rebuilding social networks and increasing participants’ frequency and
�uency in everyday conversation and language use (rather than formal
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teaching). However, their conversations often focus on ‘how the old people
would have talked’ rather than ‘how we might talk in the future’. If this
goes unnoticed, it might impact the ideas and possible choices about the
kind of language that should be brought to the future, taught and revitalised.
So even in an informal conversation group, it is important to think about our
ideologies and goals of interaction, as well as which elements of language,
such as topics, registers, and vocabulary, to focus on: for example, in one
session a member of The Rememberers asked others to help recall or
reconstruct words for movements such as leaning forward. (This is not to
say that informal sessions should become formal grammar lessons, as seems
to be happening in some Mentor-Apprentice programmes.)

Language Change

All living languages change over time, especially across generations.
Languages also change due to the in�uence of other languages.
Languages don’t become endangered without another language that people
are shifting to, and bilingual people always mix languages. We need to be
aware of and accept the dynamic nature of language: the language we
revitalise will not be the same as it was in the past, and that is completely
normal. Some older speakers in Guernsey have expressed concern that if
Guernesiais is taught in schools, ‘it won’t be the language we know’. They
feel a strong connection to the language of their youth, and worry that it
might become ‘corrupted’. But if it is not taught to a new generation, it
won’t be a language that anyone knows. And that new generation needs to
be able to pick it up and run with it, make it their own, and develop the
language for whatever they want to use it for.

Change and growth are signs of life and health, not of decline. English,
for example, has been enriched by many words from other languages: Well-
known examples include pyjamas from Hindi, robot from Polish or Czech,
and chocolate from Nahuatl. Indeed, the only languages that don’t change
are truly dead languages, which may only exist in archives. Linguists have
found that ironically, endangered languages change faster than larger or
more vital languages. This is often due to in�uence from other languages,
especially the dominant one(s), which can be dif�cult for some language
supporters to accept, although it is impossible to prevent.

In the case of M�ori and Guernesiais, practically all speakers have
English as their dominant language, and most speakers under the age of
around sixty are likely to have learnt M�ori or Guernesiais as a second
language (there are young neo-speakers of M�ori, who have been brought
up to speak it as a �rst language, but their parents are probably second
language or ‘new’ speakers). As with all languages, we have observed
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differences in grammar and pronunciation between the speech of younger
and older speakers (you can see this in English too, e.g. ‘I’m like . . .’
instead of ‘I said . . .’.)

Linguists have observed that endangered languages undergoing change
may seem to be simpli�ed or to become more regular (e.g. in verb forms).
But there can also be additions and new borrowed words or structures from
a dominant language, especially given that people who are bilingual inevit-
ably mix their languages (which is also frequently lamented, but can’t be
prevented). Sometimes direct translations can bring new and useful ways of
saying things, such as bailler a hao in Guernesiais, a direct translation of
English ‘give up’. The pronunciation or accent of younger or new speakers
may differ from that of older speakers, which again older speakers may �nd
dif�cult to accept.

When the spaces where a language is used become restricted, its
vocabulary and forms can also reduce, as some ways of using it become
forgotten. When community members assimilate to a dominant culture and
language, some of their cultural expressions may change or be lost, includ-
ing traditional greetings, politeness and kinship terms, and counting
systems. In the Isle of Man, a decision was taken to use the English number
system rather than the traditional Manx one in the Manx-medium school, to
enable the children to follow the mainstream curriculum.

We also �nd that highly endangered languages can fragment into many
small varieties, which may be only used within one family or by one
individual – all of whom may consider that they speak the correct way!
These changes are often not new – for example, some can be seen in
nineteenth century Guernesiais literature; in the Americas, such changes
go back to the sixteenth century and are often well documented. But by the
time they are noticed, it is not possible to stop them (if it were ever
possible). It is important to stress that language change does not imply that
our languages are inferior or unsuitable for use or for reinforcing. Neither
should language change be seen as an obstacle to revitalisation.

Purism

An important part of language and cultural reclamation involves collect-
ing and documenting the knowledge of elders and devising ways of
expanding that knowledge. However, it is common to focus on the
heritage aspects of the language, which link the language with the past.
Even linguists are not immune to this, with one linguist recently confess-
ing to not including borrowings from other languages when he docu-
mented a language in the 1970s in a desire to represent only the ‘purest’
version of the language.
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The idea that there is an ‘authentic’ way of producing your language can
lead to ideas that there is only one right way of speaking or writing. While it
can be helpful to remember that all living languages change, it must be
remembered that the sort of change a language undergoing revitalisation
may experience can be extreme and challenging to older speakers.

One thing that hampers many revitalisation initiatives is language purism.
‘Purism’ is the idea that there is a ‘pure’ or ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ way of using
your language. Typically, language purists are older speakers of a language
who don’t like the new pronunciations or simpli�ed grammar used by ‘new’
speakers of a language (see Chapter 7 for more about language attitudes and
ideologies). Along with this type of thinking comes the idea of ownership:
There may be strong feelings about who owns the language and who gets to
say what is right and what is wrong. There can also be new ‘language
owners’ who stigmatise older speakers for using too many loanwords. In a
revitalisation situation there are usually limited resources, so you need to
include everybody who has an interest (see Chapter 10 for discussion of
power dynamics).

It is worthwhile thinking about what ‘authentic’ really means: genuine,
valid, real. If someone uses the language for a real purpose, whatever that
use is, it is a valid, authentic reason for using language. For example, in
Guernesiais there is a word, warro, which is used as informal greeting (like
‘hello’ or ‘hi’). Although it has been documented as used by some of the
oldest speakers and appears in a highly respected dictionary, the authenti-
city of this word has been called into question by some community
members who say that it was not used in their families.1 But whether or
not it was used in the past, people nowadays feel an authentic need for an
informal greeting in Guernesiais. Using this word will encourage them to
use Guernesiais more and facilitate real communication.

If your aim is to have the language spoken by younger generations,
you need to be aware that the language will often need to change to be
relevant to their interests and needs. All too often older speakers criticise
younger ones, which can put them off speaking their languages entirely.
It is more productive to encourage them to use the minority language, in
whatever form it takes. It is known from research into language learning
that there are intermediate stages before a learner acquires the whole of a
new language. The processes of language contact and revitalisation can
resemble some of the stages of language learning. In any kind of
learning, we have to learn to walk before we can run; once new speakers
become con�dent with what might be seen as ‘simpli�ed’ language, they

1 Fragmentation into small varieties, even between neighbouring families, is another common
feature of highly endangered languages.
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can start to tackle more complicated traditional forms if they want to. It
has to be remembered that young speakers are the future of any lan-
guage. If it survives, it will belong to them.

New Words for New Uses

If your language hasn’t been used as a community language for a while, it
will need a big input of new vocabulary. Just think of all the technological
words which have entered the major languages in just the last ten years:
words for smartphone, app, to tweet, to unfriend. Not only might you need
vocabulary for these concepts; if your language is to be used as a medium of
instruction in schools, you will also need words for concepts such as graph,
molecule, colonisation, and curriculum (see Chapter 15 on teaching and
learning).

Simply borrowing words is often the easiest default option for new terms
such as refrigerator. Some older speakers �nd it dif�cult to conceive of
their language being used in new ways, and simply use the new language to
describe new things. So their speech may be peppered with borrowed or
loanwords, which some zealous new speakers may dislike. Some language
planners (e.g. Irish) have been criticised for using mainly loanwords in non-
traditional contexts, while others (e.g. Quechua) have been criticised for
being too purist.

Languages have always had ways of creating new words, which can be
studied and reproduced. If there are historical language records, traditional
literature, accounts, poems, or documentary archives, one option is to
rediscover, reintroduce, or repurpose some terms and structures that have
fallen out of use. An example of this in English is the word broadcast,
which originally meant to throw seed outwards in a �eld. It fell out of use
with the mechanisation of farming, but was reintroduced as a metaphor
when radio was invented. There are many additional ways of creating new
terms in a language. In the late 1980s when revitalisation of the M�ori
language was well underway, the M�ori Language Commission (Te Taura
Whiri i te Reo M�ori), in response to many community requests, coined a
large number of new words using a variety of approaches. Their main aim
was to avoid loanwords, so strategies included circumlocutions, for
example, hekerangi to mean ‘parachute’ (literally heke ‘to descend’ and
rangi ‘sky’). Another frequent strategy was calquing, where the literal
meaning of an English word was translated, for example, ‘bisect’ is
weherua (wehe meaning ‘to split’ and rua meaning ‘two’). Sometimes
existing words were combined, for example p�hiko for ‘battery’, where p�
means ‘origin’ and hiko means ‘electricity’. In fact hiko originally meant
‘lightning’ and its meaning has been extended to include electricity.
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Another strategy was to repurpose archaic words (for example, ngota for
‘atom’ where the original meaning was ‘fragment, particle’).

In several languages, such as Manx and M�ori, there are committees of
people seen as language experts who are tasked with creating new words;
but sometimes they take too long to decide on and disseminate new words.
For example, teachers of M�ori needed a word for ‘number’ to use in
lessons and did not want to borrow a word. By the time the language
committee had decided on a term, each teacher had their own different
word.

Another way of developing new terminology is an inclusive ‘crowdsour-
cing’ approach, which encourages groups of people to talk about the topic –
both face to face and online – and collect the most popular terms. This can
even be done together with the oldest speakers to reduce possible tensions
in the community about ‘what to revitalise’.

Not Just About Language

Jeanette King’s research has found that many people are not only (or
principally) interested in revitalising a language for its own sake, but they
often have a personal reason such as getting in touch with their family roots,
joining a language community, or gaining a sense of achievement or well-
being.

Language, Culture, and Identity

Language is deeply linked with culture. Most of those involved in language
revitalisation talk about how culture is intrinsically linked to language.
When you learn and speak a language you are learning and speaking
culture. Some of this cultural expression may be in the form of cultural
values, such as terms of address, etc. In addition, language can be closely
related to cultural practices. For M�ori in New Zealand, for example, the
rituals of encounter in a p�whiri (formal welcome) have to be delivered in
M�ori, with opening calls being performed by women, followed by
speeches which necessarily contain much ritualistic language and expect-
ations, such as paying respects to the dead. There is also the requirement for
each speech to conclude with an appropriate song.

Most of those involved in language revitalisation are involved in reclaim-
ing aspects of identity as well as cultural practices. This means that revital-
isation is just as much about revitalising people as language. In other words,
it’s not just about what you are revitalising but who you are revitalising.

Language revitalisation often involves campaigning for someone else to
do something, e.g. for a local government authority to erect signage, or for
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schools to teach the language. Such campaigns are valuable and can be a
way for people who don’t speak the language to get involved and to
contribute to revitalisation. However, we need to be aware that it can be
easier to focus on what others ought to do, rather than alter one’s own
behaviour, especially if one is not very con�dent in one’s language compe-
tence. So, for example, some language promoters have reported that they
�nd it easier to perform a poem or help in a classroom, which involves less
impromptu language use than speaking it with their own children. So,
increasing the self-con�dence of language supporters is a vital part of
language revitalisation.

Conclusion

Different people in language revitalisation movements have different aims
and motivations. Some have a nostalgic, purist ideal of the kind of language
they want to preserve. Others want to extend the areas where their language
is used and have it recognised as a fully developed, modern language which
can be used for all purposes. Others want to enjoy using their language with
friends and family, while others want to af�rm their identity through using a
few words and phrases in greetings, rituals, songs, etc. Others may �nd that
re-connecting with their language can enhance personal and community
well-being.

All of these (and more) are valid elements of an overall language plan,
but different priorities are too often a source of disagreement. It is therefore
important to discuss openly what we want to achieve, why, and also what is
achievable – in the short term, medium term, and long term. Plans should be
regularly evaluated and revised, so that different functions, uses, and spaces
can grow and be added to over time, as part of a longer sustainable plan.
This involves recognising the strong feelings, attitudes, and ideologies that
people have about language. Above all, it will involve compromise. These
are all considerations when you are thinking about what sort of language
you will be revitalising.
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Tymoteusz Król
2.1 Wymysiöeryś

When I �rst started working on the revitalisation of Wymysiöeryś, I was focused
on the language. The other elements of Wymysiöeryś culture seemed safer.
I thought, for example, that you could collect traditional costumes and lock them
in a wardrobe in a museum in order to preserve them. When we were children or
teenagers, our task was to document everything that we understood as
‘Wymysiöeryś’: language, folk dress, recipes, old buildings, folk tales, etc. We
were successful in doing this (we got a broad documentation), but mistaken in our
approach (keeping it alive).

I realised our naivety as I started to write a dictionary of Wymysiöeryś. I had
read all the dictionaries and grammars of Wymysiöeryś that I could �nd, but not a
single one of these books described my language well enough to satisfy me. Later,
I started to read poetry and saw that it only represented part of our language – the
style is more literary and archaic than spoken usage. It was then that I realised that
it is only by speaking a language can you keep it alive. It is the same in the case of
Wymysiöeryś dress – when documented and closed behind glass in a museum
these garments become dead artifacts of the past.

Documentation is essential: it is the basis of revitalisation but it is not the �nal
goal. Also we have to take care of what we document. I often used to think about
how I could create teaching materials using a ‘pure’ form of the language that was
not Polonised or Germanised. But after a couple of years I stopped being so
concerned with this – I gave up looking for ‘the pure Wymysiöeryś language’
and I started to listen to what people were actually saying (see Figure 2.1.1).

I noticed the same problem in the case of Wymysiöeryś costume. Elements of
Wymysiöeryś folk dress used to be inspired by styles noticed or imported by
Vilamovians living in Vienna, Paris, London, Graz, Lviv, and many other cities
in Europe, and incorporated into local dress styles. Now many people bring folk
costumes to Wymysoü from other cities as well, although these modern textiles and
their patterns are very different from traditional local ones. Some anthropologists
(and some Vilamovians as well) believe that this change is negative and that we
cannot say that these new garments are truly ‘Wymysiöeryś attire’. I agreed with
them at �rst, but then I thought, ‘who am I to judge’? Is the pattern on these new
textiles more important than the fact that they were imported from the same cities
as hundreds of years ago? Maybe the fact that they were imported from abroad is
the most important tradition? In this way, I brought back textile designs and ideas
from the ENGHUM �eld school in Mexico.

Judging these things as a scholar is, for me, a form of neocolonialism. An
example of this is when Germanists argue about whether or not Slavic words, for
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example, from Polish or the Silesian language, should be used in Wymysiöeryś,
which is a Germanic language, or when linguists determine what is a language and
what is a dialect.

I think that, as language activists and revitalisers, we can ask those linguists who
decide that a language is in fact not a language, but ‘only’ a dialect: ‘Who are you
to judge a language in this way? Why are you able to reach this conclusion? What
about the views of the people who speak it? Who are you to judge?’

Justyna Olko
2.2 Language Purism in Nahua Communities

Back in the 1970s, when Jane Hill and Kenneth Hill did extensive research in
Nahua communities around the Volcano Malintzin in Tlaxcala, they discovered
interesting facts about how Nahuatl was classi�ed with regard to Spanish.2 Some
speakers believed that what they called mexicano was an idioma (‘language’,
always used in reference to Spanish), but most people identi�ed Nahuatl as a
‘dialect’. The reason given was it is mixed with Spanish, which results in tlahco
mexicano, tlahco castellano, ‘half Nahuatl, half Spanish’, no longer having the
legitimate status of a language in its own right. Today more people in Tlaxcala
seem to identify Nahuatl as a ‘language’, which is probably a result of a more
positive ideology arriving from the outside. However, in more secluded

Figure 2.1.1 Speaking Wymysiöeryś: Tymoteusz Król, the revitaliser of
the language. Photo by Justyna Olko

2 J. Hill and K. Hill, Speaking Mexicano: The Dynamics of Syncretic Language in Central Mexico,
1st ed. (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1986).
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mountainous communities most of the speakers believe their tongue is a ‘dialect’,
even if they cannot explain what a dialect is. And a clear majority is deeply
convinced that mixing with Spanish is negative because ‘Nahuatl is disappearing
if it has Spanish words’ and ‘if people mix languages they no longer speak
Nahuatl’. But at the same time, for this very reason, many speakers think their
way of speaking is bad and very different than ‘the legitimate Nahuatl’ spoken
once by their grandparents and great grandparents. In other words, they are often
convinced that the jumbled (cuatrapeado) nature of the results of Nahuatl-Spanish
contact is re�ected in how they speak.

Accelerating language shift is accompanied by purist attitudes, which are often
displayed most strongly by speci�c individuals or a particular group within a
community. Such persons present themselves as ‘owners’ or ‘guardians’ of the
heritage language, advising others which terms should be used and which must be
avoided. They sometimes criticise both older speakers for their loanwords from
Spanish, and the youngest speakers for their limited language skills and vocabu-
lary. Purists would focus on eliminating all loanwords from Spanish (while inad-
vertently accepting direct translations!), including some words, which were
incorporated into Nahuatl several hundred years ago. They also ‘test’ speakers on
their knowledge of ‘good’ Nahuatl, for example asking them to say complex
numbers (the traditional base-20 system has only partly survived and Spanish
numerals are generally used). Degrees of purism are found not only among
intellectuals and professional teachers, but also among community members.

Purist attitudes often have quite counterproductive effects on language survival.
A good example is that of the community of Santa Ana Tlacotenco, where
‘legitimate’ Nahuatl has become a tool of internal politics. In the second half of
the twentieth century this community suffered strong criticism of the locally
spoken variant by members of academic circles who promoted the use of
‘Classical’ Nahuatl as the only legitimate version of the language. Today Nahuatl
is spoken by very few people, most of them from the oldest generation. This
decline in language use is accompanied by purist attitudes on the part of members
of the middle-aged generation, but their approach hasn’t been particularly helpful
in keeping the language alive. Some activists, however, take a less restrictive
approach, encouraging young people to explore the traditional vocabulary of the
oldest generation rather than resort to substituting ‘missing’ words by borrowing
from Spanish. They also engage in the creation of neologisms. Creating new words
from within the language for new things has always been an important response of
Nahuas to contact with Spanish, especially in the colonial period when the vitality
of Nahuatl was high. This kind of purism can in fact stimulate the development of
language skills and encourage speakers to explore and learn vocabulary and
registers of the heritage language that have almost been forgotten or fallen out
of use.
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3 Ethical Aspects and Cultural Sensitivity in
Language Revitalization

Joanna Maryniak, Justyna Majerska-Sznajder, and
Tymoteusz Król

Ethics is often broadly understood as answering the questions of ‘what is
good?’ and ‘what is bad?’. Of course, this assumes that there are simple
answers to these (and similar) queries. We de�ne ethics in language
revitalization as re�ection upon the problems of correct, desirable, and
sensitive actions around revitalization itself. Its importance stems from
the fact that decisions taken without considering such ethical questions
might end up being problematic or even harmful to communities. Thus
tackling this issue can contribute to the success of language revitaliza-
tion. While engaging in language revitalization, we1 often �nd ourselves
in situations that are anything but obvious – for example, in situations
where two (or more) possible good courses of action clash. For this
reason, we will outline a series of discussion points for those engaged in
revitalization. We have presented suggestions only where we felt we
could offer potentially useful solutions or ‘best practices’. Still we know
that there is no valid and universal code of ethics or rules of conduct,
even within a single community. For this reason, all of our points are,
�rst and foremost, suggestions and points of departure for re�ection.

Basic Questions

The �rst logical step to language revitalization is recognizing that a lan-
guage is endangered. However this might not sit well with the community
that speaks it (or that has historically spoken it). As the awareness that their
language and culture is disappearing can be a depressing thought, some
speakers may deny that it is happening. Therefore some people might ask
whether to start a revitalization project at all? Other chapters in this book
discuss reasons and bene�ts of language diversity and language revital-
ization (see Chapters 1, 8, 9), so they might provide a starting point for such
a discussion within a community.

1 This chapter is cowritten by two Indigenous Vilamovian activists and researchers and an external
researcher collaborating with them.
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This however leads us to the second question: who should start (and
continue) the revitalization process? Our experience shows two main kinds
of people who are normally involved: internal (often called ‘activists’) and
external, mostly researchers, who usually become interested in the language
for purely academic reasons (like documenting interesting topics) and only
later become involved in the revitalization process. These two groups differ
in many ways. Their knowledge about the community is different and the
time and money available to them, likewise, vary. Broadly speaking,
activists are more likely to have more time and �exibility (since they often
live in the community and so, even with full-time work, are still at hand) but
less likely to have money at their disposal than researchers. On the other
hand, researchers might have impressive �nancial means (thanks to funded
projects) but strict time constraints (due to project deadlines). This can be a
cause of misunderstandings and problems. Yet the process of revitalization
doesn’t end with those two groups: local authorities, politicians, and
governments are often important as well. There might also be some overlap
in that activists can become researchers (like two of the authors of this
chapter, who are currently writing their PhD theses on various topics related
to their home community of Wilamowice). Furthermore a researcher might
become so engaged with the community that their actions cross over into
activism. However no matter how respectable the authorities helping you,
no matter how much money they can offer, no matter how good the
methods they employ are, revitalization won’t work without local
engagement and local conviction about the goal, purposes, and bene�ts.
Likewise, it will not succeed without respecting a local sense of ethics and
good practices.

A Decision-Making Process and Dealing with Dilemmas

An Indigenous community itself is never homogenous and there might be
people who disagree with the need for revitalization at all. An even bigger
issue arises when only a part of the community wants to revitalize their
language and the other part is against it. So, if someone wishes to start a
revitalization project, would it make sense to try to convince them not to
do so, or is it better to just ignore them and work on one’s (self)-appointed
tasks? As languages are usually lost because people decide not to speak
them or cannot speak them anymore, an important challenge for activists
is to question majority attitudes and practices within the community.

On the other hand, other community members might see revitalization as
needed and useful but might not want to collaborate with others who are
involved. Being an activist means being more visible than other members of
the community. More often than not activists aren’t democratically elected
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and this might put them in con�ict with others – especially those who like
being in the limelight or have been in a position of power for a long time.
Opinions on the language itself can also vary as some activists are more
concerned about taking the language forward and some might want to
preserve older forms of it and keep it as it was previously. Of course, there
may also be con�icts about how to go about revitalization.

Coming from Outside and Dealing with Internal Parties

What if a community at large doesn’t want revitalization at all and the only
interest is from outsiders, often (but not exclusively) researchers? Outsiders
cannot revitalize a language without community involvement. All they can do
is raise awareness and change attitudes, but this doesn’t mean they can’t try
their best to promote the idea of revitalization in the community. Researchers
face their own set of questions. How much and in what way should outsiders
learn about the community beforehand? One thing we can emphasize is that
coming to a community without any knowledge of local culture, traditions,
and language will likely discourage its members from collaborating in the
proposed project. Thus putting in time and effort during the preparation stage
is essential when establishing collaborations. We will describe this in more
detail in the sub-section entitled ‘Establishing Collaboration’.

An unsolvable dilemma is whether a researcher should consult the
community when planning a project before asking the funding agency for
money. To make sure that the planned activities do not clash with the
community’s ideologies, needs, and behaviors, it is best to discuss the
project with members of the community beforehand – even if with just a
few. However, then their hopes might be raised and they might not under-
stand the complicated procedures and long times needed for the projects to
be reviewed and chosen for funding. This could lead them to think you let
them down when you are only waiting for the results of various calls for
proposals. One way not to run into this problem is not to discuss it at all, but
then it might turn out that the planned actions don’t sit well with the
community. The best course of action may be to under-promise initially
(i.e. promise the bare minimum needed so as not to raise the hopes and
expectations either of the community or the funding agency) and then over-
deliver once the project has started (don’t stop at what you promised, give
back as much as possible).

Time constraints posed by academic programs are something that should
also be considered carefully. While the length of the project does not have
to translate into the length of engagement with a community, it might
determine it – especially if the community is far removed from the research-
er’s residence. In general, we have seen that Indigenous communities tend
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to warm up to outsiders gradually and at different paces. Usually they
become more open and welcoming once they get to know them better.
Therefore planning a longer project (or longer engagement) might help to
address better the situation and goals of the community. What counts most
in our opinion is that personal engagement outlasts the funding process.

Yet the best-case scenario is not always possible and there might be
situations in which it is known from the start that the engagement will end
after a certain period of time. In such a situation the best thing to do is to
inform the members of the local community about that from the start and
keep information clear and up to date during the communication process;
sometimes saying something just once might prove not enough due to
cultural differences. After receiving funding to work on one language and
with a speci�c community, some researchers might be tempted to publish
the results and move on to a new one. This is often referred to as a ‘data
extraction’ approach and its ethical aspects can be problematic, especially
considering community involvement and how it might bene�t them. It is
also important for outsiders to care about what will happen to their local
collaborators once they leave. If a researcher left a good impression, all is
well. But if not everything went right, members of the community who
collaborated on the project might be associated with the researcher and
thus re�ected negatively on. It is a good idea to stay in constant contact
with them and to do one’s best to leave the best impression. In such a
case, it is also advisable to plan to train local activists/volunteers to
continue the revitalization activities once the researcher has left. These
matters relate to the broader question of establishing collaboration, which
we will discuss now.

Establishing Collaboration

How to establish initial collaboration with a community? How does one
choose local collaborators? Is there a way to make sure that language
revitalization goes on without discriminating any group in the community
and making sure that all members have equal chances to be involved rather
than marginalized? These questions guide decisions about establishing
collaborations. First of all, it is advisable for external researchers coming
to the community to include its members and make them part of the
decision-making process at all stages of the project, including planning,
realization, and evaluation. Local revitalizers are often in the best position
when it comes to including and consulting other community members
during all the planning and decision-making stages of the revitalization
process. On the other hand, a naive external researcher may unwittingly ally
with one local faction and alienate others.
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Creating a hierarchy as an outsider working with coworkers from the
local community can cause controversies. This means, for example,
avoiding favoritism, e.g. when commissioning handicrafts from speci�c
people in the community. The eldest are not necessarily speaking the ‘only
correct’ variant of the language or even a ‘correct’ one at all, as their
language might have experienced attrition due to disuse. Those who do
not know the language well might nevertheless have traditional knowledge,
which is an important part of the culture. Local activists are not the only
ones who can collaborate with researchers. Striving to understand relations
among different groups of interest in the community, and remembering that
sometimes the interested parties may try to hide these relations for various
reasons, can prevent certain problems from arising. In some contexts, being
an obvious outsider can help to avoid being associated with any faction.

Local revitalizers often act as ‘radars’, paying attention to the emotions,
opinions, and attitudes of community members. But at the same time they
might act against the ‘common opinion’ shared by many community
members. During their activities they might tread ‘uncomfortable’ ground
for other members of their community. This discomfort might be related to
historical traumas or speci�c situations that the group or individuals have
gone through. Local revitalizers might therefore be tempted to avoid certain
subjects; caring for the well-being of community members can help the
revitalization process gain more allies. However, confronting such topics –
with as much tact and caution as possible so as not to hurt anybody further –
might also prove a valuable experience. Local revitalizers are also in the
most comfortable starting position when it comes to including the commu-
nity during all the planning and decision-making stages of the revitalization
process. However, they also should pay attention not to exclude any
sections of the community – this means inviting everyone to get involved
(and especially those who are interested). Worsening local con�icts or
driving divisions deeper as a result of revitalization activities is precisely
something that should be avoided. Local revitalizers have yet another
advantage in that they have known the members of the community for a
long time and so can choose their collaborators more thoughtfully and on
the basis of longer experience.

In the case of many disappearing languages, the main language carriers
are the elderly. When working in language revitalization, one must be
careful not to exploit them – for example, through taking up too much of
their time or reminding them too much of traumas they might have
experienced. As they grow older, their health can worsen and they can
eventually die, thus leaving younger people as possible collaborators. This
can be emotionally dif�cult for researchers and activists who have got to
know them. However, younger generations can’t always help in the way
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that elders have done. If language revitalization is supported by a project
with strict deadlines, taking care not to plan too much work for the elderly is
even more salient, as their illness or death could result in unnecessary
pressures on all the surviving parts of the community.

There may also be members of the community who do not speak the
language in question and do not show any particular concern about it. Still
some forms that appear in their use of the dominant language might be
in�uenced by the minority one. Similarly, a seemingly ‘worse’ knowledge
of the dominant language might not be a sign of an uneducated and
‘worthless’ interlocutor, but a new and hitherto unexplored �eld of
research – one of language contact in that community.

It is also good to remember class and gender issues in the community,
which are best analyzed on a case-by-case basis. Sometimes publishing a
book or creating a movie in which the members of one class or people of
one gender will be more prevalent can result in controversies. Of course, it
can also be done on purpose to help to create visibility of minorities within
minorities, but then it needs to be done consciously, not haphazardly
without considering the implications for the group.

The position of an outsider can also be exploited by the community
collaborators. A feeling of prestige or the possibility of receiving some
bene�ts from collaborating with the academy can result in con�icts and
internal discrimination. The opposite is also possible. Members of some
communities do not want to get engaged in collaboration regarding the
language because they fear being seen as deriving private pro�t from a
common good, i.e. the language. There are no clear answers and solutions
to such problems and they are best approached on a case-by-case basis and
with the most careful use of intuition, respect, and sensitivity.

As an outsider, preparing for language revitalization in a community is
less about choosing the correct kind of technical equipment or having the
proper monetary means as it is about learning. Making an effort before
meeting to learn as much as possible about some of the most important
subjects such as local internal dependencies, cultural codes, and history of
the �eld and community, can make a huge difference. We recommend
that outsiders learn about the community’s culture and history, including
its rules of respect and conduct. Developing sensitivity toward the
community’s needs, its perspectives, and its knowledge systems might
prove more different than assumed. Cultural differences are not only in
play when dealing with far-away countries. There are some places that have
such a vast amount of literature on them that it is not possible to read it
through in a reasonable amount of time, so it is understandable that one has
to limit oneself. However, there are also places that have next to nothing
written about them, or that have their last description dating from a long
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time ago, thus making it horribly outdated. Whatever the case, effort is of
paramount importance as it shows respect to the community through not
coming totally unprepared. However, in no case should one treat the written
word as having absolute precedence over what you are told by the members
of the community – things might have changed since the writing of the
books, they might re�ect an external point of view or they might re�ect
perspectives of only one speci�c group within the community (and, as
already remarked, most communities are not homogenous).

Even when working with communities near the researcher’s home area
and doing one’s best to develop sensitivity and awareness of local norms
and rules of respect, one can still be perceived negatively. Being conscious
of that is a good step toward approaching possible issues. These might be
the result of internalized negative stereotypes or judgments from both the
sides: Researchers might be seen as people from huge cities, or as represen-
tatives of the dominant culture (both characteristics that can be perceived
negatively). However, their actions might also prove offensive to the
community without the researcher being aware. In such a case neither side
is at fault and understanding that helps in approaching issues with an
open mind.

Facing the Past and Dealing with Political Tensions

Many communities come with a burden of past or present oppression,
persecution, experiences of ethnic discrimination, marginalization, and
related traumas. In such cases, the group may ask itself dif�cult questions
about how much visibility they want; in the context of their history,
including possible traumas, minoritization, and related persecutions, it is
possible that the group may not want to draw attention to itself. Would
bringing up a speci�c subject result in the community’s discomfort, fear, or
insecurity? Would reminding the public of some dif�cult issues reignite old
troubles? Sometimes it might seem that the problem does not exist or has
been solved long ago, only for it to come back in the least expected
moment. It might be reasonable to discuss these issues with community
members – if and how they wish dif�cult topics to be brought up or dealt
with – as sometimes time is needed for a community to realize what would
be best for its members and the future of the language. In such a situation
helping to create safe spaces for discussing it in the community would
signi�cantly facilitate such deliberations.

For example, in 2018 the Vilamovian youth, who were engaged in
language revitalization, wrote and staged a theater play dealing with the
violent ethnic persecutions suffered by the eldest generations during and
after the World War II. This was not well received by local authorities and
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was very stressful for the youths themselves, in part because of Poland’s
descent into conservative authoritarianism, which sees minorities as a threat
to the territorial integrity and ethnic cohesion of the state. However, the
decision to stage this play was a bottom-up one, taken by the young
members of the community. Instead of intimidating them, the experience
became a source of pride and empowerment for them. Were it done as an
external initiative (e.g. by a researcher or an institution), the negative
reactions might have been seen as lacking of sensitivity toward the
community and putting its young members in risky and disturbing circum-
stances. Thus, we believe that certain, especially dif�cult, decisions should
be made only by members of the community. Even if they represent just
one of its groups, this does not deprive them of the legitimacy to act.

Collaborating as an academic with a minority may position an outsider
politically, whether they want it or not. Linguistic minorities often overlap
with ethnic minorities and this raises questions about their nationality and
possible separatism. Basque and Catalan in Spain are two famous cases, but
similar examples abound (in Poland a very similar situation surrounds
Silesia). Journalists will undoubtedly ask you for your opinions about those
subjects and more. Academics may be asked to testify about such dif�cult
topics in person, or to pen scienti�c opinions that will carry more weight
than any research paper because on their basis some parliaments might vote
yes or no to a law giving a community the right to learn in its language, or
to use it in their signage etc. Writing this sort of text carries a huge
responsibility so it is best to be careful not to hurt the most vulnerable
party, i.e. the minoritized community. When asked whether what they are
speaking is a language, the best answer is the one respecting the perspective
of the community. The absolute worst course of action is to use a term that
will be understood as diminishing the importance of the language. ‘Dialect’,
‘patois’, even ‘ethnolect’ all can be seen as dismissive and imposing such
external categories on the speech of community language can be seen as
unethical or as a form of violence.

Ownership, Consent, and Other Legal Issues

Legal issues also fall under the subject of ethics. Laws change so much and
so often that any set of precise recommendations we might include here
would quickly become outdated. Therefore we will name topics, which do
not depend on a particular wording of the law but touch upon legal issues in
general. While doing language revitalization, one needs not only to famil-
iarize oneself with the laws of the land and obtain all the necessary
permissions from local authorities, but also – especially in the case of
academics – to comply with the legal requirements in one’s own institution,
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with regard to national and international laws (if applicable), or the require-
ments of one’s funding agency. If the revitalization is supported by spon-
sors, agreeing on these rules is also an ethical question.

There are also situations where what is legal may clash with what is
ethical. This refers, for example, to intellectual property and authorship
rights. These are often violated when local collaborators are treated as
‘informants’ and not as partners and coauthors of research and related
language revitalization programmes, including scienti�c and educational
products. It is ethical to consult people before publishing their data or
transcribed utterances and, if possible, offer them the position of coauthors
or named contributors. What would seem ethical and culturally sensitive
may, however, clash with national or international legal regulations. For
example, research participants usually do not legally own their words once
recorded. The recordings legally belong to the organization that employs
the person creating them. However, this does not have to be a guiding
practice for sensitive researchers. Whatever the ownership rights might be
in the country where one is working, including the collaborators and
interlocutors as coauthors or of a publication, or at least naming them as
contributors (if they agree for their identities to be revealed in a speci�c
publication), is a commendable practice.

No matter what the laws might be in the country, there might be parts of
culture that do not incur any legal protection but that the community does
not want to be copied or published. For example, the Vilamovians (both
generally as members of an ethnic minority who are inhabitants of the town
of Wilamowice, but also more speci�cally as members of a tightly knit
dance ensemble) have a very distinct song and dance repertoire and see any
other folk group performing parts of it as a cause for outrage. Similarly the
Maasai had their handicrafts copied – not only by huge Western corpor-
ations but also by other nearby tribes. So, sometimes it would be more
sensitive for researchers not to engage in disseminating content which could
be copied without the community’s consent. Even local activists may be
wary of engaging in external language revitalization because they do not
want to be accused of ‘betraying the group’s secrets’ or selling the rights to
the language or culture. Of course, a full application of this principle would
prevent anything from being published, so consultations are a reasonable
course of action.

Another legal issue arises when the commercial bene�ts of revitaliza-
tion go to outside parties. This is often intertwined with cultural appropri-
ation as in the case of various big name fashion designers ‘copying’ or
‘being closely inspired by’ various Mexican traditional costumes, but it
can also occur on a smaller scale as in the case of Wilamowice. Some
enterprising Poles living in the region have started selling materials based
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on Vilamovian cultural heritage. Yet the economic pro�ts do not reach the
community who feels that they own the moral rights to those materials.

It is unacceptable to publish anything without prior consent. Of course, it
does not have to be given in writing. There are groups that are historically
illiterate and calling them out on it is a very bad idea. Yet there are also
groups, which have been in a problematic situation vis-à-vis various bur-
eaucratic forms, which they were forced or coerced to sign. In these cases,
asking them to declare their consent in writing might recall these traumatic
memories and so it is much better to include the expression of consent at the
beginning of a recording. This might sometimes be problematic for aca-
demics if a funding agency or their institution asks for a written consent.
Even so, it would be advisable for a researcher to prioritize the comfort and
well-being of local collaborators over formal requirements, and, if neces-
sary, negotiate oral consent with the institutions they depend on. After all,
this may contribute to a greater decolonization and sensibilization of
those institutions.

Moreover consent, according to the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, should always be understood as FPIC: ‘Free,
prior, and informed consent’. In other words, it is valid only when it is
given freely (sometimes also termed ‘enthusiastically’ i.e. without pres-
sure), when it is given prior to an action deriving from it (so, for example,
requesting permission to record someone after the recording has already
taken place is unethical), and when the person who is asked for consent
understands what they are agreeing to. It follows that both written consent
forms and oral questions relating to consent should employ language that is
easy to understand. This suggestion can also be helpful for other forms of
communication with the community. However, precautions are not always
enough, and we can �nd ourselves in a situation when a person who was
recorded or provided some other kind of information asks for it not to be
disseminated. It is easy enough to deal with this before the fact, but what to
do when material created already (book, movie, etc.) prompts this person to
withdraw their consent? Of course, there are perfectly legal answers here,
but they might not be satisfactory to the member of the community and
what to do in such a situation is an example of a serious ethical challenge.

One might sometimes be confronted with a moral dilemma connected to
gathered data. Let’s say one �nds some older, good-quality recordings and
wants to share them with the community. However, the �rst collaborator to
hear the recording informs you that the person featured in the recording was
implicated in many problematic actions in the community and being
reminded of them in a language-learning material could turn people away
from the language even faster. There are various points of view and various
relationships and reputations here at stake, and it is by no means easy to
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balance them. Such a recording could be anonymized or, if it stays recog-
nizable even after such a process, one possibility is to use such a recording
for very short excerpts, like the pronunciation of single words in a digital
dictionary.

Sharing the documentation (as it is also part of the language revitalization
process – see Chapter 13) is also an ethical question. Recorded materials
might not belong to the community according to the letter of the law, but it
does not change the fact that their content originates with them. Therefore
the community may wish to receive it back. Recordings can easily be
transferred to a hard drive and left in the community as a sort of incipient
local archive. Vocabulary gathered can be typeset as a dictionary – even
using a simple word processor, printing it in a print shop, and binding it at
home. What counts above all are the content and the gestures. Communities
may appreciate these ways of giving back much more than seeing a fancy
hardcover book published after a few years by a big-name publisher. The
same applies to older sources (such as archival documents or old recordings)
as they might be useful in language revitalization. Community members
often do not have access to those materials, either because they do not know
where to �nd them or because the archives demand exorbitant prices for
access to the copies. In these cases, giving someone, for example, a copy of
an old record or a photo of their grandmother can do wonders for the
collaboration. In all cases, however, when making such materials available,
it is commendable to publish them in a language that the community will
understand – not necessarily in the dominant one.

Ethics is also concerned with the problem of respect toward outsiders by
community members and activists. Academics and other outsiders also have
their rights, dreams, and sensitivities and they may be engaged and committed
individuals with the best of motivations toward the community. They may also
be vulnerable human beings. An ethical collaboration should be developed in
both directions, especially when the future of an endangered language and
community’s well-being are at stake.

The last, but by no means least important part of ethics in revitalization, is
ethics toward oneself. The revitalization of Wymysiöeryś was something
that the two Indigenous authors have for years treated as a ‘higher thing,’
having priority over all else. We often put revitalization before our private
lives, sometimes working on it 24/7, even losing sleep. If this is your
position, we don’t want to argue that you should step down and treat it just
like a hobby (though if you already do so, it is also a viable position) but
remember the ethics of working with yourself: respect yourself and do not
burn yourself out as it won’t help the revitalization in any way. A healthy,
well-rested, and positively minded person can do more for revitalization
than one who is struggling to maintain a healthy work–life balance.
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Aleksandra Bergier

3.1 Being a Helper: A Few Ethical Considerations for Conducting
Research with Indigenous Communities

In this capsule, I’d like to share a few ethical lessons I learned while collaborating
with the Indigenous researchers and the Friendship Centres (urban Indigenous
community organizations) in Ontario, Canada, on various Indigenous knowledge
and language-related projects.

I’m particularly grateful for an opportunity to enhance my understanding of what
it means to be a helper. I don’t use this word in a sense of being a white do-gooder
within a Western charity model. Rather, I draw on the culturally grounded mean-
ings this term holds for the urban Indigenous communities I had the privilege of
working with. Being a helper means contributing to the well-being of the commu-
nity with one’s unique skills and knowledge. It is about being part of a community
circle where individuals with a wide range of identities and ways of being in the
world feel that they belong while sharing their gifts and working for the bene�t of
all. Navigating the role of a helper within the research context is never limited to
using skills typically associated with the work of a scholar – gathering information,
making sense of data, and writing down the �ndings. It involves many other skills
and responsibilities. One of them is the willingness to listen deeply and carefully
before rushing to speak your truth. Another is sensitivity to the needs of the
community members and the ability to respectfully follow cultural protocols.
An act as simple as helping to clean a venue before a community gathering or
ensuring a knowledge keeper’s appropriate transportation to and from event can go
a long way.

I had one of my most enlightening research experiences as I was sitting at the
kitchen table at one of the Friendship Centres. I was simply listening to women who
shared incredibly complex stories about their work while helping to chop vegetables,
greeting guests and serving food at the community feast. This, of course, was part of
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a research plan previously approved by the community. I gained more insights that
day than during dozens of formal interviews.

In my experience, research done in a good way is grounded in long-term,
reciprocal relationships with the knowledge keepers. It generates useful knowledge
in a way that’s accountable and addresses the needs of speci�c communities. Often
this means planning the research outcomes in a way that’s immediately bene�cial
to people, for example, designing data collection activities around community
initiatives and including expenses for these initiatives in a research budget.
Examples include funding a language immersion camp, a land-based experiential
workshop, a video, a toolkit, a Pow Wow, or a community feast.

Finally, I learned that an integral part of a researcher’s work is an ongoing
examination of their positionality. To me personally, it means exploring my own
cultural foundations as a Polish researcher – connecting to my country’s past,
looking into the history of my family, and understanding how my identity and
social position impact my work.

Ethical Aspects and Cultural Sensitivity 61

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108641142 Published online by Cambridge University Press



4 Planning a Language Revitalization Project

Susan D. Pen� eld

In the world of language revitalization, the importance of planning should
never be underestimated; the need for good language planning is critical on
many levels. Ideally communities who are engaged in reclaiming their
languages should put a large-scale ‘strategic language plan’ in place.
Such a plan speci�es short- and long-term goals over several years and
provides a structure within which to plan and implement a wide range of
projects that support those goals. Within each project is a set of activities
that help reach the goals for that project. However, as the well-known
language revitalization expert, Leanne Hinton, has pointed out, this does
not mean that a community needs to wait for such a large strategic plan to
be in place before attempting any project. Every project aimed at language
sustainability counts as a learning experience for all involved and will
ideally serve to better inform and advance the efforts of the community.

Having an overarching strategic plan for a revitalization program contrib-
utes to the larger vision of language sustainability for the long term in
important ways. But the careful planning of individual projects is equally
important. Individual projects can be positioned and implemented to help
best meet the long-term goals. The best language planning entails P-I-E
(Planning, Implementation, Evaluation). Leanne Hinton credits Lucile
Watahomogie, Hualapai educator and pioneer in language revitalization,
with this approach, and it is certainly tried and true. Every individual project
is best served if these three pieces are carefully put into place.

To focus on project planning, let’s begin by thinking about what a
‘project’ really is. At CoLang 2016 (Institute on Collaborative Language
Research), Margaret Florey taught a course on project planning. Students
were asked to generate ideas for projects. Here are a few of the ideas they
shared:

� Start a Master-Apprentice Program.
� Record songs in my language.
� Create more language resources for my community.
� Develop a writing system for my language.
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� Change the names of geographic landmarks in my community to their
Indigenous names.

� Create an app for my language.
� Raise literacy efforts for my language.
� Start a language nest.
� Write a grammar.
� Make an online dictionary.
� Get young people involved in language work.
� Make signs and public materials in my language and more.
� Raise public awareness about Indigenous languages.
� Teach my language.

These are all good ideas for activities! But there are many more. Activities
are initiated and sustained in accordance with the current needs of the speci�c
community. Any given project may involve many activities. Remember that
a project needs to be an achievable effort and planned to meet the language
needs of the community.

Some of the ideas listed above may seem more like ‘projects’ to you than
others. Strictly speaking, projects are a carefully planned set of activities
within a speci�c time frame and with well-de�ned outcomes. Australian
language activist Margaret Florey explains that a project must, ideally, have
the following characteristics:

� de�nable and realistic goals,
� clear objectives,
� outcomes that can be measured,
� response to a speci�c need,
� �t into a larger strategic plan,
� an identi�able target audience, and
� a work plan with stages and a timeline and with an end date.

Planning a successful language revitalization project must entail, at least,
the following steps:

Step 1: The beginning of any good project begins with a good idea. This
is an idea that can be molded and shaped to �t the resources of the
community and the capabilities of those involved. It is an idea that can be
understood and shared with others and leads to something that will have
understandable and useful outcomes when completed. A good idea, which
motivates participants and guides the activities, can go a long way toward
developing really important projects for communities. Such ideas are some-
times the work of a very motivated individual, or they may result from
group meetings, committees, and the like. Regardless of its origin, a good
idea is usually recognized by the excitement it generates. Community
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settings where ‘brainstorming’ is encouraged are good places to generate
valuable ideas for language revitalization projects.

Designing such meetings to generate ideas is a process that can occur
often in revitalization contexts and can breathe new life into existing
projects as well as launch new and exciting ones. Start by asking broad,
general questions like ‘What can we do that would help with our immediate
goals?’ or ‘What activities do you want to see continued?’ – which may or
may not be language-speci�c – and see where these lead. Perhaps it will
become clear what is most important to community members, how they
want to see language efforts proceed, and then more focused activities can
be built around those interests.

Let’s further this discussion by generating a possible project. Let’s say that
the community is very concerned about losing traditional agricultural prac-
tices. A language project might be initiated which would try to identify how
much information about agriculture is in the existing documentation for the
language. Maybe it would also be possible to document how agricultural
activities are or were talked about. This would entail plant names and uses,
terminology for tools, seasons, understanding how the labor was divided,
planting methods and activities such as harvesting and related ceremonies.
It might be good to ask who taught these traditional practices, and how.
These kinds of information can be gathered through interviews with speakers,
and added to what information is already documented. This could lead to the
building of a large database of language related to agricultural practices that
could then form the basis for generating materials for language teaching.

As well, any one of the above questions could lead to a speci�c project
that would require all the same planning steps, on a smaller scale. For
example, maybe, beginning language students could learn a short dialogue
about planting seeds and learn to incorporate new vocabulary related to
tools or agricultural practices. Perhaps students or teachers could create
a children’s book about harvesting activities, or organize a �eld trip to
agricultural areas and have a hands-on demonstration, augmented or
immersed in relevant language about traditional food sources, etc. All of
this, and more, could be generated from just one good idea!

Step 2: Decide what is already in place and what is needed. A project
can be started by an individual or a group (such as a language committee),
but in any case it should respond to what is already in place within a
speaking community and propose what else might be needed. If possible,
begin by writing up a ‘background’ statement, a ‘needs’ statement, and a
‘purpose’ statement. These can be as simple as saying ‘Our language has (x)
remaining �rst language speakers. We need to start offering classes to
adults to reclaim our language’. This last statement establishes both
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language status and existing work (and gives some background, need, and
purpose). Then, look at what is speci� cally needed and propose how to
accomplish it. For example, ‘To continue revitalizing our language, we
need to create a language nest’ (or an online dictionary, or classes in
schools, and so forth). These basic statements are important for several
reasons: (1) they position the project you choose within any existing work
that might be going on, (2) they form the base line information that will be
needed for any proposals (grants or other funding requests), (3) they make
clear the basic goal of the project and explain why it is needed to others in
the community.

Step 3: Putting the idea into action. An idea is an abstract entity until it
becomes a reality in the form of a serious project, which has expected
tangible outcomes. This transformation usually happens when the interested
parties begin to set speci�c goals. Goal setting is perhaps the most critical
step in all language planning endeavors. It requires careful thinking and
realistic considerations. If you are creating an overarching strategic plan,
then you should think in terms of short-term goals such as: what can we
accomplish in 6 months? 1 year? Or 2 years? And long-term goals like,
what should have been accomplished by 3 years? 5 years? 10 years? Within
each of those time frames would be a series of individual projects, also with
goals. Within each project, there should be speci�c activities that will lead
to the goal. This is a nested way of creating a framework to accomplish
goals: the bottom tier are activities, which support a speci�c project, which
forms a critical piece of the larger strategic plan.

Step 4: Outline your project. To help get started, write down the following
things:
a. In a short paragraph, describe your project and give it a title. Write this

as if you were trying to explain it to someone who knows nothing about
it. This short paragraph is very important. It might become part of a grant
proposal, part of a letter of request for help with your project, or the basic
statement you use to tell everyone and anyone who needs to know what
you are planning to do (maybe a tribal council? School of�cials?
Funding agencies?). It should be concise and clear and begin with a
sentence that states what the project is about, such as ‘The purpose of
this project is _________’.

b. List the needs your project addresses. The needs that your project
responds to can be one or many. Your project should, however, clearly
respond to needs stated in the larger strategic language plan (if there is
one) or at least needs that the community has already identi�ed. There is
always one very broad need: ‘We need to revitalize our language’. But
individual projects respond to more speci�c needs. For example, a more
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speci�c need might be stated as, ‘We need to develop better teaching
materials for the existing language revitalization classes’. Whatever the
case, make it very clear which needs your project is addressing and as
you write them down, explain why it is important to address these needs
at this particular time.

c. Consider the target audience for your project. Having a clear idea of who
the project is intended to serve will help shape the project and the
activities needed to complete it. For example, if you are hoping to
provide language classes to adults, your project resources, locations,
and leaders will be different than if you are planning language classes
for school children.

d. List at least three clear outcomes your project will achieve. Any journey
is made easier if there is some clear idea of where it is leading you.
Stating outcomes accomplishes several things:

� It helps you plan for success.
� It helps keep the project manageable (there should not be too many

outcomes).
� It informs people about the value of this project in terms of commu-

nity goals for revitalization.
� It sets up the structure needed to evaluate the project.

Well-established outcomes set the stage for more work – they create
building blocks toward the larger, long-term goals.

e. List the steps needed to achieve these outcomes. When you are begin-
ning to plan a project, it is helpful just to make lists of what you need or
plan to do. These can be expanded, revised, and changed in a number of
ways, but they give you an initial overall picture that is really important
to have. That may seem like an obvious thing to say but really, at this
point, what you are creating is an outlined plan of the project you have in
mind. You need a complete plan, in outline form, to start with. It helps
set a picture in the minds of you and your team of the project from
beginning to end in its entirety.

Sometimes it is useful to create a project template, which can guide
the outline/planning for any project and which includes at least the
following items (as discussed above);

Title of your project:
Description of the project: (That short paragraph mentioned above).
Purpose: (Why are you doing it?)
Objectives: (What you hope to accomplish. These also appear as

expected outcomes.)
Activities: (How many? When? By whom?)

66 Susan D. Pen� eld

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108641142 Published online by Cambridge University Press



Target Audience: (Who is the project intended for?)
Dates: (When will it take place – beginning and end)
Location: (Where? What community or facility?)
Format: (Is it a class? A meeting? A workshop? A �eld trip?)
Budget: (Plan for all of the costs)
Partners: (Other organizations or groups to work with or who could

be a resource)
Funding: (Decide if you need a grant or can get donations in time

or money)
Marketing/Publicity: (How will you advertise this project? How will

you recruit participants?)
Evaluation/Assessment: (Both summative and formative)

f. Consider what resources will you need. It is one thing to have a good
idea, and another thing to make your project happen smoothly. Any
community-based project is dependent on the locally available resources.
Is there someone or some group you might want to partner with?
Resources can include people, equipment, food, teaching materials,
travel vehicles, local institutions (schools, libraries, museums), and more.
Anything that will help you develop and carry out your project is a
‘resource’. There may be additional resources available outside the
community – maybe there is a nearby university, or museum, or help
from other similar communities. Maybe, there are �nancial resources
available in your state, province, district, county, or other government
agencies at the federal or national level. Whatever funding you need to
carry out your project will have to be secured. There may be funds
available through your community-level government.

In the planning process, it is at this point that you need to consider
how you will fund your project and how much it will all cost. You
might consider a grant (unlike a loan, grants don’t have to be paid
back). There are a number of online resources that can help you �nd
grants that support speci�c types of work (see also Chapter 5). There
are other options too – often local government and nonpro�t organiza-
tions will help support community-based projects. Crowdfunding is
also an option in some contexts. Remember that �rst paragraph you
wrote describing your project? You can put it to use as a way to
introduce what you want to do to people who might want to �nan-
cially support it! It is also possible that people will be willing to
donate – this is especially true when it comes to food. Most commu-
nity events are more successful if there are, at the very least, refresh-
ments involved. As you plan, the need for food, the amount, source,
and type must also be taken into account. Plan carefully for anything
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that might incur costs: food, salaries, honoraria, meeting space, travel,
materials, equipment, etc.

g. Create a potential timeline with a clear beginning and end dates – be
realistic because an individual project is usually part of a bigger strategic
plan. Creating a realistic timeline is critical. There may be several
projects launched at the same time which need to be articulated together.
Even if that’s not the case, planning a project around a timeline is very
useful. It allows for a clear beginning and a clear ending. This helps all
those involved understand what is expected of them over the course of
the project. The timeline should allow for a planning stage, an imple-
mentation phase, and an evaluation phase. Again, these three things –
P-I-E – compose the foundation of any project.

Step 5: Implement your project: On the surface, implementing you
project should be as simple as following the plan. However, we all know
that things don’t always go as planned. As you begin to implement your
project, remember to be �exible, ready to make changes as you go, and
keep track of the challenges you face. The �rst time through any
endeavor may be a bit rough – there is always a lot to learn. Be sure
you have some alternative choices such as other possible locations to
hold activities, a longer list of resource people than you actually need, be
ready to change activities, if needed, but not to the extent that you lose
sight of your original goals. You have carefully outlined and developed
Plan ‘A’ – make sure to also have a Plan ‘B’ – a set of possible
alternative activities if others fail. If carefully outlined, the implementa-
tion of a project should go smoothly.

Step 6: Plan how you will evaluate or assess your project. Ask what
assessment strategies will you use? There are both formal and informal
approaches to assessment. Both can be formative (used to provide feed-
back as the project moves forward and they help shape the project – this is
information that contributes to the formation of the project) or summative
(done near the end of a project to provide feedback on the entire results of
the project). Generally, a formal assessment means that you choose to
involve someone unrelated to the project, an objective observer, to do an
‘external’ evaluation. This might be someone who does similar projects in
other communities, or a professional who is familiar with language pro-
jects. Formal evaluations are sometimes costly and therefore may occur
just once near the end of a project. It’s good to do a formal evaluation if
you need to prove the worth of your project for large grants or other major
sources of funding. For the purposes of the community, informal evalu-
ations are always important. These are done by the project organizers or
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even by the project participants and take the form of a casual question-
naire or verbal feedback. Informal evaluations can occur at any stage
during a project and should occur whether or not a formal evaluation
is planned.

Finally, the project director or coordinator and the project team need to
do their own evaluation. Take time to look back on various aspects of the
project. Consider what worked well, what didn’t and why. Write it all down
so that if you decide to repeat the project it will probably go smoother than
it did the �rst time. It is crucial to take the time to review the strengths and
weaknesses of the project, as a project team, and to discuss what the next
steps should be. Remember that revitalizing a language is just a step toward
sustaining it for a very long time. Consider how your project has contrib-
uted to this effort and how will it lead to other projects aimed at this same
long-range goal.

Language revitalization or reclamation takes a lot of commitment, vision,
and just plain hard work. It really never ends so it is important to keep
generating fresh ideas and implementing new projects. Projects should
connect with each other or build on each other as they are all, ultimately,
supporting the same long-range goal of keeping the language alive.

FURTHER READING

Brandt, E. A. and Ayoungman, V. (1989). A practical guide to language renewal.
Canadian Journal of Native Education 16(2), 442–77.

First People’s Cultural Council. (2013). Guide to language policy and planning. This
resource speci�cally targets British Columbia, Canada; however, it offers a wealth
of ideas for communities who are engaged in planning projects aimed at
revitalization. It is available at www.fpcc.ca/�les/PDF/Language_Policy_Guide/
FPCC_Policy_Guide_2013.pdf.

Hinton, L. and Hale, K., eds. (2001). The Green Book of Language Revitalization in
Practice. Leiden, the Netherlands: Brill.

Hornberger, N. (1997). Indigenous Literacies in the Americas: Language Planning
from the Bottom Up. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Werner Hernández González
4.1 Doing Things with Little Money

Linguistic activism without funds is possible. It may happen that when you want to
start revitalization efforts, you will be confronted with the specter of lack of
economic resources; however, you just need to recognize that solutions are closer
than you think. Below are a series of tips that have as a common point the maximum
use of emotional resources and the minimum use of money. The purpose of these
tips is to open possibilities to anyone interested in the revitalization of languages:
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1. Look for people who think like you. People with the same interests with
whom you can practice and study the language. You coincide in direction,
actions, and results, regardless of the type of skills they have. It is also
important that they all solve problems in the same way you do or perhaps
can provide better solutions. Organize. Focus on talking about strengths and
about what can be done together and begin to believe in that goal.

2. Emotional resources of the group. Share commitment, enthusiasm, identi�-
cation, affection, respect, admiration, care, time, perseverance (credibility
comes very close to it). Use all your ingenuity too. Build closeness and
con�dence. Always remember that working with minority languages involves
the feelings of their speakers.

3. Instruct yourself in the best possible way on the subject. There is enough
information on the Internet for you to develop a good understanding of the
history and the speci�c context of your language. The damage a language
could suffer occurs through multiple actions so the solutions must go in many
directions too. Partial understanding only gives us partial answers. And there is
also considerable information available on how speakers of other languages
have gone about language revitalization.

4. Get a compass. Consult criteria such as those in UNESCO document
‘Language vitality and Endangerment,’ Paris 2003 (free material on the
web) or other assessment tools. Make a table and diagnose your language’s
vitality: This will help you to have an overall vision. It is important to know
where you are starting from to know where to go. Knowing the general score
will give you an idea of the state of your language and the effort you will need
to apply. Then choose which efforts must be undertaken �rst (see Susan
Pen�eld’s advice in the main part of this chapter). Aim for real and achievable
results, both short- and long-term. Update your diagnosis/plan and compare
the steps from time to time. Assess your achievements and reassess future
plans.

5. Visit the community often – if you cannot live in it, keep in touch. Think with
the people in the community to give the answers that the group needs. Avoid
preaching to them.

6. Generate speaker networks. Open spaces to practice the language and make
it visible: conversation clubs, hours in a local cafe, chats, and public forums in
social networks. It is important that both activists and speakers share a sense of
community. Being close to the speakers and being aware of activities, dates, or
situations that are most attractive to them is highly recommended.

7. Work on self-esteem and self-concept. Keep sharing news of the appreci-
ation that other people have for their language and toward the revitalization
efforts.

8. Always think of the youngest. Propose many games that involve language for
children; build an endearing link between games and language. Help teenagers
to ensure effective intercultural contact, without trauma and without self-
denial.
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9. Government attitudes and policies. Echo the community work. The efforts
must awake positive enthusiasm in the language community so that it attracts
the favorable attention of decision-makers. Look for spaces to communicate
with politicians.

10. Make links with language activists in other communities to get ideas and
emotional support (see Chapter 12).

11. Look back at the previous points and check how many require money and
how many require a positive attitude/commitment.
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5 Getting Funding and Support

Nicholas Q. Emlen

In the course of developing an endangered language revitalization project,
one must eventually face the most basic of logistical problems: how to pay
for it? The costs associated with language revitalization projects vary
greatly depending on their size, duration, goals, and products. Some involve
the creation and publication of dictionaries, educational materials, or
websites, while others require expensive technical equipment. Salaries for
community language experts, travel budgets, and space rentals (or even the
construction of a language center) can also be important investments.

As the �eld of language revitalization has become increasingly visible
over the last couple of decades, new avenues of funding have emerged to
meet these costs. However, the demand for funding has grown just as
quickly as the supply, and the competition remains stiff. Long-term funding
remains dif�cult to secure. Furthermore, while the process of applying for
academic research grants regarding endangered languages is, by now,
relatively formalized and streamlined, funding for community-based work
often comes from a wide variety of places and can be dif�cult to identify.

This chapter offers some practical guidance for funding language revital-
ization projects. Consistent with the handbook’s orientation, this chapter
focuses on support for the work of language activists and community
members. However, since language revitalization efforts are often closely
related to language documentation, these two �elds are considered together
where appropriate. This chapter is divided into two parts: (1) identifying
sources of funding and (2) how to write an effective proposal.

Identifying Sources of Funding

Many language revitalization programs are sustained by a mix of funding
sources. This is because the available funds tend to be small, and because
they are usually limited in duration. For language revitalization, which is a
long-term process that takes place over generations, the short-term nature of
most grants and fellowships presents a particular problem. Some funding
sources are limited to citizens of particular countries or members of
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particular tribes or ethnic groups, others are open to students or members of
academic institutions, and a few have no eligibility restrictions at all. In
cases where language documentation and revitalization efforts are linked, it
can be helpful to consider how to make academic research funding work in
the service of language revitalization. For instance, some major research
funders in Europe and the USA inquire about a project’s ‘broader impacts’,
de�ned by the National Science Foundation (US) as ‘the potential to bene�t
society and contribute to the achievement of speci�c, desired societal
outcomes’.1 Language revitalization certainly quali�es as one such broader
impact in many academic projects (though, despite these stated goals, some
funders limit the amount of money that can actually be used to support
revitalization efforts). Alliances with universities, nongovernmental organ-
izations (NGOs), and businesses can also be fruitful, while in other cases,
informal fundraising through games and contests (e.g. raf�es and bingo)
and online crowd funding has proven effective. A good place to start in the
search for potential funding sources is to research or contact other
successful language revitalization programs, and to learn about how they
acquired their funding.

To begin with, a handful of funding organizations speci�cally devoted to
endangered languages have been established in recent decades. While some
of these organizations only support language documentation, the
Endangered Language Fund (ELF) and the Foundation for Endangered
Languages (FEL) also accept proposals for language revitalization projects.
The �rst organization is particularly committed to funding collaborations
between communities and university researchers. However, these organiza-
tions make small grants (~$2,000–$4,000 for ELF, ~$1,000 for FEL), and
even these can be quite competitive. ELF also offers larger scholarships for
members of some US tribes seeking academic training in linguistics, which
is another important mode of community–university partnership.

Some government bodies offer larger grants for language revitaliza-
tion, though these are more common in the USA and Canada than in
other countries. For instance, the Administration for Native Americans,
part of the US federal government, supports ‘the planning, designing,
restoration, and implementing of native language curriculum and educa-
tion projects to support a community’s language preservation goals’.2

Similarly Canada’s Aboriginal People’s Program offers one funding
program for ‘the preservation and revitalization of Indigenous languages
through community-based projects and activities’, and another for ‘the

1 www.nsf.gov/pubs/2016/nsf16617/nsf16617.htm
2 https://ami.grantsolutions.gov/index.cfm?switch=foa&fon=HHS-2018-ACF-ANA-NL-1342
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production and distribution of Indigenous audio and video content’.3

One bene�t of these funding sources is that they offer larger quantities
of money than the small NGOs mentioned above. More speci�c oppor-
tunities are offered by other institutions, such as the Smithsonian’s
Recovering Voices Community Research Program, which funds visits
by community members to ‘examine cultural objects, biological speci-
mens, and archival documents related to their heritage language and
knowledge systems, and engage in a dialogue with each other and with
Smithsonian staff, as part of a process to revitalize their language and
knowledge’.

Moving beyond funding sources that are explicitly designated for
language revitalization, communities and activists need to be creative.
Local, national, and international NGOs that might be receptive to the
issue, but had not considered it before, are a good possibility.
Communities can create their own NGOs, which can be an important
step in applying for funding. Tribal funds often support language revital-
ization programs in the USA. Collaborations with educational institu-
tions can be helpful as well. For instance, an innovative partnership
between the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma and Miami University operates
a successful program to ‘assist tribal educational initiatives aimed at the
preservation of language and culture’ while ‘expos[ing] undergraduate
and graduate students at Miami University to tribal efforts in language
and cultural revitalization’.4 In some cases, speakers and language activ-
ists have gotten grants and fellowships to study and support their lan-
guages within academic institutions. Other communities might bene�t
from local trust funds, or companies with funds for local initiatives.

Some language revitalization projects do not require large budgets for
their operations. In these cases, communities might be able to cover their
costs through crowd funding. For instance, a group of students at SOAS
raised more than £2,000 for a storybook in the Sylheti language (spoken in
Bangladesh and India, as well as in European cities), an illustrated version
of a children’s story told by Sylheti speakers in London. In another case, at
the time of writing, members of the Okanagan Salish language revitaliza-
tion program had raised a few thousand dollars for the construction of a
small, new modular building on the website www.gofundme.com. Some
efforts, such as community conversation clubs or master-apprentice
programs, may require no more than a bit of funding for administrative
time to match lists of potential participants. Fundraising efforts need not be
digital – some revitalization programs are supported by the kinds of games

3 www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/services/funding/aboriginal-peoples.html
4 https://miamioh.edu/myaamia-center
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and contests mentioned above. These modes of fundraising have the add-
itional bene�ts of raising awareness of the language revitalization program
and involving the wider community. Some communities have also gener-
ated revenue by offering language courses and extended visits to non-
community members.

Writing a Good Proposal

The procedures for acquiring language revitalization funding are as diverse
as the sources themselves. Some of the funding sources described above
require detailed proposals, while others just involve informal coordination
among a few community members. This section considers the requirements
of funding institutions that review formal proposals. These tend to be
organized around a few common elements. First, reviewers must determine
whether the project is likely to have a signi�cant impact, whether it is more
important and urgent than the many other proposals they’re considering,
and whether it is well designed and ethical. Second, they need to know
about the applicant(s) and their relationship to the community, and whether
they have the experience, personal and institutional contacts, permissions,
approvals, and other bureaucratic prerequisites that are necessary to com-
plete the project as it is described. Third, they will examine the budget and
determine whether it is appropriate, and if so, whether it is a ‘good deal’ in
light of the anticipated outcomes of the project. Finally, they will consider
whether your project furthers the speci�c goals of the funding institution,
which vary greatly from one to the next.

Given the demanding and highly competitive nature of this process,
applying for funding can feel like entering a hopeless bureaucratic
labyrinth. However, one point of consolation is that there is not, in fact,
much difference between preparing an effective project and preparing an
effective funding application. If your project is worthwhile, carefully
planned, and consistent with the goals of the funding institution, and if
it enjoys the support of the community, all that remains is to convey
these facts through clear writing. Conversely, a funding application can
be a helpful tool for thinking through the practical aspects of your
project. Just as importantly, some funders provide reviewers’ feedback
to the applicants, whether or not the application is approved. Receiving
the thorough and candid assessment of a panel of experts is a rare and
precious opportunity (even if it can sting a bit). If you receive feedback,
you should use it to help improve your project.

Funding applications vary greatly in their details, particularly in a �eld
like language revitalization that draws in money from a range of sources.
However, applications tend to ask for a few general types of information,
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along the lines of what is mentioned above. I now take a closer look at three
of these: the value and design of the project, the applicant’s connection to
the work, and the adequacy of the budget.

Is This a Good Project?

If a funding institution accepts formal proposals and consults reviewers, the
�rst question that a reviewer will need to consider is whether the project
itself is worth funding: is it important, feasible, ethical, and likely to
generate valuable outcomes and impacts?

To begin with, how important or urgent are the outcomes that the
proposal promises? For example, a language revitalization project might
have an impact on a critical situation of language endangerment, or its value
might lie more in developing new methods or technologies, or in moving
the broader �eld forward in some other way (such as an attitude study).
Institutions that fund language documentation efforts sometimes try to
prioritize work on the most critically endangered languages, particularly
in cases where little high-quality documentation already exists. Your pro-
posal should have some substantive and clearly de�ned practical outcome,
and you should explain it in as few words as possible at the beginning of the
project description. Identifying the planned outcomes requires a good sense
of the situation on the ground, and it is also helpful to demonstrate know-
ledge of how language revitalization projects have worked in other places
and how these might be relevant to your project. In the case of a project
with an academic dimension, it is important to demonstrate a strong com-
mand of the relevant scholarly literature.

Once you have identi�ed a clear and substantive goal, reviewers will
want to see that you have thought through what is required to achieve it:
your methodology. What kind of work will need to be done, and who will
do it? For a language revitalization project, what kind of activities will you
engage in (e.g. training workshops, the development of educational
materials or a website), and what kinds of technical considerations will
they require? If the project involves documentation, what kinds of data will
you collect, and how do these data relate to your aims? Will you make
audio or video recordings? Of what, and how many? How will you select
the participants? How will you obtain their informed consent? How will
you process the material, and with what kinds of software? What other
practical considerations might be relevant? Do the planned activities ful�ll
your desired outcomes? Is your timeline feasible? In all cases, the method-
ologies that you propose must be tightly connected to the goals.

One of the most common problems with funding applications is that they
often promise too much. Reviewers want to know that you are motivated
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and ambitious, but that you are realistic about the logistical constraints of
the work. For instance, don’t assume that you will be able to implement a
large and well-functioning revitalization program right away (see Chapter 4
on planning a revitalization project). Nor, in a documentation project, are
you likely to arrive somewhere you’ve never been before, encounter a
language for the �rst time, and return home after a few months with a large
corpus (body) of data and a sophisticated grasp of the language. The best
way to develop a feasible agenda is to approach it step by step, with an
exploratory or pilot �rst phase, and elaborating or expanding the work over
longer periods. This will reassure reviewers that you know what you are
getting yourself into.

Projects that involve scholarly research with living humans, and that are
conducted under the auspices of an educational institution, usually require
the approval of an ethical review board before you can begin the work (see
Chapter 3 on ethical considerations). Projects through NGOs or commu-
nities generally do not require such approval, but it is still important to think
through how you will conduct your project ethically. If your project is
subject to an ethical review board, you will need to explain how you will go
about getting informed consent from anyone you record or video, protecting
their anonymity, and storing the data. These must be developed in close
coordination with community members, and must be responsive to local
expectations about privacy and research ethics. These procedures can take
some time, so be sure to get started early.

Finally, reviewers will want to know what the products and outcomes of the
project will be. Will you publish educational materials, or will a training
program for community language workers be established? Will you organize
a radio program, or add to the community’s digital presence in the language? If
you conduct academic research, some funding institutions require that you
deposit the products of your research with them, including recordings and �eld
notes. It is also good practice to make those products available to the commu-
nity, for instance at a local library, school, or community center. Some funders
may ask you to adhere to Open Access archiving standards, by which data
must be publicly available on the Internet (a requirement that must be made
clear to the participants before the project begins). Demonstrate that you are
aware of such policies, and that you are prepared to abide by them in a way that
is consistent with your plan for ethical research.

What Is the Applicant’s Relationship to the Project and the
Community?

Once a reviewer has considered the value of the proposed project, they must
next consider the applicant. Applicants who are community members
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themselves have a clear connection to the work, as well as a personal
investment, base of knowledge, and network of contacts that will help the
project succeed. Meanwhile scholars who are not part of the community
will have to demonstrate that they have the support and approval of the
community, the relevant academic training, of�cial government
permissions, and ethical approval, and that all manner of other practical
aspects of the work are in place.

Many applicants for language revitalization and documentation grants
are af�liated with local NGOs, tribal governments, or language support
groups; some are simply individual community members. Others are
af�liated with universities, particularly as MA or PhD students. In all of
these cases, it is important to demonstrate one’s preparation for the project
at hand, whatever that might be. If the application requires letters of
recommendation, these will attest to this sort of preparation. It may also
be helpful to demonstrate your personal experience with the cultural,
scholarly, and methodological issues at stake. Have you worked with
the revitalization program already, and in what capacity? What kinds of
work have already been carried out in the community, and how does this
project build on them?

For noncommunity members, a crucial part of preparing for some �eld-
work projects is attaining the kinds of local permissions necessary for the
research. For instance, nontribal members who work on a Native North
American language usually need an of�cial invitation from a tribal
government, and failing to follow the proper procedures on such matters
can derail the project. In some places in the world, e.g. Vanuatu, you might
also need a visa or other sort of permission from an embassy or a local
government. Some grants also require af�liation with a local university or
other institutions. To avoid complications down the road, some funding
agencies require that you submit copies of some types of permissions with
your application.

Does the Budget Look Right?

Every proposal requires a budget, in which you give a detailed itemization
and justi�cation of your expenses. Some funding institutions give small
grants to cover a plane ticket or the printing of education materials; others
give huge grants that pay the costs of graduate school or the salaries of
several people for years. The parts of the budget relating to the work itself
are a concrete expression of your methodology, so you should make sure
that the expenditures you list (equipment, personnel, etc.) are closely
connected to the activities you describe in the proposal. Most funders
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provide information about what they expect to see in their budget categor-
ies. It can also be helpful to use a colleague’s successful grant application as
a guide as you draw up your budget.

Funding institutions categorize expenses in different ways, but there tend
to be some general similarities. In the box below are some of the most
common categories, with brief explanations of each.

Common Budget Categories

travel and subsistence: How will the project participants get around? For
people who live locally, this might include bus fare,
gas, or buying a bicycle. For people who do not live
locally, it might involve plane or bus fare, as well as
expenses for meals and lodging. For some grants,
this category also includes day-to-day living expenses
throughout the period of the grant.

personnel: Who will be paid a wage, stipend, or salary during
the project? This category will likely include com-
pensation for community language experts, research
assistants, and, if there is an academic researcher
involved, perhaps stipends or money for teaching
replacement. Technology consultants like app dev-
elopers might be compensated as well. You will
need to �nd out an appropriate rate for each such
recipient and calculate how much time they will be
paid for.

equipment: Revitalization and documentation projects often
require new equipment, including recording devices,
microphones, computers, software, hard drives, solar
panels, and the like. Refer to the funder’s guidelines
about what kinds of expenses are allowed and con-
sult with colleagues about what kinds of equipment
they recommend.

consumables: These are disposable supplies and day-to-day exp-
enses such as batteries, fuel, data cards, Internet and
phone usage, notebooks, etc.

Part of preparing a feasible project is requesting enough money to cover
all of the relevant costs. For this reason, you shouldn’t cut corners or
compromise on important expenses. However, keep in mind that funding
is tight, so unnecessary costs might take away from someone else’s project,
and will likely be noticed during the review process.
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FURTHER READING

Endangered Language Fund General Resources, www.endangeredlanguagefund.org/
general-resources.html.

First Peoples’ Cultural Council (no date) Grant Writing Toolkit, www.fpcc.ca/language/
toolkit/GrantWritingToolkit.aspx.

Foundation for Endangered Languages (FEL) (small grants), www.ogmios.org/home
.htm.

Zepeda, O. and Pen�eld, S. (2008). Grant Writing for Indigenous Languages. Tucson,
AZ: University of Arizona. http://jan.ucc.nau.edu/jar/GrantWriting.pdf.

Ebany Dohle

5.1 Attitudes of NGOs in Guatemala toward the Inclusion of
Indigenous Languages in the Workplace

In 2012, I conducted a survey to investigate the role of NGOs and international
organizations in the preservation of Indigenous, minority, and endangered lan-
guages. Individual representatives of the organizations that participated in the study
were, at the time, key �gures involved in the language revitalization movement in
Guatemala, as they pushed for the inclusion of Indigenous languages in the
workplace.

The Republic of Guatemala has a population of approximately 12,710,000, of
whom 55 percent are Indian [Indigenous], and 45 percent Mestizo.5 Linguists such
as Charles Hof�ing and Valentin Tavico agree that the total number of languages
spoken in Guatemala is twenty-�ve, including Spanish. These languages belong to
four language families: Indo-European, Mayan, Lenca, and Arawakan. Spanish is
the national language and the one, which carries the most prestige, being the
language of wider communication. It is closely followed by the four mayoritarios,
or ‘major ones’: K’iche, Kaqchikel, Q’eqchi’, and Mam. These four languages
have the largest number of speakers and are the languages, which are regarded as
having the most vitality in Guatemala, with over 100,000 speakers each.

Not unsurprisingly, the survey found that both NGOs and international organiza-
tions whose targeted communities did not include Indigenous people, were not
interested in discussing language issues and did not respond to the open call for
participation. Those who did respond were organizations with an interest in
working and collaborating with Indigenous people. These organizations can be
divided into two groups: local and international.

5 The term mestizo refers to non-Indigenous communities, although in recent years the term has
been adopted by Indigenous people who have rejected their language, culture, and heritage,
choosing to become part of the mainstream Latin culture who speak Spanish instead. It is worth
noting that although the term ‘Indian’ does not have negative connotations in English, the
Spanish translation indio is often used in a derogatory manner. Indigenous communities there-
fore prefer the Spanish term indígena, one which I will be using throughout this work. Similarly
the term mestizo is not commonly used. Instead it is often replaced by the term ladino(s), which
generally refers to mixed race or ‘Westernized’ communities.
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The survey found that although international organizations whose headquarters
were based in a different country were sympathetic to the promotion of Indigenous
languages and were willing to promote their use via national policy change or
education, they were not enthused by the idea of incorporating their use in the day-
to-day workplace. Some of the reasons given for this were that too many languages
would lead to confusion, a lack of transparency, and dif�culties in communicating
with headquarters back in their home countries. In contrast, it was found that
despite the more limited reach and in�uence on a national level of local NGOs
with headquarters within the country, these were more open and willing to consider
and encourage the use of Indigenous languages in the workplace. This was
especially the case with those organizations that sought to establish and strengthen
strong and stable relationships with an established community. The NGO Wuqu’
Kawoq, for example, saw a need to provide better quality healthcare in the town of
Santiago Sacatepequez in Guatemala, where the predominant language is
Kaqchikel Maya. To improve access to rural healthcare amongst Maya commu-
nities, the healthcare NGO was founded with the provision of services in local
languages at its core.

I have since observed a similar tendency in neighboring El Salvador. Local
organizations and institutions with a vested interest in local people were more
likely and willing to interact with, participate in, and support language revital-
ization movements. Despite limited funds, local institutions like universities,
museums, language schools, and even banks were willing to provide some sort
of support. Universities and their students can be key allies in the creation of a
public voice. A museum might provide an exhibition hall and printing services in
which to hold a public event to raise awareness. Banks and other companies with a
local interest often have a corporate policy to have a ‘social impact’ and have
speci�c funds allocated for projects that may help achieve this. While it is unlikely
that a bank may support an entire language revitalization initiative, such a funding
opportunity might be useful for the printing of a book or the creation of a podcast
series that can result in better outreach and new funding possibilities. In an
environment where support is likely to be limited, thinking creatively and develop-
ing a varied network of interested individuals and institutions is key to making
progress with the revitalization initiative. Finally, understanding what motivates
individuals, organizations, or institutions to engage with local languages and
cultures is bene�cial to understanding how to approach and engage with a
wider network.
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6 Types of Communities and Speakers in
Language Revitalization

José Antonio Flores Farfán and Justyna Olko

In this chapter, we look at diverse communities who struggle to preserve
their heritage languages or who might be interested in launching revital-
ization programs. We re�ect on what it can mean to be a minority or
endangered language community and how we can characterize different
types of communities. We also look at the implications and challenges for
language revitalization that should be considered when taking into account
distinct types of communities. The concept of ‘community’ requires some
clari�cation. As a starting point for this discussion, the community, for the
purposes of language revitalization, can be considered any original or
newly formed group or network of individuals. These individuals may live
in a speci�c place or may be geographically dispersed, but they are linked
by various kinds of interactions and relationships (including those based on
both face-to-face and virtual social networks), and share some aspects of
their identities and goals. Each community is inherently heterogeneous,
variable, highly dynamic, subject to change, and sensitive to all kinds of
different factors and circumstances. Communities are usually comprised of
distinct groups of speakers, and are maintained or reproduced by different
interaction networks.

We have to point out that the ‘concept’ of revitalization is also blurry and
by no means well de�ned in the literature. Let us just stress that revital-
ization, as well as several other similar metaphors derived from the bio-
logical sciences, have been loosely applied to a wide range of situations,
which often differ signi�cantly. They vary from scenarios where only a few
speakers prevail with a very limited use of the language (e.g. the Peninsula
of Baja California, Mexico, where, for example, Kiliwa has some �ve
speakers left), to communities with about a million speakers and a still
pretty robust use of their language and future viability (e.g. Yucatec Maya
in the Yucatec Peninsula, Mexico). Some languages are spoken in large
communities, some in very small or dispersed ones. Some are still used in
relatively isolated areas, while some are used in urban zones where they are
exposed to intense contact with other languages. Some languages are
valued and recognized, others are associated with trauma, shame, or
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poverty. In dealing with different communities we must be sensitive,
�exible, and open to discussion and deep reevaluation of related attitudes
in order to start any revitalization project. A strict de�nition of revitalization
is less important than �nding effective ways to recover the use of an
endangered language in a speci�c community.

‘Revitalizing’ a whole community is a �ction or a utopia. Linguistic and
cultural revitalization is usually developed by speci�c groups or individuals
from a community, who take the lead in ‘reviving’ the language. Such
activists are motivated by a range of diverse language ideologies, which
may, at times, be contradictory and con�icting. For example, plans for
revitalization may be met with opposition, indifference, skepticism, or, on
the contrary, overenthusiasm, depending on distinct stakeholders.

In order to provide a general typology of such highly heterogeneous
language revitalization communities, we will �rst attempt to provide an
overview of their complexity. The �eld of language revitalization is directly
linked to the process of language endangerment and language communities,
each with distinct types of ‘speakers’. Endangerment refers to a continuum
of language use in a speci�c tongue; the threat of extinction is always a
matter of degree. Endangerment is, in fact, faced by most of the languages
of the world, which is extremely telling of modern social and political
conditions of multilingualism and globalization. Current estimations of
the number of tongues spoken vary between roughly six and eight thou-
sand, the majority of which survive in different states of at least some sort of
precariousness. They range from ‘dormant’ languages with very few, if any,
speakers, to those with some levels of vitality, most of which comprise
communities with a couple of thousand or hundred speakers or even fewer.
‘Stable’ languages are usually national languages, protected by law, insti-
tutions, and other forms of infrastructure as provided by a speci�c state or
political organization. It is estimated that they constitute only some 30 per-
cent of the world’s linguistic diversity. Estimates regarding the number of
languages still spoken in the world are based on a number of criteria, many
of them being imprecise, ideological, and/or political; deciding on where a
language or a ‘dialect’ begins often stems from political and ideological
notions. For instance, within the Maya family, Yucatec Maya, Mopan, and
Itzá are considered separate languages, mainly because the speakers of the
�rst group dwell in Mexico, whereas the other two reside in Guatemala. In
Scandinavia, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish are recognized as distinct
languages, spoken in three different countries, yet linguistically they form a
‘dialect continuum’ of regional variants that are mutually intelligible to
differing degrees. Another interesting and less known example is the
Wymysiöeryś language in Poland, which faces obstacles to achieving
of�cial recognition, since the basic criterion in the law is that a regional
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language cannot be a ‘dialect’ of any other national language. The argument
employed against the recognition of Wymysiöeryś is its alleged status as a
‘dialect’ of German, despite a unique historical trajectory, linguistic fea-
tures, and a low degree (or even lack) of intelligibility with German.

The causes of endangerment encompass a broad range of factors, includ-
ing the historical consequences of colonialism, genocide, the slave trade,
and exploitation, accompanied by discrimination, racism, political domin-
ation, economic disadvantages, etc. Postcolonial heritage and the effects of
globalization have resulted in a global crisis for languages, the worst that
the world has ever experienced. Its effects can be compared to ‘the great
dying’ of species in the remote past as well as to modern processes of
accelerated reduction in global biodiversity. Nonetheless these global trends
also provoke grassroot responses from local communities. Such responses
provide an especially important starting point for any revitalization project.

However, revitalization efforts should consider the speci�c conditions
and situation of the group or ‘community’ in question. These conditions
include not only the degree of language endangerment, but also the
motivations, ideologies, goals, aims, desired bene�ts, and internal politics
of its members. Thus awareness of the diversity of communities and
linguistic situations needs to be considered while planning and undertaking
any (re)vitalization strategy. We must emphasize that there is considerable
overlap between distinct types of communities and their speakers: any
typology should be considered a continuum or even a kaleidoscope of
continua. In the following sections, we describe certain general features
and characteristics that many communities share. However we should not
forget that the complexity and combination of factors that affect each group,
in fact, make each community unique.

‘Original’ or Ancestral Communities with Different Forms of
Language Transmission

Groups that continue to live in traditional lands and territories and were
established in a more or less remote past can be considered ‘ancestral
communities’. In the present time of linguistic uni�cation, most communities
that use their own heritage tongue or language variant that is different from a
national or dominant language face the threat of language loss. They may
have different degrees of language transmission as well as different forms of
language socialization. Many of them suffer displacement and linguistic
con�icts, that is, an ideological, functional, and political struggle between
the use of the local tongue and the imposed, dominant language. In some of
these communities the ancestral language is still spoken, but younger gener-
ations have lost interest and pro�ciency; the natural transmission of the
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language is weakened or broken. Skills in the heritage tongue vary consider-
ably; there are groups of speakers who have become monolingual in a
hegemonic national language after passing through a stage of substitutive
or replacive bilingualism. This may, for example, be the result of school
trauma, especially in residential schools where students were forced to leave
their communities and home territories, and abandon the tongue that they
learnt at home, as in Australia, Canada, or the USA. Imagine literally having
your mouth washed out with soap or standing in the burning sun as a
punishment for speaking your language. Unbelievably these practices still
occur in some countries. Latin and North America are particularly good
examples of the impact that school policies have on language. Across these
continents boarding schools and, more recently, ‘bilingual schools’, have
become ef�cient tools for eradicating Indigenous languages. Similar practices
have occurred in other parts of the world, especially in postcolonial contexts
or countries that adopted strong nationalistic policies aimed at cultural and
linguistic uni�cation of their citizens (Russia, postwar Poland, China, Japan,
etc.). In addition, pressures on shifting communities are often linked to
economic motivations, including the linguistic requirements of the job market
and individuals’ desire for social advancement. Typically parents will also be
pressured not to pass the heritage language to new generations.

Yet there are interesting cases of resistance to language displacement,
including the vital use of an endangered language in settings such as
religious rituals, the market place, and other public domains. These kinds
of situations are fertile ground for the particular types of (re)vitalization
projects that we describe here as ‘communities of learning or practice’ (see
later). Moreover there are also emblematic cases of language recovery and
resilience, as in Euskara (‘Basque’) and Catalan, which were forbidden in
Spain in the era of the Franco dictatorship (from the late 1930s until the
mid-1970s). Both are now coof�cial languages in their respective autono-
mous regions, yet they still face serious threats and challenges.

M�ori, spoken in New Zealand, is another interesting case, with its
famous ‘language nests’ – a methodology consisting of speaking the ances-
tral language almost from the womb. Even though M�ori’s vitality is now a
fact, with of�cial recognition, support, and institutional use, this does not
mean that it is no longer endangered. This is telling of the dif�culties in
stabilizing a threatened language; despite its relatively successful revital-
ization, the M�ori language is not free from constant challenges and
con�icts, even from within the community. For instance, the vitality of
Northern M�ori varieties is much higher than that of the Southern ones,
known as K� i Tahu, which are in an advanced state of shift. The M�ori
community has been trying to recover K� i Tahu for over two decades,
dreaming to replenish the South with M�ori and reversing language shift.
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Yet one of the main problems is the con�ict between the so-called
obsolescent Southern M�ori varieties and the vital Northern ones.1 This
can be seen in the fact that some Northern speakers even mock Southern
varieties. This intolerance can happen within language communities, but
also in mainstream society. In our work with Indigenous communities we
have come across lay people, and even anthropologists, who value certain
varieties more than others. These are often varieties that exhibit in�uence
from the dominant language and are viewed as ‘impoverished’ or
‘inauthentic’, etc.

Thus, in ‘ancestral communities’ we often �nd complex situations when
it comes to language maintenance and shift, a continuum with clear
internal differences within the same language. Many subvarieties can be
associated, for instance, with different generations, as is the case of
several Indo-American languages. These range from ‘monolingual’ or
traditional varieties, to highly innovative varieties that may borrow heav-
ily from the dominant language. Such differentiation within the larger
language group, as it occurs in speci�c communities, depends on various
factors, including the status of the heritage language, the territory where it
is spoken, contact with other languages, the role of migration and the
nation states’ language policies, etc. Other key factors include the speci�c
ideologies, motivations, attitudes, and goals of speakers. It is important to
emphasize that in the same region there may be distinct types of situations
of language retention and shift, ranging from conservative groups of
speakers of monolingual varieties (e.g. the elders), passing through high
levels of bilingualism (e.g. younger generations), to groups within the
same community who now use the hegemonic or national language as
their �rst tongue (e.g. children). In the same geographic area, we can also
�nd ancestral communities that have already lost their heritage language
entirely or in part.

Often strong traces of the ‘lost’ language are left in the so-called inter-
language. In this scenario, speakers have not completely acquired the
colonial or national tongue, but rather developed a version of the dominant
language. Examples include Indo-American Spanish or First Nation
peoples’ English, which exhibit strong (lexical, phonetic, and structural)
in�uences from the Indigenous languages that were previously or are still
spoken in the area. Such scenarios are abundant in almost all parts of the
world. In the case of ancestral communities whose traditional tongue has
been reduced to an emblem, for symbolic use only, or who have lost the

1 See H. O’Regan, ‘A language to call my own’, in A. M. Goodfellow (ed.), Speaking of
Endangered Languages (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars, 2009), pp. 184–98.
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tongue entirely, revitalization efforts must be oriented toward awakening a
‘sleeping’ language, which had not been spoken for a while and is thus
‘dormant’. In these cases, the few last speakers often belong to the eldest
generation. One example of awakening a sleeping language is the revital-
ization of Manx on the Isle of Man, which was brought back to use only
after the death of the last speaker, Ned Maddrell – a poet who lived in the
isolated village of Cregneash on the island – in 1974. This case shows that
the commitment of a group of activists can change the fate of a language, at
least in the short- or mid-term.

Even today ancestral communities are typically under intense pressure
from dominant languages as well as discriminatory or racist language
ideologies (see also Chapter 7). The latter usually come from mainstream
society and can also be adopted by speakers themselves. Such ideologies
are usually linked to the presumed lack of economic value of the language,
which leads speakers to question its utility and even its status as a self-
standing language. These kinds of ideologies are evident in self-destroying
stereotypes such as ‘it is only a dialect, it cannot be written’, etc. This is
often the case for variants that are heavily in�uenced by the dominant
language, which are therefore considered ‘corrupt’ and ‘mixed’, lacking
‘purity’, ‘authenticity’, and/or ‘legitimacy’. Communities may also experi-
ence internal political struggles regarding language ownership, local lan-
guage policy, and language choices; for example, what the future language
of the community should be, and if there is any value in keeping or
restoring the heritage tongue.

A frequent phenomenon in communities experiencing language shift is
purism, an ideology focused on eliminating any features coming from the
colonial language. Purism can become an extremely negative force in
language maintenance, since purists, who are often people with a powerful
status in the community (for example teachers), propose to eliminate any
feature coming from the national language. This often hinders the use and
development of the local tongue in the way that it is commonly spoken,
increasing linguistic insecurity and favoring language shift. For example,
both younger and older speakers can be reproached or stigmatized for their
way of speaking, depending on the situation and the policy that local purists
try to enforce. Yet purism can be turned into a positive force in revital-
ization programs, depending on speci�c local conditions. This seems to be
the case with the Maya rappers in Yucatan, who have recovered the hach, or
‘real Maya’, due to its presumed wider repertoire and ‘authenticity’. The
best recommendation is to avoid favoring any variety or register of a
language and to promote community members’ acceptance of different
contact varieties so that they can contribute to the richness and ecology of
the language.
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Exiled, Dispersed, or Resettled Communities

Some ancestral communities were forcibly exiled or dispersed for historical
reasons; some have been completely exterminated due to invasion and
aggressive colonization. This happened to the Taino during the Spanish
invasion of Cuba in the sixteenth century, and in Tasmania, where the last
person solely of Tasmanian descent died in 1905. In cases of almost total
genocide, the few survivors that speak the ancestral tongue are the so-called
last speakers of a language. Examples are found in many parts of the world,
including the native groups of Australia, the USA, Salvador, Chile,
Argentina, and Uruguay. Some of those groups are survivors of genocide,
as in the case of Nawat/Pipil speakers in Salvador. After the genocide of
1932 they were relocated to other areas of the country, and the traumatizing
experience resulted in language loss and forced change of identity.
However, even in such dramatic historical circumstances, speakers of
Pipil have been identi�ed among the oldest generation, which permitted
the launch of revitalization activities. In such cases, however, awakening a
language must be closely linked to dealing with historical and personal
trauma as well as social healing. For example, in the case of the Pipil it was
common to deny speaking the heritage tongue to avoid being killed.

Yet bringing back the ancestral language is often a powerful source of
healing and empowerment. One such example is the Diné/Navajo in the
USA, for whom language cultivation in schools has become crucial to the
recovery of the language. Another case is that of Lemko communities in
Poland. Lemko speakers were exiled from their ancestral territories in the
Carpathian Mountains almost overnight during the Operation Vistula of
1947. Some were sent to Ukraine, but most of them were resettled to the
western region of Poland and the post-German territories, whereas others
were con�ned to postwar concentration camps where the death toll was
dramatically high. They were purposefully settled among Polish speakers to
foster their linguistic and cultural assimilation. Only a few managed to
return to the ancestral region: their houses and lands were occupied and
they had to purchase land in their own home territory. They now are a
minority in an increasingly Polish-speaking area, which, along with polit-
ical pressures, has made language maintenance very dif�cult. Those who
stayed in the new lands in the western part of the country experienced even
more challenges due to dispersion and severing bonds with their homeland,
which was a fundamental part of Lemko identity.

Similar situations have been experienced by many groups of Native
American nations, allocated to reservations that were often away from
ancestral land and divided among several locations assigned by the US
government. Such resettled or dispersed communities are particularly
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exposed to language loss due to the severing of links between an ancestral
tongue and ancestral land, which has a number of devastating conse-
quences. Such groups and communities present continua of language
maintenance, with different types of speakers who range from monolin-
guals in the heritage tongue, to bilinguals and monolingual speakers of the
imposed language. In such communities there is also a common type of
survivor who does not speak the heritage language; in these cases revital-
ization efforts would have to be based on reviving the language (the most
famous case is Hebrew).

Diaspora and Migrant Communities

Forcibly resettled and dispersed communities are in many ways similar to
diasporas of immigrant communities living in urban or other areas (e.g.
Veneto in Chipilo, Mexico, or Mennonites in Latin America). These also
include the Rom (also called Gypsies), who speak Romani and live in
several parts of the world. They are often openly discriminated against by
both mainstream society as well as the state, and not of�cially recognized
(France, Colombia, Mexico, Poland, etc.). A common scenario in diasporic
groups is language loss within one or two generations, due to the lack of
opportunities to use the ancestral language outside of the home. However,
at least some of these communities keep their languages as secret codes,
which is also a form of ‘spontaneous revitalization’, meaning an unplanned
form of revitalization, that does not have an ‘external’ agent instigating or
accompanying it. In these cases, groups maintain their language as a form
of ‘in group’ communication, as in Romani. These types of communities
are remarkably diverse. Some keep strong ties with their homeland (e.g.
Mexican Indigenous communities in the USA or Polish communities in the
USA and the United Kingdom). Some retain their languages, as is often the
case of the Chinese diaspora, and some keep the language partially or create
new varieties. The latter includes the para-Romani varieties within the Rom
diaspora in Europe, such as the so called Caló in Spain. Linguistic rights of
such communities are not recognized by states and therefore they usually do
not appear in any censuses.

Different patterns of mobility are associated with diverse types of
exodus. These range from permanent migrants (e.g. several Mexican
Indigenous groups in the USA or the Turkish population in Germany or
the Netherlands) to temporary migrants. An ethnic group can also exhibit
mixed patterns and strategies of migration that change over time and in
response to political or economic circumstances. Examples include sev-
eral groups in the USA or the Central American population who relocate
to Mexico but then return to their homeland periodically or at least
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occasionally. In this case, due to the sociolinguistic environment and the
languages to which they are exposed, the diaspora situation often leads to
reduced repertories in the heritage language. It also results in the creation
of neo-speakers of neo-urban varieties, and ‘receptive’ speakers, who can
understand but do not speak the language, e.g. children.

Another term that has been proposed with regard to persons who grew up
listening to the heritage language but did not become active speakers is
‘latent’ speaker.2 There are also ‘rememberers’ of dormant languages, and
several types of bilinguals (e.g. incipient to almost coordinate bilinguals,
that is, speakers who master the two languages almost perfectly and are able
to separate them). They continuously face the colonial heritage as it mani-
fests in many forms of discrimination, economic and social disadvantage,
as well as covert, and often open, racism. Within the great diversity of
migrants, we can also identify ‘voluntarily assimilating’ speakers who want
to abandon their heritage languages as soon as possible to integrate into
mainstream society. However we also �nd groups of speakers who, on the
contrary, reaf�rm and even empower themselves as immigrants in countries
like the USA. This is the case of the Maya of Yucatan, who form a vigorous
enclave in the San Francisco bay area, with around �fteen thousand
speakers.

Communities of Practice and Learning

‘Communities of practice’3 and ‘communities of learning’ comprise a
further category of community. They are a newly described type of
group, which deliberately develops social revitalization networks. In
the area of language maintenance and revitalization the focus of these
groups is on collective efforts to enhance mutual learning and communi-
cation, and mobilize available resources. A central goal of such initia-
tives is to design and carry out speci�c activities that can positively
in�uence existing practices and situations. Such communities include
individuals from different �elds who are united in their goal to stop
and reverse language shift. Most notably, but not exclusively, these
include language activists, linguists, and anthropologists. They may
create partnerships with members of the ancestral community who are
interested in language revival, or form multidisciplinary and multiethnic
teams who are interested in achieving the same goal: language revital-
ization. Challenges they face involve �nding novel ways to empower

2 See C. Basham and A. Fathman, ‘The latent speaker: Attaining adult �uency in an endangered
language’, International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 11/5 (2008), 577–97.

3 See https://web.stanford.edu/~eckert/csofp.html
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speakers, creating revitalization methodologies through diverse types of
collaborations between several stakeholders and generating external
support for revitalization programs. Such groups can also include
activists from one or more of the ancestral communities, who are united
by the goal of keeping their language alive, despite adverse ideologies,
attitudes, and educational policies.

An example of the creation of this type of community is the Language
Revitalization, Maintenance and Development Project in Mexico, led by
Flores Farfán. This project attempts to improve and develop participants’
communicative performances and mastership of different language genres,
going beyond language abilities per se, to generate highly pro�cient profes-
sionals, such as actors. By engaging in the production of videos or creative
writing, the project aims at reactivating speakers’ language competences so
that they can become pro�cient speakers and professionals. For instance,
after participating in the project, one of the female participants on this
program went on to work in the Indigenous education sector in the Balsas
region of Guerrero as a bilingual teacher, where she developed community
workshops for relearning Nahuatl.

The project actively engaged activists and language leaders from around
Mexico in practical training on a range of subjects, including: coaching
revitalizers, creating language activists’ self-documentation with revitaliza-
tion in mind, script writing, planning and producing their own books,
managing illustration programs, and producing local, culturally sensitive
educational materials. This resulted in the creation of language games,
animation videos, and books, which are disseminated to children during
community workshops led by language leaders (for more details see
Capsule 16.6). Also in Mexico, John Sullivan and Justyna Olko carried
out a series of interdialectal encounters for the speakers of Nahuatl as well
as participatory workshops for reading historical texts created by the
ancestors of modern Nahuas and discussing them in the modern variants
of this language (See Capsule 12.1). These initiatives have resulted in the
creation of networks of engaged language activists (see Chapter 12).
Another similar initiative has been the Engaged Humanities project aimed
at extensive capacity building and connecting engaged scholars and lan-
guage revitalization activities all over the world (see Capsule 12.2).

This discussion of course does not cover all possible scenarios. There
might also be communities who are only interested in a very reduced use of
their languages, often described as symbolic or postvernacular use. In such
cases, the active presence of the heritage tongue can be limited to greeting
formulas, selected culturally relevant terms, or songs. There are also such
communities that do not want to use or revitalize their traditional language
at all and it is only linguists who are interested in doing so.
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Speakers of Heritage Languages

It is very important to emphasize that language communities are not abstract
entities. They are composed of many different kinds of speakers of endan-
gered/minority/heritage tongues and, very often, include individuals who
no longer speak them. In much the same way as an awareness of diverse
community types is important in processes of language shift and language
revitalization, the role of distinct kinds of language users is also key. Even
in communities where the language is still spoken by the majority, it is not
uncommon to �nd families in which the grandparent and parent generations
are fully pro�cient in the heritage language, whereas the children have
different levels of pro�ciency.

For example, teenagers may speak the language with varying levels of
pro�ciency, their younger siblings may understand the language but not
speak it themselves, whereas the youngest siblings may neither speak nor
understand the heritage language, having shifted to the dominant or national
one. In contexts where language transmission has been broken in this way,
scholars have identi�ed ‘semi-speakers’, ‘rusty speakers’, ‘receptive’, or
‘passive’ speakers ‘terminal speakers’, ‘latent speakers’, or ‘rememberers’,
‘pseudo-/quasi-speakers’, etc. In revitalization efforts, however, ‘labeling’
individual speakers can be counterproductive and even discouraging or
harmful for people struggling to speak or learn their heritage language.
Speakers who struggle to develop their language skills do not want to be
categorized by scholars implying their ‘incomplete’ knowledge and use of a
heritage language. In addition, such ‘labeling’ does not re�ect the potential
they have for developing their language competence and use. Therefore,
any such classi�cations should be treated with extreme caution; their utility
is limited to an assessment of the challenges facing a given revitalization
project and they should not stigmatize speakers.

The exact pro�le of speakers will vary from community to community,
despite some common characteristics. Similar to the pro�le of communities,
these categories should be viewed as having blurred and dynamic boundar-
ies, existing within broad continua of language pro�ciency. Here we give an
example of a general typology of speakers that is based on the different
communities we have worked with in Mexico, especially Nahuas. However
the typology can be applied, to a certain extent, to other communities,
depending on their unique situation.

1. Selected speakers with a very high Nahuatl pro� ciency are often the
‘top owners’ of the language. They are specialized in speci�c types of
discourses, such as bride or rain petitions or ritual activities conducted
through chants by healers or enchanters. Members of conservative,
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traditional communities pay high respect to this type of speakers and
hire them on special occasions. Recovering such genres of speech in
communities that have lost them might be one of the ways of revital-
izing the language, giving it prestige and expanding its linguistic
repertoires. In these cases speci�c revitalizing methodologies can
be developed.

2. Fully pro� cient speakers – often scholars, students, writers, or activ-
ists – who are conscious users of the language and who reveal a huge
capacity in the language in any domain; some of them hold purist
attitudes toward the language and avoid loanwords and code mixing.
They are usually bilingual with different degrees of in�uence from
their mother tongue in their Spanish. Some use an almost ‘standard’
Spanish, whereas others clearly exhibit at least some in�uence from
Nahuatl.

3. Quasi/almost monolingual speakers whose pro�ciency in Nahuatl is
very high and who have limited contact with the Spanish-speaking
mainstream society. These speakers are usually elders and often females,
although they also include adults, young speakers, and even children
who only start learning Spanish when they begin attending school.
Empowering these speakers is an important strategy for revitalization.
This can be achieved, for example, by legitimizing them at the school
level and reestablishing intergenerational language bonds that might be
weak.

4. Fluent bilingual speakers from traditional communities with unbroken
transmission who either still use the language in their home community
or who have migrated but continue speaking whenever they visit the
community and sometimes even when they are abroad. The use of
language and adaptation skills in different domains varies, but generally
their pro�ciency is very high. There is even a trend to acquire a third
language, such as English as in the case of Maya Yucatec speakers in the
San Francisco area in the USA. This type of migrant shows that
migration is not always a displacing feature, but can in fact be a revital-
izing force due to the strong identity ties speakers develop while living
far away from their homeland.

Depending on the region and community of origin, some of these
speakers resort to heavy code mixing in certain situations. For example,
this is sometimes seen in teenagers or young adults who learned the
language when growing up and use it at home and among their peers but
who received no school instruction in it. Sometimes it is impossible to
differentiate this category of speakers from less �uent speakers.
Furthermore, their pro�ciency may vary depending on the domain or
the topic of conversation.
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5. Bilingual speakers who are socialized in the heritage language in
increasingly bilingual homes, sometimes learning it from their grandpar-
ents or other family members. Their use of the language is limited to
basic domains and their vocabulary and use of grammatical structures is
reduced; some of them purposefully omit loanwords and code mixing,
especially in the presence of teachers or researchers. Spontaneous
speaking on a wide variety of topics requires considerable efforts on
their part. As with other categories, the distinction between this type of
speakers and other kinds of asymmetrical bilingual speakers is �uid.
Such individuals’ pro�ciency exists on a continuum. Some of them
learned the language at a later age, when they were teenagers or young
adults. This may have been due to pressures from the community and
their expected participation in domains such as commercial or ritual
activities. Alternatively, they may have been motivated to learn the
language for personal reasons. Speakers who are self-motivated to learn
the ancestral tongue later in life often become committed teachers and
can be important agents in revitalization efforts.

6. Insecure or ‘dormant’ speakers who learned the language as children
but have not been using it regularly or for an extended period of time;
some use it in very limited domains and on speci�c occasions. These
language users are typically members of communities with broken
language transmission and/or migrants with a recessive use of the
heritage tongue. This broad category includes speakers who only use
the language under pressure or for speci�c purposes (for example in
commercial exchanges). We can also �nd second language learners who
try to recover their mother tongue or, on the contrary, individuals who
decided to stop using it. In general, their speech is characterized by
heavy borrowing, code mixing, and code switching. They often exhibit
dif�culty and insecurity in expressing themselves. Such speakers are
frequently ashamed of their reduced language skills, a possible prelude
to language loss if revitalization actions are not taken.

7. ‘Receptive’ or ‘ latent’ speakers whose competence is restricted to
understanding the language to differing degrees. In speci�c communi-
cative situations they may function adequately with no dif�culty in
understanding. These situations may include farming or other work
places, family reunions, (often religious) festivities, and the market
place. Depending on the degree of contact with other more �uent
speakers, this type of speaker has different degrees of comprehension
of the endangered language. Activating such speakers can become
an important part of revitalization efforts, helping them move from
‘listeners’ to ‘speakers’, who then may develop a high level of �uency
in the language.
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8. New speakers who are already �uent in the colonial/dominant/national
language but attempt to recover their mother tongue and use it as a
second or even third language. In the case of Nahuatl, this type of
speaker has varying degrees of Spanish pro�ciency. In turn, this can
have varying degrees of impact on their Nahuatl use, affecting all
levels of the language (for example pronunciation, morpho-syntax).
New speakers are very important, often essential, for language revital-
ization projects. As with other continua, this group of speakers also
includes a diversity of individuals, encompassing people who are
‘symbolic’ speakers, that is, Spanish monolinguals with no real inten-
tion of recovering the language, who use only a few formulaic words
and phrases for political reasons (for example being identi�ed as an in-
group member). Such symbolic speakers are in contrast to new
speakers who are really committed to recovering their mother tongue.

Conclusions

As we have shown, language revitalization efforts take place across very
broad and diverse situations and communities, and involve many types of
speakers. All endangered languages and their speakers are in a permanent
state of �ux, existing in complex language ecologies where heterogeneity is
the norm. This should be taken into account and respected; all revitalization
projects must understand and deal with such complexity in order to design
and develop well-informed and ef�cient strategies to reverse language shift.
In addition to pointing out the diversity of situations, linguistic variants,
speakers, pro�ciencies, attitudes, motivations, and goals that exist, we also
want to warn against applying biological metaphors to the context of
language endangerment and revitalization.

Such metaphors can be harmful when we consider, for example, that in
the biological sciences, revitalizing a species can be done through interven-
tion and even genetic reconstruction. However, when working with people
and their languages, we should focus on the agency of human beings as a
fundamental aspect of recovering endangered languages. For this reason,
when considering any revitalization project it is important to account for the
cultural strategies and practices of communities and speakers, as well as the
different goals and outcomes they aspire to. By comparing distinct kinds of
communities and speakers, we can conceive (re)vitalization as a continuum
ranging from dormant languages to highly vital and viable languages that
are, nevertheless, still threatened.

Therefore, the range of possible, and often complementary, efforts made
by different actors, including academics, can be envisioned as attempts
aimed at (re)vitalizing, (re)covering, (re)claiming, (re)evaluating, (re)versing,
(re)creating, and (re)activating endangered languages. The many scenarios
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and kinds of ‘communities’ and ‘speakers’ we have outlined in this chapter
can hopefully serve as useful starting points for developing additional rec-
ommendations and points of re�ection for future revitalization projects,
which are focused on good practices and sensitivity toward local diversity.
One of several possible practical goals could be, for example, to engage with
many different kinds of speakers in joint and collaborative revitalization
efforts, creating a sense of ‘community’ by reestablishing and strengthening
language bonds and identities between different generations and diverse
types of speakers.
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Tymoteusz Król
6.1 The Community of Wymysoü

Wymysoü (Wilamowice) was founded in the thirteenth century by colonists of
Germanic origin. It started as a small village, then in 1818 it became a town with
around 2,000 inhabitants. The number of people in Wilamowice did not increase as
rapidly as in the surrounding villages because a relatively large proportion of the
population were students, who left to study in other cities and then remained there.
Many of them were Catholic priests, who were sent to parishes far from their
hometown. Moreover, Vilamovian merchants used to travel all over Europe and
stay in big cities, where they had commercial interests. The biggest colony of
Vilamovians was in Vienna, where there were a couple of hundred, and in Cracow,
where there were also about a hundred. The Wymysiöeryś language has never been
spoken outside Wilamowice and the two colonies of Vienna and Cracow. Today in
Vienna there are some people who speak Wymysiöeryś, but those in Cracow
became assimilated into Polish culture.

The community structure of Wymysoü before World War II was complex. There
were �ve social strata: intelligentsia, big farmers, merchants, small farmers, and
servants. In the nineteenth century there were also weavers, who used to have their
own way of using the language. Marrying people outside of Wilamowice or even
outside of one’s own social stratum was not favored, but merchants used to marry
Jews and people from Vienna. Servants in the town were often Poles and Germans
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from surrounding villages, and they married Vilamovian servants. There were also
strong Jewish and Rom communities in the area.

The occupation of Poland by the Nazis and the following period under com-
munism destroyed this multiculturalism. Those Jews and Rom who could not
emigrate to escape the Holocaust were murdered in concentration camps. After
World War II, the Vilamovians were sent to postwar concentration camps in Russia
and Poland. The Polish communist authorities issued a decree forbidding people
from speaking Wymysiöeryś and wearing Vilamovian folk dress. They also
expelled the Vilamovians from their houses for thirteen years. At that time their
Polish neighbors developed highly negative attitudes toward Vilamovians. The
oldest generation remained Wymysiöeryś, but the younger one used to inform their
children that they should be Poles, and not reveal their Wymysiöeryś identity.
Many people married Poles because this provided protection against persecution.
This was also a response to negative ideologies, which said that Vilamovians
should mix their blood because, due to their previous endogamy, they were
mentally handicapped. Even Vilamovians said that it would be better if their
language and identity died.

But at the beginning of the twenty-�rst century the young generation ‘woke
up’ and started discovering the past of their parents and grandparents and
developing their own identity. As a result, the language and other elements of
Vilamovian culture started to become present in public life again. Now there are
plenty of Wymysiöeryś/Vilamovian identities: people feel Vilamovian and
Polish, Vilamovian and Austrian, or just Vilamovian. Some people say that the
young people are doing a great job in revitalizing the language and local identity.
But many local activists and politicians say it is dangerous to bring the old
Vilamovian identity back – an identity that is not Polish. They do not understand
that times have changed and that the young generation is not bound by the old
negative attitudes. The young Vilamovians are creating their own identity by
selecting parts of the old Vilamovian culture and taking inspiration from other
cultures – thanks to visits to such places as Nahua communities in Tlaxcala and
the Isle of Man. They are building a new Wymysiöeryś identity and a new
speaker community, which are not the same as the one at the beginning of
twentieth century. And they have a right to do it, even if they work against the
Polish nationalist mainstream, or even against some of the norms and expect-
ations represented and expressed by the older generations.

Griselda Reyes Basurto, Carmen Hernández Martínez,
and Eric W. Campbell

6.2 What Is Community? Perspectives from the Mixtec Diaspora
in California

If we de�ne ‘community’ broadly as a group of people who share certain linguistic,
cultural, and/or social practices, then the notion of community is �uid and
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dynamic, and the relationship between people and communities may be many to
many rather than one to one. In language documentation and revitalization, com-
munity has traditionally referred to a village or set of villages that share a common
language or set of language varieties. However, especially in the digital age, even
this narrower notion of community is not bound to physical topography, and in the
postcolonial age, communities may �nd themselves distributed over large and
discontinuous spaces and media. Here we brie�y consider the notion of community
in the context of the Mixtec Indígena diaspora in California, which may serve as an
example or point of comparison for other diasporic communities around the world.
We use the term Indígena to refer to Indigenous peoples of California whose
traditional communities are located in Mexico or Central America, instead of the
broader term Indigenous, which could also include Indigenous peoples with longer
histories in present-day California.

Traditional Mixtec communities in Mexico are numerous and situated in western
Oaxaca, eastern Guerrero, and southern Puebla states. The political, social, economic,
and environmental effects of colonialism have led to large-scale emigration of Mixtec
and other Indígena peoples to other parts of Mexico in the 1930s and to the United
States in the 1940s–1960s with the Bracero Program, increasing in the 1980s. In
California, diverse Indígena populations have settled in and around San Diego, Los
Angeles, Ventura County, Santa Maria, Salinas, Fresno-Madera, and other locales.
The settlement of large numbers of people from Mesoamerica has led to the emergence
of a new, diffuse, and multiethnic community that Michael Kearney termed
Oaxacalifornia.

Indígena workers are now an integral part of California’s enormous agricultural
economy. However inequality and discrimination often migrate along with the
people who suffer these forms of injustice; Indígena workers may be marginalized
as relatively recent arrivals in the USA on the one hand, and then further margin-
alized and discriminated against within the larger migrant labor force for being
Indígena. They are often lumped into ‘Mexican’ or ‘Latino’ groups with whom
they do not identify, and they are not provided adequate medical, educational,
legal, and labor services.

Families are shifting to Spanish in many origin communities in Mexico, and
especially in the diaspora. Many youth and children who do speak their native
languages feel compelled to abandon them, both because of bullying and discrimin-
ation by their peers and due to the dominant society’s lack of recognition of their
language and culture. The result is that youth have been uprooted and disconnected
from communicating in their languages, which threatens the linguistic and cultural
continuity of their communities. In response to their economic and social challenges,
and the discrimination that they face, Indígena peoples have created binational and
local community organizations, such as the Mixteco/Indígena Community Organizing
Project of Ventura County, California, to enhance collective efforts and share
resources and information.

Ventura County is now home to as many as 20,000 Indígena people, most of
whom are Mixtec, and they speak at least �fteen Mixtec varieties, not all of which
are mutually intelligible. Each individual has a unique set of language practices that
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may include their Indigenous language, English, and Spanish, depending on how
much time they have lived in the USA, the work that they do, and their personal
interests. Most people identify with a ‘hometown’ community in Mexico, but for
many, the community they know and experience the most is the diverse Indígena
community of Ventura County. As this example illustrates, we should not essen-
tialize or stereotype Indigenous languages and people, for example, by assuming
that they only live in far-away traditional homelands. In order to meet everyone’s
linguistic and social needs, we should recognize that there are diverse and diaspora
communities outside of traditional areas and people may belong to multiple
communities.

Maria Olimpia Squillaci

6.3 An Introspective Analysis of One Year of Revitalization
Activities: The Greko Community of Practice

In this capsule, I shall brie�y describe a series of actions recently taken toward the
revitalization of Greko, a critically endangered Greek language, spoken in southern
Calabria (Italy), which favored the constitution of a community of practice.

The �rst attempts to revitalize Greko began in the 1960s, when a group of
mostly young people started to actively campaign for the safeguarding of this
language and its culture. Since then, many associations have been founded, and
very many cultural activities and local/regional programs have been implemented
with great opportunities for local development. All this has brought about a very
signi�cant change in the attitude of the community toward its own language,
which moved from being hidden and despised to being a source of pride.
However associations have not been able to secure the intergenerational
transmission of Greko at home, resulting in a continuous decrease in the number
of speakers. Furthermore, in the last ten to �fteen years, there has also been a
progressive reduction of activities in support of the language.

For this reason, �ve years ago I launched a new summer school ‘To Ddomadi
Greko – the Greko week’, thanks to the support of the old but still-active associ-
ation Jalò tu Vua. In my mind the Ddomadi Greko had to be a one-week injection
of language, enthusiasm, and stimuli to shake up once again the community’s
interest for Greko and to draw attention to its critically endangered status. My
ambition was to (re-)create a strong connection between local people, especially
the young generation, and their heritage language, allowing them to discover the
richness of their own native place. The school included four hours of language
teaching every day, a one-hour cultural seminar, and one afternoon excursion. The
result was extremely positive, to the extent that two years ago, we gathered
together a group of young participants, potentially interested in engaging with
language revitalization.

The �rst step was the creation of a WhatsApp chat to practice Greko every day,
favoring in particular the use of voice messages. Whoever joined the group had to
use the Greko words that they knew, even inserting them in an Italian phrase, and if
there was a mistake, someone had to correct it and give a grammatical explanation
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for it. A very useful tool that really facilitated texting in Greko was Grekopedia, the
smartphone application with an Italian–Greko Greko–Italian dictionary that my
father and I had launched a year before. However, to avoid the creation of a dead
chat, we all decided to undertaking several tasks, the �rst of which was the setting
up of the Facebook page ‘To Ddomadi Greko’ (following success using social
media to promote other languages – see Chapter 17), which would cover grammat-
ical topics, traditional songs, stories, memes, and gifs in Greko (on the model of the
Colectivo Tzunhejekat facebook page for Nawat).

As trivial as it might seem, this process immediately got great results since it
gave visibility to the group, encouraging other people to join in, including
Calabrian emigrants and foreigners. Most importantly, however, the management
of the page required the group members to practice Greko every day, to �nd or to
create Greko material to post and, crucially, to communicate with the rest of the
group. This continuous exchange enormously accelerated their learning process
and fostered great collaboration within the group. Tandem activities too, even
carried out on Skype for those living outside of Calabria, facilitated team
building, a crucial and sensitive part of the revitalization program. To this end,
we also used theater as a key tool to quickly improve language skills and a great
space for teamwork. The most important results were not the activities per se, but
the fact that the management and supervision of them was fully carried out in
Greko among people living in different parts of Italy and Europe. In less than a
year we managed to build up a community of practice whose main goal was the
revitalization of Greko.4 Crucially all this was actively supported by many older
Greko speakers who constantly joined us in our events and we would regulalrly
visit them at their place as part of our core activities. The collaboration between
the group of new young speakers and the older ones was our strength as it
fostered the creation of strong affective bonds among the young members of
the group and across generations. This became the driving force of our work and
also had a huge impact in terms of language learning, since younger people have
progressively stopped learning new words and grammatical rules from books and
began learning them by transmission, by living the language in this new kind of
community.

4 I soon realized that we also had to give Greko an economic value, to make all our efforts
sustainable over time. For this reason, we launched the crowdfunding campaign ‘If you speak
me, I live – adopt Greko’, in order to secure funds for revitalizers to teach and work for the
language and to do so by remaining in Calabria, which is per se a big challenge, Calabria being
one of the poorest regions in Italy. At present, establishing a link between people’s knowledge of
Greko and job opportunities in Calabria is our top priority as it might bring to substantial
changes in the long run.
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7 Attitudes and Ideologies in
Language Revitalisation

Nicole Do�owy-Rybi�ska and Michael Hornsby

Introduction

While there are many reasons that we might initially have for wanting to
preserve a language, as detailed in the earlier chapters of this volume,
people may also have underlying assumptions about the processes of
language revitalisation that go unexpressed. These are generally known as
language ideologies, which we discuss in this chapter. These ideologies are
often expressed and materialise in the form of language attitudes. Below,
we show how language attitudes can affect attempts to save an endangered
language; it is dif�cult to plan any positive language revitalisation without
ensuring positive attitudes towards the minority languages (people must
actually want to use the language if revitalisation is to be successful).

One of the most important tasks, then, for any language revitaliser is to
listen to the various attitudes expressed within the community towards their
endangered language and to try to work out what ideologies lie behind these
attitudes. Such attitudes will be varied, possibly contradictory and nuanced,
of course, so we need to be extremely sensitive in dealing with them. Without
doing so, it is unlikely that language revitalisation will be successful. It is also
very important that attitudes held by the majority language community are
taken into account. Majority views affect minority language speakers, as they
can in�uence the community and discourage actual and potential speakers
from using the language. Challenging negative impressions held by majority
language speakers is therefore an equally important task for language plan-
ners. In this chapter, we explore some of the more prevalent ideologies and
attitudes found in minority language communities. In doing so, we aim to
raise awareness of these issues amongst language planners and minority
language activists, helping them to revitalise their local endangered language.

Language Ideologies

Pick up any textbook concerned with minority language sociolinguistics, or
start reading an article which discusses the situation of any given minority
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language and, in all likelihood, it will not be long before the concept of
‘language ideology’ is encountered. Therefore, we start this chapter with a
consideration of the term ‘ideology’ as it relates to languages and, in
particular, to minority languages. There have been many attempts to de�ne
what a language ideology is, and some of them are quite complex. This
complexity can be confusing for activists engaged in revitalisation. At the
opposite end of the scale, however, some writers have used the term without
any careful consideration of what they actually mean when they write
‘ideology’, sometimes using it as an alternative for ‘attitude’. We consider
that there is a signi�cant distinction between the two terms and that, for
minority language activists working on preserving their languages for the
future, an understanding of the difference is very important in helping them
plan their revitalisation strategies.

For our purposes here, we understand language ideologies as those
beliefs, feelings, and assumptions about language that are socially shared
and which attempt to make sense of different forms of the language (dialects
in relation to a standard language, minority languages in relation to majority
languages, youth speak in relation to older generations’ way of talking, etc.)
and their place in society. Most importantly, ideologies of language repre-
sent assumptions about particular linguistic forms and what they say about
the people who use them. For example, we often attribute certain social
values to a speaker who prefers to use one language over another, one who
uses slang or swear words regularly, or who speaks with a particular accent.
In this sense, language ideologies are closely connected to language
stereotypes, where languages (and their speakers) can be attributed as having
certain characteristics, even when these characteristics cannot be objectively
demonstrated. For example, claiming that language A sounds more beautiful
than language B, or that someone ‘hates’ the sound of a particular language,
are both claims rooted in language ideology, which can then emerge through
explicit statements which we call ‘language attitudes’. (See below for the
difference between language ideologies and attitudes.)

This idea is best demonstrated by considering a common language
ideology that can be found in many societies: the so-called standard
language ideology. The standard language ideology refers to the belief that
a particular form of language, usually the variety that is used by the most
powerful group in society, is superior in some way to other varieties of the
language. The standard variety of a language is often based on written
forms, which have been uni�ed in some manner and are typically acquired
after many years of formal education. Even though this variety may actually
be spoken by only a minority of the population, the vast majority of
speakers of the language recognise it as somehow ‘superior’ and
‘prestigious’. Even in the case of many European national languages, which
have only been standardised recently (e.g. the Finnish or Czech languages),
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they gain the status of the language that should be used and protected by the
state. Ability in this standard language justi�es the privileged societal
positions of its speakers, whereas a lack of ability in it often results in
exclusion from such positions. Thus, a standard language ideology can
make this situation seem fair and equitable – both to those who bene�t
from it and to those who are disadvantaged by it.

Differences between Ideologies and Attitudes

It can thus be seen that ideologies operate at a subconscious level and that
people may not be aware of their existence. However, ideologies can become
apparent through people’s attitudes towards a given language or language
variety. Language attitudes are the explicit evaluations of particular languages
and language varieties, expressed by people as opinions and beliefs and, more
negatively, as prejudices. They in�uence people’s thought processes and their
speci�c language choices. We refer to the Irish example here. In the Republic
of Ireland, the Irish language is viewed favourably by over 60 per cent of the
population, who agreed with the statement: ‘Without Irish, Ireland would lose
its identity as a separate culture’.1 However, according to the Irish Times,
quoting the 2016 census �gures, the percentage of people using Irish as a
daily language in the Gaeltacht (the of�cially designated Irish-speaking areas)
has fallen by 11 per cent. Outside of the Gaeltacht, where just over 90,000
people live (2.1 per cent of the total Irish population), some 53,000 people in
the rest of the Republic use Irish as a daily language (1 per cent of the total
population).2 Given that there is a generally positive view of the language by
most adults in the Republic, we might expect more people to be using the
language for identity and cultural reasons. However, it would appear that
being favourably disposed to a language does not translate into actual use. In
thinking about these results, it is worth questioning the nature of the survey
itself – if the questions had embraced a more complete spectrum of attitudes
(including, for example, the perceived usefulness of the language, and its
economic worth) then the results might have looked very different.

Common Language Ideologies in Minority Settings

Researchers have noted a number of ideologies that are regularly found in
minority speech communities. The linguistic anthropologist Kathryn
Woolard3 has identi�ed two of the most important ones as being:

1 Economic and Social Research Institute (2015). 2 Irish Times (2017).
3 See K. A. Woolard, ‘Language and identity choice in Catalonia: The interplay of contrasting

ideologies of linguistic authority’, Workshop on Language Ideology and Change in Multilingual
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The ideology of authenticity, which ‘links the value of a language to its
relationship with a particular community’. To be considered authentic,
speakers must recognise the speech variety as being ‘from somewhere’,
and with a particular local quality. Thus, in many minority language
situations, one of the markers of a good speaker is the ability to use a
particular dialect, or to speak using a recognisably local accent. If such
markers are absent, a linguistic variety may be seen by the community to
lack value. In revitalisation contexts, authenticity can prove to be a problem
when new speakers acquire the language. These learners may not see
themselves as sounding suf�ciently natural compared with native speakers.
In turn, native speakers may ‘close ranks’, and exert a sort of ownership
over speaker identity, privileging their position as ‘authentic’ speakers. This
state of affairs can lead to frustration from learners, sometimes deterring
them from using the language altogether.

The ideology of anonymity, which holds that a language is a neutral
means of communication equally available to all users. This view is uni-
versalist in nature and seeks to include all members of a speech community,
however they may have acquired the language. Anonymity is the opposite
of authenticity, in that membership is not evaluated by how ‘local’ a
speaker sounds, but more on how well or how often they use the language.
This ideology is closely related to the ideology of standard language, in that
some users of a particular language actively avoid using dialectal or local
forms and instead use the standard variety. In this way, the ideology of
anonymity promotes a shift away from an ‘authentic’ or ‘native speaker’
identity and towards a ‘civic’ identity that regards the minority language as
a resource for constructing a cosmopolitan, modernised identity.

These two ideologies can lead to tension in minority language situations.
For example, the spread of Irish outside of the traditional Irish-speaking
strongholds and into areas previously dominated by English has compli-
cated traditional ideologies of authenticity. Most commonly, native
speakers of Irish were from very rural areas and their language re�ected
this, with highly localised dialects and a very developed vocabulary in the
traditional occupations of the west of Ireland, such as �shing and farming.
As a result, this group was put forward as ‘ideal’ (or idealised) speakers;
when Irish was being revitalised in the early years of the state, language
planners gave traditional native speech communities a high prestige status
based on their perceived authenticity. This view has remained a deeply
rooted language ideology. Yet the rise of a more educated and urban group

Communities, UC Diego, 2005, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/47n938cp; and K. A. Woolard,
Singular and Plural: Ideologies of Linguistic Authority in 21st Century Catalonia (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016).
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of speakers in places such as Dublin, Galway, and Cork has resulted in a
series of tensions. While the ideology of authenticity positions traditional
native speakers as the ‘owners’ of the language, this view has been rejected
by language users outside of the traditional Irish-speaking areas, who
perceive the language as a symbol of a newly constructed national identity.

Very often connected to the concept of authenticity are ideas about
language ownership. In some people’s view, a language is ‘owned’ by its
native speakers. This means that their beliefs regarding the ‘correct’ forms
of language are seen as authoritative and they have the �nal say on what
constitutes ‘good’ language and a ‘good’ accent, etc. Accordingly, areas
where the language is traditionally spoken are often perceived as reposi-
tories for the language where people can experience it in its ‘natural’
environment and access an authentic language-learning experience to
become ‘real’ speakers. However this commodi�cation (or the objecti�ca-
tion) of the language can create tensions between those who were seen to
produce the commodity (i.e. native speakers) and those who wished to
consume it (i.e. learners); while the ideology of authenticity positions
traditional native speakers as language ‘owners’, learners of the language
often contest this on the grounds that they too have a right to the language.

Language ideologies based on authenticity can also relate to the perceived
usefulness of a language. For a language to be perceived as authentically
useful, it very often needs to have a pervasive presence in society – it needs to
be seen and heard everywhere – and in that sense, normalised. A normalised
(majority) language is seen as the common sense, default option in day-to-
day life and of�cial interactions. In a sense, it is the common property of all
community members, including those members who also speak another
language. The normalised language thus comes to be seen as the most
appropriate and most useful means of communication in society. In this
situation, transgressing community norms by using a minority language in
public may be challenged by non-speakers, who see such behaviour as ‘rude’
or inappropriate. These ideologies can �lter through to the minority commu-
nity where they are adopted, often subconsciously, by speakers who then
choose to use their minority language privately, out of the public domain. In
Brittany, for example, it has been noted that when older Breton speakers are
out shopping in the supermarket they tend to talk in Breton quietly to each
other and will switch to French when a stranger walks past them, switching
back to Breton only once they are out of earshot.

The challenge facing many minority language activists is to deal with
these issues and work with speakers to help them overcome ideological
barriers in using the language. If this does not happen, then it may add to the
pressure on minority language speakers to switch to the majority language
in all situations, including intergenerational transmission to the younger
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generations. In such cases a sense of shame can develop, which is often
accompanied by a feeling of uselessness as far as the minority language is
concerned. The majority language comes to be seen as the language of
advancement and betterment, and as the way to secure a more prestigious
job and the language to raise children in. Linking minority language use
with a sense of purpose, a sense of pride, and above all an essential part of
the group’s identity, are key to securing a future for the endangered
language. Furthermore, and perhaps just as importantly, activists must
raise awareness amongst the majority population and attempt to involve
them as allies in the preservation and revitalisation of the minority
language. There is no magic formula which can be applied universally
in all minority language situations and one of the main tasks of activists
and concerned speakers in the minority language community is to work
out just exactly how to do this, given local conditions and local language
ideologies.

The anthropologist Kathryn Woolard has dissected the term ‘ideology’
into four strands: (1) ideology as a mental phenomenon – the domain of the
ideational and conceptual; (2) ideology as the foundation of metapragmatics
(the discourse of the effects and conditions of language use); (3) ideology as
linked to positions of power through discursive practices – the struggle to
acquire or maintain power; and (4) ideology as distortion, maintaining the
relations of power by disguising or legitimating those relations. We offer
some practical ways for language revitalisers to explore these four strands
in the concluding section of this chapter.

Language Attitudes

Everybody has beliefs and feelings about languages based on the way that
society perceives them and the stereotypes associated with them. They are
socialised through various agents, including teachers, peers, family, and the
media. Furthermore they tend to relate to two aspects of the community:
status and solidarity. Status refers to both the personal characteristics of
those who use the language (e.g. if language speakers are perceived as
educated and intelligent) and the external image the community or the
language itself has (e.g. if it is not perceived as a ‘real’ language but as a
dialect of another language). Solidarity refers to the extent that a speci�c
language or variety is associated with group membership and belonging to
the community. Evaluations made regarding status and solidarity may be
positive or negative, and language attitudes can be seen in people’s reac-
tions to different language forms, practices, and varieties. A speaker’s
accent, the vocabulary used, the particular language chosen (especially in
the situation of unequal bilingualism, i.e. when minority community
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members are bilingual in both the minority and majority languages while
the rest of population inhabiting a given territory speak only the dominant
language and do not consider knowledge of the minority language as
important) all give clues about who the speaker is, what their personality
is like, their social status, and even their appearance. This evaluation is
based on the stereotypes and language ideologies that operate in society and
are learned from early childhood. This image of minority language speakers
and their language in�uence how people react to them and how they act
towards them. In this way, language attitudes may be seen as a bridge
between ideologies and behaviours. Furthermore, because they directly
in�uence language choices, they are key elements of any revitalisation
program.

As we have shown, language attitudes are the opinions, ideas, and
prejudices that people have towards a language or language variety. For
example, some people may think that a language that does not have a
written form is not a real language. Others may associate a speci�c accent
with being uneducated, while some people feel shame when using their
language in a public place, or feel attacked when other people speak a
minority language in their presence. In contrast, some people may feel
proud of their language and perceive it as more beautiful than other
languages. They may, as in the case of Basque, claim that their language
is the oldest in the world, highlighting the uniqueness of their language to
create more positive attitudes towards it and secure its future. As we can
see, language attitudes are based on language ideologies that are often
covert and have been internalised by individuals within a community so
that they are perceived as natural.

Language attitudes should be identi�ed and addressed as a core element
of language revitalisation. When a community has strong negative lan-
guage prejudices regarding their way of speaking, their feelings about
using the language in different domains are also negative. In this situation,
reversing language shift may be very dif�cult or impossible. In contrast,
positive attitudes towards a minority language may inspire activists and
community members to act against language shift. Just like language
ideologies, language attitudes can also be changed. However, this is a
long and dif�cult process that should be planned at many different levels,
including changing negative attitudes that may exist in the minority
speech community, and those possessed by the dominant community.
The work should target both bottom-up language policy and state lan-
guage recognition. Through some examples, we will explore some differ-
ent types of language attitudes and consider how it might be possible to
change them.
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Negative Attitudes Resulting in Negative Language Practices

Negative language attitudes in the dominant society can have serious
consequences for the minoritised speech community, leading to prejudice
and discrimination. Negative language attitudes that have been internalised
by the group are the most dif�cult to change. These attitudes are the result
of long-term language trauma related to discrimination and the unfair and
humiliating treatment of people because of the language they use. Language
ideologies and their related language attitudes can be very powerful and can
become an instrument of domination. For example, the belief that one way
of speaking is less prestigious than another can run very deep. This is
particularly true when different methods for oppressing the language have
been used, such as banning the language, negative media discourse, phys-
ical punishment for using the language, and psychological abuse. In these
cases, negative attitudes can be instilled in people’s minds so that they start
to treat them as an objective truth. People who are linguistically discrimin-
ated against often perceive their language as worthless and a source of
shame, seeing it as the cause of their own suffering and misfortune.
Wanting a better life for themselves that is free from humiliation and
deprivation, they often feel compelled to abandon the language and do
not transmit it to their children.

Linguistic discrimination is often the reason why intergenerational trans-
mission of a language breaks down. An example of this is the Breton language
in France. The language trauma there was so strong after the Second World
War that the number of speakers decreased from 1,100,000 to 200,000 over
the course of the twentieth century. This was the result of a combination of
several factors, including strong language ideologies associating Breton with
the language of uneducated people and poverty, which led people to feel
shame when using it in public; linguistic discrimination of Breton speakers at
the political and social levels (e.g. social exclusion and hindered access to the
labour market); direct persecution of Breton speakers at schools (e.g. corporal
punishment of children, or the symbolical punishment of children caught
while speaking Breton marked by an object hung around their neck until a
stigmatised child caught another one speaking Breton) and the persecution of
speakers in other spheres (e.g. Breton soldiers’ traumatic experiences during
the First World War when – because they did not understand orders issued in
French and were not able to contest them – they became ‘cannon fodder’, with
the number of Breton deaths being signi�cantly above the French average).

The effects of this type of internalised language trauma can be seen in the
following statement: ‘I spoke the language X and it caused only problems.
I want to forget this language and I do not want my children to use it’. When
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language trauma results in language shift, revitalisation projects must occur
alongside efforts to end discrimination and create positive language attitudes,
both within the speech community and outside of it. It is often the case that
the generation who suffered because of direct language discrimination and
did not transmit the language (thus making them the last ‘native’ speakers of
a language) are not willing to participate in language revitalisation efforts.
However, they should not be left behind. This situation can often cause a
sense of guilt for not having transmitted the language. Sometimes this
generation can downplay or even deny that linguistic discrimination against
them took place. It should be stressed that language trauma can be inherited
by the next generation, making any community work sensitive. Efforts to
create language prestige should be linked to top-down language policy,
recognition of the language, as well as bottom-up activities aimed at showing
people that their language is in no way worse than the of�cial one. Language
ideologies and related language attitudes should be deconstructed in order
to make people aware that they are only social constructs created to
deprive them.

Positive Language Practices in the Face of Negative Attitudes

Negative language attitudes and language discrimination may lead to dif-
ferent behaviours in different speech communities. These can be understood
as the adaptation strategies of a community and its individuals. These
strategies include decisions about what language to use and what group to
identify with. In many cases, to avoid discrimination, people abandon their
language and choose the dominant one instead so that they are not
disadvantaged socially, culturally, or politically. However, social and lin-
guistic inequality and discrimination may also lead people to assert their
right to use their language. This is illustrated by the attitude: ‘My language
is oppressed so I have to do my best to protect it’.

Many endangered language activists are motivated to protect their lan-
guage, community, and freedom, by grievances and the rejection of dis-
crimination and persecution. Language activists take on responsibility for
the language and the future of the speech community, undertaking different
activities aimed at maintaining the language. An important part of these
activities is to change the negative language attitudes already internalised
by many community members. This can happen at different levels, includ-
ing: discursive, where the language is described as equal to the dominant
one; behavioural, where the endangered language is introduced to public
spheres where it was previously forbidden or perceived as inappropriate;
militant, where the language is promoted through direct and indirect acts of
social rebellion; and political, where of�cial recognition of the language is
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campaigned for. These activities may be undertaken at both the public and
the private level and act as personal ‘testimonies’ for those people �ghting
to save the language. Through all these activities, and by reversing the
negative image of a language, it is possible to gradually change language
attitudes.

Negative Language Practices despite the Existence of
Positive Attitudes

Changing the language attitudes of a speech community is a multilayered
process and does not necessarily lead directly to reversing language shift. In
other words, negative language ideologies are sometimes so deeply intern-
alised that even when erased on the conscious level, they still resonate in the
actual language practices of people. This attitude may be represented by
the statement: ‘I support language revitalisation but I will not learn this
language/I will not send my child to the bilingual school’. This situation has
negative consequences for revitalisation efforts.

To illustrate this, let us take the example of the Kashubian language in
Poland. This language belongs to the same language family as the Polish
language and, for political reasons, was treated as a ‘dialect’ of the Polish
language (a language ideology). Its prestige was low: it was not recognised
by the state and its speakers were associated with rural life, and a lack of
education and job opportunities. Moreover, after the Second World War, in
the Polish People’s Republic, based on the concept of building a uni�ed –
monocultural and monolingual – society, Kashubian speakers suffered
language discrimination and many of them had traumatic experiences at
schools with regard to their language. Although efforts to maintain the
Kashubian language began two decades ago and it is now recognised as a
regional language of Poland, negative attitudes and ideologies still in�u-
ence people’s language practices. For many years, there has been no social
acceptance for establishing schools with Kashubian as the language of
instruction, the argument being that those children would experience lan-
guage problems in the future. These attitudes persist today. Gradually, with
numerous efforts undertaken at different levels and thanks to language
activists who have gradually broken down these mental barriers, the effects
of language trauma and language ideologies are being eliminated.

Positive Language Attitudes and Positive Language Practices

The speech community may also have positive attitudes towards their
language and assert that it should be protected and used by people in all
domains. In the context of minoritised languages, these positive attitudes
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may result from: speakers’ resistance to discrimination (‘I am prevented
from speaking my language but I do it anyway because I want it to
survive’); strong positive ideologies related to the language (‘I speak my
language and I am proud of doing so’); or successful revitalisation efforts
(‘I have learned the language of my community and I speak it to my partner
and children’). When there are numerous people with such language atti-
tudes, there is hope for the future of a language. In the last example given,
we see a person who did not acquire the language through conventional
family transmission but who learnt it at schools, on a special course, or
through contacts with the speech community. Moreover, this person has
enough motivation to make it the language of everyday life. Finally they
have decided to use the language with her or his family despite the fact that
it probably has relatively low prestige.

We can say that for a minoritised language to be revitalised, three
conditions must be met: people must be capable of using it, having learnt
it in the home or through minority language education, they must have the
opportunity to speak it, in both private and public lives, and they must have
the desire to use it. All of these three conditions are interrelated with the
positive attitudes towards the language. To be able to achieve these condi-
tions, there must be a strong language policy with top-down language
support. For example, there must be: opportunities to learn the language;
the existence of a language infrastructure with support for families who
want to bring up their children in the minority language; and job
opportunities in the minority language and possibly other economic pro�ts
to increase people’s motivation to learn it and use it. Furthermore, the role
of media must not be underestimated. Both the language and the speech
community must have a positive image in wider society. It is also import-
ant, especially for the younger generation, that the use of a language is not
uniquely linked with the past and tradition, but also with what is perceived
as ‘modern’ and ‘cool’. Therefore, for people to have positive attitudes
towards a language, it should be used in all domains of their daily life, from
the family domain, to school, work, and social media.

Positive Attitudes towards Multilingualism

Once intergenerational transmission of the language has been interrupted or
broken it is important to take into consideration not only the language
attitudes of active speakers, but also the attitudes of those who do not speak
it. A contemporary minority language community may include native
speakers (who may or may not choose to use the language), people who
have learned the language of the minority and use it, and those who are
indifferent or have negative attitudes towards it. Moreover, there are
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individuals who are considered members of the speech community and are
surrounded by and/or mix with those who do not identify themselves with
any particular group, but may be interested in learning and using the
language. The ‘speech community’ may therefore also include ‘potential
speakers’, who should also be targeted by revitalisation activities.

Therefore, promoting positive attitudes towards multilingualism becomes
one of the main aims of revitalisation efforts, allowing new speakers of an
endangered language to become part of the community. In this regard, an
education system, which is open to both native and non-native speakers,
can play an important role. There should be a place where children can learn
the language and, preferably, also learn through the medium of this
language. The latter is important for changing language ideologies that
claim that it is not possible to express everything in the minority language,
or that learning in this language causes harm to children. Moreover these
educational settings should be of the best quality in order to encourage
parents to send their children there. One possible solution is to provide
teaching in three languages: the minority language, the dominant/state
language, and English (as a global lingua franca). Another possibility is
to work with institutions and social media to raise awareness of the bene�ts
of multilingualism. For example, multilingualism raises cognitive abilities
and creativity. Moreover, children who speak at least two languages have
higher language skills; �nd it easier to solve problems; to distinguish
meaning from form; to listen and remember; and to learn any additional
language faster.4 These bene�ts can increase the child’s chances of
obtaining a good job in the future and can help them to cooperate effect-
ively with other people. These arguments are based on the intellectual
advantages of learning a minority language rather than the emotional,
identity-based, bene�ts. This reasoning may help to create more new
speakers and to convince parents from the speech community that it is
good for their children to learn and use their heritage language.

Conclusion

Language ideologies which operate at a sub-conscious level express them-
selves in peoples’ attitudes, opinions, and beliefs towards a given language
or language variety. Both language ideologies and language attitudes are
very important to the revitalisation process. Therefore the �rst step when
planning new revitalisation strategies should be an examination of the

4 For a summary of research on such bene�ts, see E. Bialystok, F. I. M. Craik, and G. Luk,
‘Bilingualism: Consequences for mind and brain’, Trends in Cognitive Sciences 16(2012),
240–50.
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existing language ideologies and language attitudes in a given society or
community. Without this knowledge, revitalisation efforts could fail.
Recognising language ideologies, such as the ideology of the standard
language, of authenticity and ownership, is the �rst step in overcoming
them. The same concerns language attitudes. There is a need to understand
attitudes towards the minority language in both the minority speech com-
munity members and wider society.

Changing language ideologies, whose power lies in the fact that they are
innocuously and deeply imprinted in people’s brains, is a long-term
process. The best method to do so is to make people aware of their existence
and how they function.

Formal and informal education can be helpful here. One of the primary
goals of any revitalisation program is to activate speakerhood and to
produce more speakers of an endangered language. Part of this process
should consist of familiarising people with the fact that language ideologies
are socially constructed and that they can be changed. Informal education
also plays a vital role in producing positive attitudes towards the language
and motivating people to use it. For example, creating different events and
activities for speakers and people who are learning a language to meet can
actively encourage them to use the endangered language, even if it is
dif�cult for them. This can also contribute to building a common language
identity amongst speakers and creating positive attitudes towards the
language.

Media has the power to create a positive image of both the endangered
language and the speech community (including native and new speakers).
When a language that is otherwise considered ‘not useful’ or ‘backwards’ is
presented in the media, online, or in computer games, it can appear modern
and attractive, particularly to young people. Another role of the media is to
create a positive image of the speech community, minimising their reluc-
tance to use their language in public life. When a speech community is
presented as being full of life, new ideas, and resistance, this may also
contribute to changing language ideologies and attitudes and, as a result,
language practices.

To change language ideologies and attitudes, it is also helpful to
strengthen the presence of the endangered language in the linguistic
landscape. Bilingual inscriptions signal a collective identity, as well as
equality between the endangered language and the dominant language.
The presence of an endangered language in the written form augments its
prestige and social signi�cance, thus breaking the symbolic domination of
the majority group. Numerous studies on ‘linguistic landscaping’ have
demonstrated how minority language spaces are symbolically de�ned
through the medium of writing, particularly on street signs, billboards,
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and signs in public buildings, etc. However we should also bear in mind
that some languages have more of an oral presence, and that they are more
likely to be heard rather than seen in written form. In these cases, the media
can also be used to create a ‘soundscape’, for example, through public
announcements in train stations and airports and the availability of radio
and TV shows in the minority language, etc. These are important consider-
ations when engaging in language revitalisation planning.

To conclude, when speakers’ and community members’ language ideolo-
gies and attitudes are negative, this could jeopardise revitalisation efforts. In
order to prevent this, a community should identify existing ideologies and
their roots. This will help in understanding language attitudes within the
community. We should establish programs aimed at diminishing the impact
of negative language ideologies (for example, through community
campaigns and activities) and reinforcing positive language attitudes with
the use of social movements, cultural activities, supportive language policy,
the linguistic landscape, and last but not the least, formal and informal
education.
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Klara Bili�c Me�tri�c and Lucija �imi�i�c

7.1 Language Ideologies in an Endangered Language Context:
A Case Study from Zadar Arbanasi in Croatia

Language ideologies can be de�ned as socially, historically, and politically shaped
ideas about language, which often have far-reaching and irreversible effects on
language attitudes and linguistic practices. This is the case in the context of
Arbanasi, a language spoken by approximately three hundred, mostly elderly,

Attitudes and Ideologies 117

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108641142 Published online by Cambridge University Press



people in the city of Zadar, Croatia. The language has been classi�ed as highly
endangered by UNESCO. Based on the Gheg dialect of Albanian spoken by
Catholics �eeing the Ottoman wars in the early 1700s, Arbanasi underwent
signi�cant linguistic in�uence from Venetian, Italian, and Croatian, especially in
its vocabulary. Today it is not institutionally protected as, among other reasons, its
speakers do not claim a separate national minority status. Furthermore, having been
classi�ed as intangible cultural heritage in Croatia along with around twenty other
minority languages and language variants grants its speakers only symbolic
recognition.

The ideologies behind the loss of Arbanasi re�ect several highly interrelated
features, which are all related to the devalued role that many minority languages
have in society. The pervasive attitude among Arbanasi speakers and the wider
community that Arbanasi is not a proper language is due to: (a) a high level of
‘mixing’ with other languages, (b) a high degree of variability in both grammar and
vocabulary, (c) a lack of written tradition accompanied by the absence of
standardisation. Such attitudes are based on the ideology that languages are abstract,
stable, pure, countable entities with clearly de�ned borders; at the same time, this
belief sees all other language varieties as less valuable. However, this view often
ignores the fact that languages are always a form of social reality and that the
selection of a language norm is usually historically and politically motivated.
Proponents of this ideology question the idea that languages marked by a high level
of ‘mixing’ and/or variability can be perceived as fully legitimate. Consequently
many Arbanasi speakers are reluctant to call Arbanasi ‘a language’, and prefer to
refer to it as ‘a dialect’ or ‘a speech’. For others, however, it is precisely this linguistic
hybridity, that is the fact that it is so highly interspersed with Croatian and Italian
(Venetian) in�uence, which functions as a source of pride and leads them to refer to
it as a language in its own right; one that is different from modern standard Albanian
(based on the Tosc variety).

Since languages proper are often equated with standardised and written varieties,
many believe that Arbanasi, not having been written down, cannot be accorded the
same rights as developed national languages. However the desire to prescribe
written norms for Arbanasi is only marginally present in the community since
not everyone considers it necessary for language learning, and much less so for
(occasional) informal texting and similar. A recent attempt to write down Arbanasi
using the Croatian writing system also caused heated discussions since many
believe that the traditional Albanian-based writing system is more ‘correct’ and
more likely to grant Arbanasi a legitimate ‘language’ status.

At a more personal level, linguistic insecurity is visible in Arbanasi as speakers
become increasingly aware of language decline manifested mostly in numerous
lexical gaps, with words missing even for everyday concepts. Moreover, due to
reduced language productivity to create new words in Arbanasi, it is the lexical
level that serves as an ideological battle�eld; by endorsing either the modern
Albanian standard variety (Tosc) or Croatian, (groups of ) community members
promote their view of a ‘correct’ language. Moreover occasional instances of
insisting that there is an original, genuine version of Arbanasi that some, mostly
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senior speakers, use, only increase the reluctance of many Arbanasi to speak their
language. Such a feeling is especially pronounced among those who tend to code-
switch a lot and/or insert Croatian and (to a lesser extent) Italian lexical borrowings
into their speech. At the same time, the myth that speaking Arbanasi at home will
cause its young speakers to make mistakes in Croatian has contributed to the
interruption of intergenerational language transmission in many families. This
re�ects an ideology of monolingualism, which is usually based on the fear that
an of�cial, national, or a language of a majority cannot be properly mastered if the
traditional language is still in use.

Today, the youngest known speaker is in his early thirties and, to our know-
ledge, the language is not being transmitted in families (there are no children who
are growing up with Arbanasi). There are a few places where the language can be
heard in public and one of them is a language course in the city library. This course
is a community-based initiative, where mostly traditional and latent speakers gather
because it is the only chance for them to use the language. It is also an arena where
the different aforementioned ideologies often come into play. Bearing in mind the
decisive role that language ideologies and attitudes play in language shift in the
Arbanasi context, it is clear that addressing language ideologies at the grassroots
level should therefore be the starting point in any revitalisation effort.

Julia Sallabank
7.2 Attitudes towards Guernesiais

Guernesiais is the Indigenous language of Guernsey, Channel Islands (between
Britain and France). Traditionally Guernesiais was seen as a ‘poor relation’ of
French. French was used in the government, the judiciary, religion, and education,
while Guernesiais was used between family and friends. Although the Channel
Islands have been associated with Britain since the eleventh century, it is only since
the nineteenth century that English has become widespread. English spread quickly
(especially once radio brought it into homes) and it is now the dominant language,
while Guernesiais has only a couple of hundred speakers: most �uent speakers are
aged eighty or over, and there are very few speakers below the age of sixty.

One commonly expressed attitude towards Guernesiais is that it is ‘not a
proper language’ but either a dialect of French or a mixture of English and
French. In response, language supporters point out that Guernesiais is a variety
of Norman, which has a prestigious history – reclaiming prestige is an
important principle.

Until the late twentieth century, even in areas where the language was spoken
most widely, people assumed that if children learnt Guernesiais they ‘would never
know English’. One woman remembered how in the 1950s neighbours told her
mother that ‘when she goes to school she won’t be able to learn’ if they spoke
Guernesiais (she is now an accomplished musician).

By the early twenty-�rst century, however, it became clear from media reports
and anecdotes that attitudes towards Guernesiais were becoming more and more
positive. Speakers started to express pride: ‘In certain company you didn’t speak
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it – because it made you feel a bit inferior but now it’s the other way round – you
don’t feel at all inferior if you know it, it’s completely the opposite you know?’

I conducted a representative survey in 20045 and found overall strength of support
for Guernesiais even higher than anticipated: for example, 50.5 per cent disagreed
strongly and 25.3 per cent mildly with the statements, ‘It doesn’t matter if
Guernesiais dies out’ and ‘Guernesiais is irrelevant to the modern world’. Attitudes
towards bi/multilingualism were also much more positive. Although these results
were the same across gender, job sector, and geographical origin, as well as
pro�ciency in Guernesiais, people with higher levels of education had marginally
more positive attitudes. When the results were analysed by age group, under-18s
were found to be slightly more likely to have negative attitudes. Although the
difference was minimal, the attitudes of young people are of course key to a
language’s future. However several interviewees commented that it is common to
reject traditional values in your teens and twenties, but some become enthusiastic
about Guernesiais in middle age or later.

This survey included not only Guernesiais speakers but re�ected the general
population in that only 2 per cent speak the language, and 36 per cent were born
outside the island. A crucial factor in this apparent majority-population support for
a minority language may be that many of the majority population see Guernesiais
as part of their heritage too, not only that of the dwindling number of native
speakers; this is even true of respondents who are not of local origin.

On the face of it, such majority support would appear to bode well for the future of
the language. Yet not all older speakers have fully accepted a higher status for
Guernesiais – some still unconsciously perceive Guernesiais as lacking in prestige.
In addition, there is an in�uential minority who cherish Guernesiais as the language
of their youth, and who seem unwilling to hand over control to a new generation or
to new speakers. It is often assumed that young people and immigrants will not be
interested in Guernesiais, and language maintenance activities can perpetuate this
stereotype by focusing on traditional culture. Language activities need to be inclusive
to attract people of all ages and backgrounds. It should be remembered, however,
that attitudes are not actions: positive attitudes cannot save a language without
concrete measures. However, they can lead to public support and funding for
such measures.

Adrian Cain
7.3 What’s the Point of Manx?

Manx is a Celtic language spoken in the Isle of Man/ Ellan Vannin, an island in the
Irish Sea mid-way between Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. The last traditional native
speakers died in the 1970s; at that point one might have asked ‘What’s the point of
Manx?’ Indeed Manx was categorised as ‘extinct’ in 2009 in the UNESCO Atlas of

5 See J. Sallabank, ‘Can majority support save an endangered language? A case study of language
attitudes in Guernsey’. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 34/4 (2013):
332–47.
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Languages in Danger. But Manx is actively used through revitalisation efforts such
as adult lessons, Manx music sessions, preschools, a Manx walking club, bilingual
signage, radio broadcasts, conversation groups, and optional lessons in mainstream
schools. There is a Manx-medium primary school which teaches all subjects
through Manx, with seventy pupils (see Figures 7.3.1 and 7.3.2). According to
the 2011 Census there are over 1,800 speakers.

I don’t get asked the question ‘what’s the point of Manx Gaelic’ too often these
days and that probably re�ects a change in attitudes towards the language; how-
ever, if I do, my usual response is, ‘What’s the point of the Isle of Man?’

Having lived in London for a number of years I’m aware that most people
outside of the Island have a very poor understanding of the Isle of Man, which at
best consist of a series of clichés such as ‘tax haven’, ‘TT races’, and ‘cats without
tails’. Unfortunately many such clichés are peddled by the supposedly liberal press
in London too.

In this sense, the revitalisation of the language here is as much about changing
perceptions towards the Island as it is about getting people speaking the lan-
guage. Moreover, if the Island is to rid itself of these misconceptions and lazy
journalism, it needs to be telling a different narrative about itself, its history, and
its culture: the revitalisation of the language in this sense is a positive news story
about the Island that tells a different narrative. We are more than just a well-
regulated ‘off-shore’ tax jurisdiction, but an Island entitled to our independence
which has a positive story to tell the rest of the world about language revital-
isation and identity.

Figure 7.3.1 Language materials in Manx. Photo by Justyna Olko
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