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Steven Johnson, How We Got to Now (Riverhead Books, 2014), 62-65.
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In our first hundred thousand years of human history, our species has spread across the planet
in multiple waves. People have adapted in ingenious ways to the tremendous variety of
environments they have come to, and we have created a vast array of cultures, each with its
own customs, rituals, belief systems, and forms of artistic expression — and each with its own
language. Language is one of the great adaptations of the human species. It allows members
of a group to communicate with each other in great detail and to express and create great
verbal art; and it is also a self-identifying mechanism that allows groups to differentiate from
each other and take their thinking in different directions. The wonderful plasticity* of the
human brain allows people to become multilingual, able to ( @) ) across groups. And so
languages and cultures also interact with each other, influence each other, and form new
synergies® and even new languages.

But it is of course not always the case that “contact between cultures is benign* and

mutually beneficial. The pattern we see all around us in today’s world is the massive

development of a global economy and technology backed by centuries of military might
steamrolling® over ecosystems and the human cultures that had been part of them. Over and
over again we have seen the marginalization, enslavement®, or even genocide of groups of
people who were the stewards of their land before the arrival of political, economic, or
military imperial forces. This vast military-industrial complex has threatened the very
diversity of adaptation that is the hallmark™® of the human species.

Language is one of the casualties of this process. "Groups of indigenous people and

long-term minorities are dispossessed® of their land and livelihood, and may be scattered into

diaspora* or forced into missions or reservations or cities belonging to the new order and

characterized by @other languages. Governments and the majority groups they represent want

to impose ®their own language on the developing nations; they see Pother languages as a

threat to their hegemony*. School systems (such as the early twentieth-century boarding
schools for indigenous peoples of the US and Canada) are sometimes founded with specific

aims to teach ©the dominant language and eradicate ®the other endemic* languages within

the nation’s borders. In another tragic twentieth-century case of forced cultural and linguistic
assimilation, that of the “stolen generation” of Australian aborigines*, mixed-blood children
were taken away from their parents. All these oppressive policies have led to worldwide

erosion of the languages spoken by indigenous and minority populations. “Of close to 7,000

languages that are still spoken in the world, most are spoken by fewer and fewer people each




decade, and hundreds have lost their last speakers in our own lifetimes. At least 250

languages have gone extinct since 1950, and UNESCO estimates that almost half of the
languages of the world for which there is sufficient data to know their status are in danger of
extinction.

But there is also another pattern emerging in the current era, of individuals and
communities striving to strengthen or regain aspects of their heritage cultures even within the
context of the larger, newer society. Such efforts are often part of a backlash* against the
encroaching® society, a movement by people to strengthen autonomy and have a voice about
their own future. It is a movement ( ) the cultural annihilation* that comes from
complete assimilation.

Gl

The revitalization* of endangered languages has been an active and growing movement
for several decades now. It takes place in many venues — through community classes,
summer camps, master-apprentice* programs, the development of pedagogical* books and
multimedia materials, and most visibly schools, where, depending on community capability,
there have been classes, or bilingual programs, or full immersion programs in the local
language. In immersion schools such as those for Maori and Hawaiian, Scottish and Irish
Gaelic, Welsh, Secwepemc (Shuswap) in Canada, and Mohawk, Seneca, and Blackfoot on the

US mainland (and more), “we see a new generation of fluent speakers of endangered

languages growing up. Newer and more tolerant government policies in the Americas,

Europe, and Australia have led to funding (though never sufficient, and never safe from the

“axe”) for indigenous and minority language programs in schools and the wider communities.

Leanne Hinton, Bringing Our Languages Home (Heyday, 2013), xii-xiv.
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