




LANGUAGE AND THOUGHT
PROCESSES IN LINGUISTICS

ANTHROPOLOGY





LANGUAGE AND THOUGHT
PROCESSES IN LINGUISTICS

ANTHROPOLOGY

Luther Frank



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology

by Luther Frank

Copyright© 2022 BIBLIOTEX

www.bibliotex.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any

manner without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except

for the use brief quotations in a book review.

To request permissions, contact the publisher at info@bibliotex.com

Ebook ISBN: 9781984665232

Published by:

Bibliotex

Canada

Website: www.bibliotex.com



Contents 

Chapter 1 Anthropology ............................................................................ 1

Chapter 2 Endangered Language ............................................................ 37

Chapter 3 Grammar and Social Reality ................................................. 105

Chapter 4 Anthropological Linguistics .................................................. 146





Chapter 1 

Anthropology 

Anthropology is the scientific study of humanity, concerned 

with human behavior, human biology, cultures, societies and 

linguistics, in both the present and past, including past 

human species. Social anthropology studies patterns of 

behaviour, while cultural anthropology studies cultural 

meaning, including norms and values. 

A portmanteau sociocultural anthropology is very commonly 

used nowdays. Linguistic anthropology studies how language 

influences social life. Biological or physical anthropology 

studies the biological development of humans. 

Archaeological Anthropology studies human activity through 

investigation of physical evidence. It is considered a branch of 

anthropology in the North America and Asia, while in Europe it 

is viewed as a discipline in its own right or grouped under 

other related disciplines, such as history.  

Visual anthropology, which is usually considered to be a part 

of social anthropology, can mean both ethnographic film (where 

photography, film, and new media are used for study) as well 

as the study of "visuals", including art, visual images, cinema 

etc. 

Oxford Bibliographies describes visual anthropology as "the 

anthropological study of the visual and the visual study of the 

anthropological".  
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Etymology 

The abstract noun anthropologyis first attested in reference to 

history. Its present use first appeared in RenaissanceGermany 

in the works of Magnus Hundt and Otto Casmann. Their New 

Latinanthropologia derived from the combining forms of the 

Greek words ánthr�pos (��������, "human") and lógos (�����, 

"study"). (Its adjectival form appeared in the works of 

Aristotle.) It began to be used in English, possibly via 

FrenchAnthropologie, by the early 18th century.  

History 

Through the 19th century 

In 1647, the Bartholins, founders of the University of 

Copenhagen, defined l 'anthropologie as follows:  

Anthropology, that is to say the science that treats of man, is 

divided ordinarily and with reason into Anatomy, which 

considers the body and the parts, and Psychology, which 

speaks of the soul.  

Sporadic use of the term for some of the subject matter 

occurred subsequently, such as the use by Étienne Serres in 

1839 to describe the natural history, or paleontology, of man, 

based on comparative anatomy, and the creation of a chair in 

anthropology and ethnography in 1850 at the French National 

Museum of Natural History by Jean Louis Armand de 

Quatrefages de Bréau. Various short-lived organizations of 

anthropologists had already been formed. The 
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SociétéEthnologique de Paris, the first to use the term 

ethnology, was formed in 1839. Its members were primarily 

anti-slavery activists. When slavery was abolished in France in 

1848, the Société was abandoned.  

Meanwhile, the Ethnological Society of New York, currently the 

American Ethnological Society, was founded on its model in 

1842, as well as the Ethnological Society of London in 1843, a 

break-away group of the Aborigines' Protection Society. These 

anthropologists of the times were liberal, anti-slavery, and pro-

human-rights activists. They maintained international 

connections.  

Anthropology and many other current fields are the intellectual 

results of the comparative methods developed in the earlier 

19th century. Theorists in such diverse fields as anatomy, 

linguistics, and ethnology, making feature-by-feature 

comparisons of their subject matters, were beginning to 

suspect that similarities between animals, languages, and 

folkways were the result of processes or laws unknown to them 

then. For them, the publication of Charles Darwin's On the 

Origin of Species was the epiphany of everything they had 

begun to suspect. Darwin himself arrived at his conclusions 

through comparison of species he had seen in agronomy and in 

the wild.  

Darwin and Wallace unveiled evolution in the late 1850s. There 

was an immediate rush to bring it into the social sciences. 

Paul Broca in Paris was in the process of breaking away from 

the Société de biologie to form the first of the explicitly 

anthropological societies, the Sociétéd'Anthropologie de Paris, 

meeting for the first time in Paris in 1859. When he read 
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Darwin, he became an immediate convert to Transformisme, as 

the French called evolutionism. His definition now became "the 

study of the human group, considered as a whole, in its 

details, and in relation to the rest of nature".  

Broca, being what today would be called a neurosurgeon, had 

taken an interest in the pathology of speech. He wanted to 

localize the difference between man and the other animals, 

which appeared to reside in speech. He discovered the speech 

center of the human brain, today called Broca's area after him. 

His interest was mainly in Biological anthropology, but a 

German philosopher specializing in psychology, Theodor Waitz, 

took up the theme of general and social anthropology in his 

six-volume work, entitled Die Anthropologie der Naturvölker, 

1859–1864. The title was soon translated as "The Anthropology 

of Primitive Peoples". The last two volumes were published 

posthumously.  

Waitz defined anthropology as "the science of the nature of 

man". Following Broca's lead, Waitz points out that 

anthropology is a new field, which would gather material from 

other fields, but would differ from them in the use of 

comparative anatomy, physiology, and psychology to 

differentiate man from "the animals nearest to him". He 

stresses that the data of comparison must be empirical, 

gathered by experimentation. The history of civilization, as well 

as ethnology, are to be brought into the comparison. It is to be 

presumed fundamentally that the species, man, is a unity, and 

that "the same laws of thought are applicable to all men".  

Waitz was influential among the British ethnologists. In 1863 

the explorer Richard Francis Burton and the speech therapist 
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James Hunt broke away from the Ethnological Society of 

London to form the Anthropological Society of London, which 

henceforward would follow the path of the new anthropology 

rather than just ethnology. It was the 2nd society dedicated to 

general anthropology in existence. Representatives from the 

French Société were present, though not Broca. In his keynote 

address, printed in the first volume of its new publication, The 

Anthropological Review, Hunt stressed the work of Waitz, 

adopting his definitions as a standard. Among the first 

associates were the young Edward Burnett Tylor, inventor of 

cultural anthropology, and his brother Alfred Tylor, a geologist. 

Previously Edward had referred to himself as an ethnologist; 

subsequently, an anthropologist.  

Similar organizations in other countries followed: The 

Anthropological Society of Madrid (1865), the American 

Anthropological Association in 1902, the Anthropological 

Society of Vienna (1870), the Italian Society of Anthropology 

and Ethnology (1871), and many others subsequently. The 

majority of these were evolutionist. One notable exception was 

the Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology, and Prehistory 

(1869) founded by Rudolph Virchow, known for his vituperative 

attacks on the evolutionists. Not religious himself, he insisted 

that Darwin's conclusions lacked empirical foundation.  

During the last three decades of the 19th century, a 

proliferation of anthropological societies and associations 

occurred, most independent, most publishing their own 

journals, and all international in membership and association. 

The major theorists belonged to these organizations. They 

supported the gradual osmosis of anthropology curricula into 

the major institutions of higher learning. By 1898, 48 
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educational institutions in 13 countries had some curriculum 

in anthropology. None of the 75 faculty members were under a 

department named anthropology.  

20th and 21st centuries 

This meager statistic expanded in the 20th century to comprise 

anthropology departments in the majority of the world's higher 

educational institutions, many thousands in number. 

Anthropology has diversified from a few major subdivisions to 

dozens more. Practical anthropology, the use of anthropological 

knowledge and technique to solve specific problems, has 

arrived; for example, the presence of buried victims might 

stimulate the use of a forensic archaeologist to recreate the 

final scene. The organization has reached global level. For 

example, the World Council of Anthropological Associations 

(WCAA), "a network of national, regional and international 

associations that aims to promote worldwide communication 

and cooperation in anthropology", currently contains members 

from about three dozen nations.  

Since the work of Franz Boas and Bronis�aw Malinowski in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries, social anthropology in 

Great Britain and cultural anthropology in the US have been 

distinguished from other social sciences by their emphasis on 

cross-cultural comparisons, long-term in-depth examination of 

context, and the importance they place on participant-

observation or experiential immersion in the area of research. 

Cultural anthropology, in particular, has emphasized cultural 

relativism, holism, and the use of findings to frame cultural 

critiques. This has been particularly prominent in the United 

States, from Boas' arguments against 19th-century racial 
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ideology, through Margaret Mead's advocacy for gender equality 

and sexual liberation, to current criticisms of post-colonial 

oppression and promotion of multiculturalism. Ethnography is 

one of its primary research designs as well as the text that is 

generated from anthropological fieldwork.  

In Great Britain and the Commonwealth countries, the British 

tradition of social anthropology tends to dominate. In the 

United States, anthropology has traditionally been divided into 

the four field approach developed by Franz Boas in the early 

20th century: biological or physical anthropology; social, 

cultural, or sociocultural anthropology; and archaeology; plus 

anthropological linguistics. These fields frequently overlap but 

tend to use different methodologies and techniques.  

European countries with overseas colonies tended to practice 

more ethnology (a term coined and defined by Adam F. Kollár 

in 1783). It is sometimes referred to as sociocultural 

anthropology in the parts of the world that were influenced by 

the European tradition.  

Fields 

Anthropology is a global discipline involving humanities, social 

sciences and natural sciences. Anthropology builds upon 

knowledge from natural sciences, including the discoveries 

about the origin and evolution of Homo sapiens, human 

physical traits, human behavior, the variations among different 

groups of humans, how the evolutionary past of Homo sapiens 

has influenced its social organization and culture, and from 

social sciences, including the organization of human social and 

cultural relations, institutions, social conflicts, etc. Early 
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anthropology originated in Classical Greece and Persia and 

studied and tried to understand observable cultural diversity, 

such as by Al-Biruni of the Islamic Golden Age. As such, 

anthropology has been central in the development of several 

new (late 20th century) interdisciplinary fields such as 

cognitive science, global studies, and various ethnic studies.  

According to Clifford Geertz,  

"anthropology is perhaps the last of the great nineteenth-

century conglomerate disciplines still for the most part 

organizationally intact. Long after natural history, moral 

philosophy, philology, and political economy have dissolved 

into their specialized successors, it has remained a diffuse 

assemblage of ethnology, human biology, comparative 

linguistics, and prehistory, held together mainly by the vested 

interests, sunk costs, and administrative habits of academia, 

and by a romantic image of comprehensive scholarship." 

Sociocultural anthropology has been heavily influenced by 

structuralist and postmodern theories, as well as a shift 

toward the analysis of modern societies. During the 1970s and 

1990s, there was an epistemological shift away from the 

positivist traditions that had largely informed the discipline. 

During this shift, enduring questions about the nature and 

production of knowledge came to occupy a central place in 

cultural and social anthropology. In contrast, archaeology and 

biological anthropology remained largely positivist. Due to this 

difference in epistemology, the four sub-fields of anthropology 

have lacked cohesion over the last several decades.  
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Sociocultural 

Sociocultural anthropology draws together the principle axes of 

cultural anthropology and social anthropology. Cultural 

anthropology is the comparative study of the manifold ways in 

which people make sense of the world around them, while 

social anthropology is the study of the relationships among 

individuals and groups. Cultural anthropology is more related 

to philosophy, literature and the arts (how one's culture affects 

the experience for self and group, contributing to a more 

complete understanding of the people's knowledge, customs, 

and institutions), while social anthropology is more related to 

sociology and history. In that, it helps develop an 

understanding of social structures, typically of others and 

other populations (such as minorities, subgroups, dissidents, 

etc.). There is no hard-and-fast distinction between them, and 

these categories overlap to a considerable degree.  

Inquiry in sociocultural anthropology is guided in part by 

cultural relativism, the attempt to understand other societies 

in terms of their own cultural symbols and values. Accepting 

other cultures in their own terms moderates reductionism in 

cross-cultural comparison. This project is often accommodated 

in the field of ethnography. Ethnography can refer to both a 

methodology and the product of ethnographic research, i.e. an 

ethnographic monograph. As a methodology, ethnography is 

based upon long-term fieldwork within a community or other 

research site. Participant observation is one of the 

foundational methods of social and cultural anthropology. 

Ethnology involves the systematic comparison of different 

cultures. The process of participant-observation can be 
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especially helpful to understanding a culture from an emic 

(conceptual, vs. etic, or technical) point of view.  

The study of kinship and social organization is a central focus 

of sociocultural anthropology, as kinship is a human universal. 

Sociocultural anthropology also covers economic and political 

organization, law and conflict resolution, patterns of 

consumption and exchange, material culture, technology, 

infrastructure, gender relations, ethnicity, childrearing and 

socialization, religion, myth, symbols, values, etiquette, 

worldview, sports, music, nutrition, recreation, games, food, 

festivals, and language (which is also the object of study in 

linguistic anthropology). Comparison across cultures is a key 

element of method in sociocultural anthropology, including the 

industrialized (and de-industrialized) West. The Standard 

Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS) includes 186 such cultures.  

Biological 

Biological anthropology and physical anthropology are 

synonymous terms to describe anthropological research 

focused on the study of humans and non-human primates in 

their biological, evolutionary, and demographic dimensions. It 

examines the biological and social factors that have affected 

the evolution of humans and other primates, and that 

generate, maintain or change contemporary genetic and 

physiological variation.  

Archaeological 

Archaeology is the study of the human past through its 

material remains. Artifacts, faunal remains, and human altered 
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landscapes are evidence of the cultural and material lives of 

past societies. Archaeologists examine material remains in 

order to deduce patterns of past human behavior and cultural 

practices. Ethnoarchaeology is a type of archaeology that 

studies the practices and material remains of living human 

groups in order to gain a better understanding of the evidence 

left behind by past human groups, who are presumed to have 

lived in similar ways.  

Linguistic 

Linguistic anthropology (not to be confused with 

anthropological linguistics) seeks to understand the processes 

of human communications, verbal and non-verbal, variation in 

language across time and space, the social uses of language, 

and the relationship between language and culture. It is the 

branch of anthropology that brings linguistic methods to bear 

on anthropological problems, linking the analysis of linguistic 

forms and processes to the interpretation of sociocultural 

processes. Linguistic anthropologists often draw on related 

fields including sociolinguistics, pragmatics, cognitive 

linguistics, semiotics, discourse analysis, and narrative 

analysis.  

Ethnography 

Ethnography is a method of analysing social or cultural 

interaction. It often involves participant observation though an 

ethnographer may also draw from texts written by participants 

of in social interactions. Ethnography views first-hand 

experience and social context as important.  
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Tim Ingold distinguishes ethnography from anthropology 

arguing that anthropology tries to construct general theories of 

human experience, applicable in general and novel settings, 

while ethnography concerns itself with fidelity. He argues that 

the anthropologist must make his writing consistent with their 

understanding of literature and other theory, but notes that 

ethnography may be of use to the anthropologists and the 

fields inform one another.  

Key topics by field: sociocultural 

Art, media, music, dance and film 

Art 

One of the central problems in the anthropology of art 

concerns the universality of 'art' as a cultural phenomenon. 

Several anthropologists have noted that the Western categories 

of 'painting', 'sculpture', or 'literature', conceived as 

independent artistic activities, do not exist, or exist in a 

significantly different form, in most non-Western contexts. 

To surmount this difficulty, anthropologists of art have focused 

on formal features in objects which, without exclusively being 

'artistic', have certain evident 'aesthetic' qualities. Boas' 

Primitive Art, Claude Lévi-Strauss' The Way of the Masks (1982) 

or Geertz's 'Art as Cultural System' (1983) are some examples 

in this trend to transform the anthropology of 'art' into an 

anthropology of culturally specific 'aesthetics'.  
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Media 

Media anthropology (also known as the anthropology of media 

or mass media) emphasizes ethnographic studies as a means of 

understanding producers, audiences, and other cultural and 

social aspects of mass media. The types of ethnographic 

contexts explored range from contexts of media production 

(e.g., ethnographies of newsrooms in newspapers, journalists 

in the field, film production) to contexts of media reception, 

following audiences in their everyday responses to media. 

Other types include cyber anthropology, a relatively new area 

of internet research, as well as ethnographies of other areas of 

research which happen to involve media, such as development 

work, social movements, or health education. This is in 

addition to many classic ethnographic contexts, where media 

such as radio, the press, new media, and television have 

started to make their presences felt since the early 1990s.  

Music 

Ethnomusicology is an academic field encompassing various 

approaches to the study of music (broadly defined), that 

emphasize its cultural, social, material, cognitive, biological, 

and other dimensions or contexts instead of or in addition to 

its isolated sound component or any particular repertoire.  

Ethnomusicologycan be used in a wide variety of fields, such 

as teaching, politics, cultural anthropology etc.  While the 

origins of ethnomusicology date back to the 18th and 19th 

centuries, it was formally introduced as “ethnomusicology” by 

Dutch scholar JaapKunst around 1950. Later, the influence of 

study in this area spawned the creation of the periodical 

Ethnomusicology and the Society of Ethnomusicology.  
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Visual 

Visual anthropology is concerned, in part, with the study and 

production of ethnographic photography, film and, since the 

mid-1990s, new media. While the term is sometimes used 

interchangeably with ethnographic film, visual anthropology 

also encompasses the anthropological study of visual 

representation, including areas such as performance, 

museums, art, and the production and reception of mass 

media. Visual representations from all cultures, such as 

sandpaintings, tattoos, sculptures and reliefs, cave paintings, 

scrimshaw, jewelry, hieroglyphics, paintings, and photographs 

are included in the focus of visual anthropology.  

Economic, political economic, 

applied and development 

Economic 

Economic anthropology attempts to explain human economic 

behavior in its widest historic, geographic and cultural scope. 

It has a complex relationship with the discipline of economics, 

of which it is highly critical. Its origins as a sub-field of 

anthropology begin with the Polish-British founder of 

anthropology, Bronis�aw Malinowski, and his French 

compatriot, Marcel Mauss, on the nature of gift-giving 

exchange (or reciprocity) as an alternative to market exchange. 

Economic Anthropology remains, for the most part, focused 

upon exchange. The school of thought derived from Marx and 

known as Political Economy focuses on production, in contrast. 
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Economic anthropologists have abandoned the primitivist niche 

they were relegated to by economists, and have now turned to 

examine corporations, banks, and the global financial system 

from an anthropological perspective.  

Political economy 

Political economy in anthropology is the application of the 

theories and methods of historical materialism to the 

traditional concerns of anthropology, including, but not limited 

to, non-capitalist societies. Political economy introduced 

questions of history and colonialism to ahistorical 

anthropological theories of social structure and culture. Three 

main areas of interest rapidly developed. The first of these 

areas was concerned with the "pre-capitalist" societies that 

were subject to evolutionary "tribal" stereotypes. Sahlin's work 

on hunter-gatherers as the "original affluent society" did much 

to dissipate that image. The second area was concerned with 

the vast majority of the world's population at the time, the 

peasantry, many of whom were involved in complex 

revolutionary wars such as in Vietnam. The third area was on 

colonialism, imperialism, and the creation of the capitalist 

world-system. More recently, these political economists have 

more directly addressed issues of industrial (and post-

industrial) capitalism around the world.  

Applied 

Applied anthropology refers to the application of the method 

and theory of anthropology to the analysis and solution of 

practical problems. It is a "complex of related, research-based, 

instrumental methods which produce change or stability in 
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specific cultural systems through the provision of data, 

initiation of direct action, and/or the formulation of policy". 

More simply, applied anthropology is the practical side of 

anthropological research; it includes researcher involvement 

and activism within the participating community. It is closely 

related to development anthropology (distinct from the more 

critical anthropology of development).  

Development 

Anthropology of development tends to view development from a 

critical perspective. The kind of issues addressed and 

implications for the approach simply involve pondering why, if 

a key development goal is to alleviate poverty, is poverty 

increasing? Why is there such a gap between plans and 

outcomes? Why are those working in development so willing to 

disregard history and the lessons it might offer? Why is 

development so externally driven rather than having an 

internal basis? In short, why does so much planned 

development fail?  

Kinship, feminism, gender and 

sexuality 

Kinship 

Kinship can refer both to the study of the patterns of social 

relationships in one or more human cultures, or it can refer to 

the patterns of social relationships themselves. Over its history, 

anthropology has developed a number of related concepts and 

terms, such as "descent", "descent groups", "lineages", 
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"affines", "cognates", and even "fictive kinship". Broadly, 

kinship patterns may be considered to include people related 

both by descent (one's social relations during development), 

and also relatives by marriage. Within kinship you have two 

different families. People have their biological families and it is 

the people they share DNA with. This is calledconsanguineal 

relations or "blood ties"[1]. People can also have a chosen 

family Finding Connection Through "Chosen Family" in which 

they chose who they want to be a part of their family. In some 

cases people are closer with their chosen family more than 

with their biological families.  

Feminist 

Feminist anthropology is a four field approach to anthropology 

(archeological, biological, cultural, linguistic) that seeks to 

reduce male bias in research findings, anthropological hiring 

practices, and the scholarly production of knowledge. 

Anthropology engages often with feminists from non-Western 

traditions, whose perspectives and experiences can differ from 

those of white feminists of Europe, America, and elsewhere. 

From the perspective of the Western world, historically such 

'peripheral' perspectives have been ignored, observed only from 

an outsider perspective, and regarded as less-valid or less-

important than knowledge from the Western world. Exploring 

and addressing that double bias against women from 

marginalized racial or ethnic groups is of particular interest in 

intersectional feminist anthropology. Feminist anthropologists 

have stated that their publications have contributed to 

anthropology, along the way correcting against the systemic 

biases beginning with the "patriarchal origins of anthropology 

(and (academia)" and note that from 1891 to 1930 doctorates 
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in anthropology went to males more than 85%, more than 81% 

were under 35, and only 7.2% to anyone over 40 years old, 

thus reflecting an age gap in the pursuit of anthropology by 

first-wave feminists until later in life. This correction of 

systemic bias may include mainstream feminist theory, history, 

linguistics, archaeology, and anthropology. Feminist 

anthropologists are often concerned with the construction of 

gender across societies. Gender constructs are of particular 

interest when studying sexism. According to St. Clair Drake, 

Vera Mae Green was, until "[w]ell into the 1960s", the only 

African-American female anthropologist who was also a 

Caribbeanist. She studied ethnic and family relations in the 

Caribbean as well as the United States, and thereby tried to 

improve the way black life, experiences, and culture were 

studied. However, Zora Neale Hurston, although often 

primarily considered to be a literary author, was trained in 

anthropology by Franz Boas, and published Tell my Horse 

about her "anthropological observations" of voodoo in the 

Caribbean (1938). Feminist anthropology is inclusive of the 

anthropology of birth as a specialization, which is the 

anthropological study of pregnancy and childbirth within 

cultures and societies.  

Medical, nutritional, psychological, 

cognitive and transpersonal 

Medical 

Medical anthropology is an interdisciplinary field which studies 

"human health and disease, health care systems, and 
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biocultural adaptation". It is believed that William Caudell was 

the first to discover the field of medical anthropology.  

Currently, research in medical anthropology is one of the main 

growth areas in the field of anthropology as a whole. It focuses 

on the following six basic fields:  

• the development of systems of medical knowledge 

and medical care 

• the patient-physician relationship 

• the integration of alternative medical systems in 

culturally diverse environments 

• the interaction of social, environmental and 

biological factors which influence health and illness 

both in the individual and the community as a whole 

• the critical analysis of interaction between 

psychiatric services and migrant populations 

("critical ethnopsychiatry": Beneduce 2004, 2007) 

• the impact of biomedicine and biomedical 

technologies in non-Western settings 

Other subjects that have become central to medical 

anthropology worldwide are violence and social suffering 

(Farmer, 1999, 2003; Beneduce, 2010) as well as other issues 

that involve physical and psychological harm and suffering 

that are not a result of illness. 

On the other hand, there are fields that intersect with medical 

anthropology in terms of research methodology and theoretical 

production, such as cultural psychiatry and transcultural 

psychiatry or ethnopsychiatry.  
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Nutritional 

Nutritional anthropology is a synthetic concept that deals with 

the interplay between economic systems, nutritional status and 

food security, and how changes in the former affect the latter. 

If economic and environmental changes in a community affect 

access to food, food security, and dietary health, then this 

interplay between culture and biology is in turn connected to 

broader historical and economic trends associated with 

globalization. Nutritional status affects overall health status, 

work performance potential, and the overall potential for 

economic development (either in terms of human development 

or traditional western models) for any given group of people.  

Psychological 

Psychological anthropology is an interdisciplinary subfield of 

anthropology that studies the interaction of cultural and 

mental processes. This subfield tends to focus on ways in 

which humans' development and enculturation within a 

particular cultural group – with its own history, language, 

practices, and conceptual categories – shape processes of 

human cognition, emotion, perception, motivation, and mental 

health. It also examines how the understanding of cognition, 

emotion, motivation, and similar psychological processes 

inform or constrain our models of cultural and social 

processes.  

Cognitive 

Cognitive anthropology seeks to explain patterns of shared 

knowledge, cultural innovation, and transmission over time 
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and space using the methods and theories of the cognitive 

sciences (especially experimental psychology and evolutionary 

biology) often through close collaboration with historians, 

ethnographers, archaeologists, linguists, musicologists and 

other specialists engaged in the description and interpretation 

of cultural forms. Cognitive anthropology is concerned with 

what people from different groups know and how that implicit 

knowledge changes the way people perceive and relate to the 

world around them.  

Transpersonal 

Transpersonal anthropology studies the relationship between 

altered states of consciousness and culture. As with 

transpersonal psychology, the field is much concerned with 

altered states of consciousness (ASC) and transpersonal 

experience. However, the field differs from mainstream 

transpersonal psychology in taking more cognizance of cross-

cultural issues – for instance, the roles of myth, ritual, diet, 

and texts in evoking and interpreting extraordinary 

experiences.  

Political and legal 

Political 

Political anthropology concerns the structure of political 

systems, looked at from the basis of the structure of societies. 

Political anthropology developed as a discipline concerned 

primarily with politics in stateless societies, a new 

development started from the 1960s, and is still unfolding: 
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anthropologists started increasingly to study more "complex" 

social settings in which the presence of states, bureaucracies 

and markets entered both ethnographic accounts and analysis 

of local phenomena. The turn towards complex societies meant 

that political themes were taken up at two main levels. Firstly, 

anthropologists continued to study political organization and 

political phenomena that lay outside the state-regulated sphere 

(as in patron-client relations or tribal political organization). 

Secondly, anthropologists slowly started to develop a 

disciplinary concern with states and their institutions (and on 

the relationship between formal and informal political 

institutions). An anthropology of the state developed, and it is 

a most thriving field today. Geertz' comparative work on 

"Negara", the Balinese state, is an early, famous example.  

Legal 

Legal anthropology or anthropology of law specializes in "the 

cross-cultural study of social ordering". Earlier legal 

anthropological research often focused more narrowly on 

conflict management, crime, sanctions, or formal regulation. 

More recent applications include issues such as human rights, 

legal pluralism, and political uprisings.  

Public 

Public anthropology was created by Robert Borofsky, a 

professor at Hawaii Pacific University, to "demonstrate the 

ability of anthropology and anthropologists to effectively 

address problems beyond the discipline – illuminating larger 

social issues of our times as well as encouraging broad, public 
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conversations about them with the explicit goal of fostering 

social change".  

Nature, science, and technology 

Cyborg 

Cyborg anthropology originated as a sub-focus group within 

the American Anthropological Association's annual meeting in 

1993. The sub-group was very closely related to STS and the 

Society for the Social Studies of Science. Donna Haraway's 

1985 Cyborg Manifestocould be considered the founding 

document of cyborg anthropology by first exploring the 

philosophical and sociological ramifications of the term. 

Cyborg anthropology studies humankind and its relations with 

the technological systems it has built, specifically modern 

technological systems that have reflexively shaped notions of 

what it means to be human beings.  

Digital 

Digital anthropology is the study of the relationship between 

humans and digital-era technology, and extends to various 

areas where anthropology and technology intersect. It is 

sometimes grouped with sociocultural anthropology, and 

sometimes considered part of material culture. 

The field is new, and thus has a variety of names with a variety 

of emphases. These include techno-anthropology, digital 

ethnography, cyberanthropology, and virtual anthropology.  
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Ecological 

Ecological anthropology is defined as the "study of cultural 

adaptations to environments". The sub-field is also defined as, 

"the study of relationships between a population of humans 

and their biophysical environment". The focus of its research 

concerns "how cultural beliefs and practices helped human 

populations adapt to their environments, and how their 

environments change across space and time. The contemporary 

perspective of environmental anthropology, and arguably at 

least the backdrop, if not the focus of most of the 

ethnographies and cultural fieldworks of today, is political 

ecology. Many characterize this new perspective as more 

informed with culture, politics and power, globalization, 

localized issues, century anthropology and more. The focus 

and data interpretation is often used for arguments for/against 

or creation of policy, and to prevent corporate exploitation and 

damage of land. Often, the observer has become an active part 

of the struggle either directly (organizing, participation) or 

indirectly (articles, documentaries, books, ethnographies). 

Such is the case with environmental justice advocate Melissa 

Checker and her relationship with the people of Hyde Park.  

Historical 

Ethnohistory is the study of ethnographic cultures and 

indigenous customs by examining historical records. It is also 

the study of the history of various ethnic groups that may or 

may not exist today.Ethnohistory uses both historical and 

ethnographic data as its foundation. Its historical methods and 

materials go beyond the standard use of documents and 

manuscripts. Practitioners recognize the utility of such source 
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material as maps, music, paintings, photography, folklore, oral 

tradition, site exploration, archaeological materials, museum 

collections, enduring customs, language, and place names.  

Religion 

The anthropology of religion involves the study of religious 

institutions in relation to other social institutions, and the 

comparison of religious beliefs and practices across cultures. 

Modern anthropology assumes that there is complete 

continuity between magical thinking and religion, and that 

every religion is a cultural product, created by the human 

community that worships it.  

Urban 

Urban anthropology is concerned with issues of urbanization, 

poverty, and neoliberalism. Ulf Hannerz quotes a 1960s remark 

that traditional anthropologists were "a notoriously 

agoraphobic lot, anti-urban by definition". Various social 

processes in the Western World as well as in the "Third World" 

(the latter being the habitual focus of attention of 

anthropologists) brought the attention of "specialists in 'other 

cultures'" closer to their homes. There are two main 

approaches to urban anthropology: examining the types of 

cities or examining the social issues within the cities. These 

two methods are overlapping and dependent of each other. By 

defining different types of cities, one would use social factors 

as well as economic and political factors to categorize the 

cities. By directly looking at the different social issues, one 

would also be studying how they affect the dynamic of the city.  
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Key topics by field: archaeological 

and biological 

Anthrozoology 

Anthrozoology (also known as "human–animal studies") is the 

study of interaction between living things. It is an 

interdisciplinary field that overlaps with a number of other 

disciplines, including anthropology, ethology, medicine, 

psychology, veterinary medicine and zoology. 

A major focus of anthrozoologic research is the quantifying of 

the positive effects of human-animal relationships on either 

party and the study of their interactions. It includes scholars 

from a diverse range of fields, including anthropology, 

sociology, biology, and philosophy.  

Biocultural 

Biocultural anthropology is the scientific exploration of the 

relationships between human biology and culture. Physical 

anthropologists throughout the first half of the 20th century 

viewed this relationship from a racial perspective; that is, from 

the assumption that typological human biological differences 

lead to cultural differences. 

After World War II the emphasis began to shift toward an effort 

to explore the role culture plays in shaping human biology.  
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Evolutionary 

Evolutionary anthropology is the interdisciplinary study of the 

evolution of human physiology and human behaviour and the 

relation between hominins and non-hominin primates. 

Evolutionary anthropology is based in natural science and 

social science, combining the human development with 

socioeconomic factors. Evolutionary anthropology is concerned 

with both biological and cultural evolution of humans, past 

and present. It is based on a scientific approach, and brings 

together fields such as archaeology, behavioral ecology, 

psychology, primatology, and genetics. It is a dynamic and 

interdisciplinary field, drawing on many lines of evidence to 

understand the human experience, past and present.  

Forensic 

Forensic anthropology is the application of the science of 

physical anthropology and human osteology in a legal setting, 

most often in criminal cases where the victim's remains are in 

the advanced stages of decomposition. A forensic 

anthropologist can assist in the identification of deceased 

individuals whose remains are decomposed, burned, mutilated 

or otherwise unrecognizable. The adjective "forensic" refers to 

the application of this subfield of science to a court of law.  

Palaeoanthropology 

Paleoanthropology combines the disciplines of paleontology and 

physical anthropology. It is the study of ancient humans, as 

found in fossilhominid evidence such as petrifacted bones and 

footprints. Genetics and morphology of specimens are crucially 
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important to this field. Markers on specimens, such as enamel 

fractures and dental decay on teeth, can also give insight into 

the behaviour and diet of past populations.  

Organizations 

Contemporary anthropology is an established science with 

academic departments at most universities and colleges. The 

single largest organization of anthropologists is the American 

Anthropological Association (AAA), which was founded in 1903. 

Its members are anthropologists from around the globe.  

In 1989, a group of European and American scholars in the 

field of anthropology established the European Association of 

Social Anthropologists (EASA) which serves as a major 

professional organization for anthropologists working in 

Europe. The EASA seeks to advance the status of anthropology 

in Europe and to increase visibility of marginalized 

anthropological traditions and thereby contribute to the project 

of a global anthropology or world anthropology.  

Hundreds of other organizations exist in the various sub-fields 

of anthropology, sometimes divided up by nation or region, and 

many anthropologists work with collaborators in other 

disciplines, such as geology, physics, zoology, paleontology, 

anatomy, music theory, art history, sociology and so on, 

belonging to professional societies in those disciplines as well.  

List of major organizations 

• American Anthropological Association 

• American Ethnological Society 
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• Asociación de AntropólogosIberoamericanosen Red, 

AIBR 

• Moving Anthropology Student Network 

• Anthropological Society of London 

• Center for World Indigenous Studies 

• Ethnological Society of London 

• Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology 

• Network of Concerned Anthropologists 

• N.N. Miklukho-Maklai Institute of Ethnology and 

Anthropology 

• Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and 

Ireland 

• Society for anthropological sciences 

• Society for Applied Anthropology 

• USC Center for Visual Anthropology 

Ethics 

As the field has matured it has debated and arrived at ethical 

principles aimed at protecting both the subjects of 

anthropological research as well as the researchers themselves, 

and professional societies have generated codes of ethics.  

Anthropologists, like other researchers (especially historians 

and scientists engaged in field research), have over time 

assisted state policies and projects, especially colonialism.  

Some commentators have contended:  

• That the discipline grew out of colonialism, perhaps 

was in league with it, and derives some of its key 

notions from it, consciously or not. (See, for 
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example, Gough, Pels and Salemink, but cf. Lewis 

2004). 

• That ethnographic work is often ahistorical, writing 

about people as if they were "out of time" in an 

"ethnographic present" (Johannes Fabian, Time and 

Its Other ). 

• In his article "The Misrepresentation of Anthropology 

and Its Consequence," Herbert S. Lewiscritiqued 

older anthropological works that presented other 

cultures as if they were strange and unusual. While 

the findings of those researchers should not be 

discarded, the field should learn from its mistakes. 

Cultural relativism 

As part of their quest for scientific objectivity, present-day 

anthropologists typically urge cultural relativism, which has 

an influence on all the sub-fields of anthropology. This is the 

notion that cultures should not be judged by another's values 

or viewpoints, but be examined dispassionately on their own 

terms. There should be no notions, in good anthropology, of 

one culture being better or worse than another culture.  

Ethical commitments in anthropology include noticing and 

documenting genocide, infanticide, racism, sexism, mutilation 

(including circumcision and subincision), and torture. Topics 

like racism, slavery, and human sacrifice attract 

anthropological attention and theories ranging from nutritional 

deficiencies, to genes, to acculturation, to colonialism, have 

been proposed to explain their origins and continued 

recurrences.  
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To illustrate the depth of an anthropological approach, one can 

take just one of these topics, such as "racism" and find 

thousands of anthropological references, stretching across all 

the major and minor sub-fields.  

Military involvement 

Anthropologists' involvement with the U.S. government, in 

particular, has caused bitter controversy within the discipline. 

Franz Boas publicly objected to US participation in World War 

I, and after the war he published a brief expose and 

condemnation of the participation of several American 

archaeologists in espionage in Mexico under their cover as 

scientists.  

But by the 1940s, many of Boas' anthropologist 

contemporaries were active in the allied war effort against the 

Axis Powers (Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and Imperial Japan). 

Many served in the armed forces, while others worked in 

intelligence (for example, Office of Strategic Services and the 

Office of War Information). At the same time, David H. Price's 

work on American anthropology during the Cold War provides 

detailed accounts of the pursuit and dismissal of several 

anthropologists from their jobs for communist sympathies.  

Attempts to accuse anthropologists of complicity with the CIA 

and government intelligence activities during the Vietnam War 

years have turned up surprisingly little. Many anthropologists 

(students and teachers) were active in the antiwar movement. 

Numerous resolutions condemning the war in all its aspects 

were passed overwhelmingly at the annual meetings of the 

American Anthropological Association (AAA).  
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Professional anthropological bodies often object to the use of 

anthropology for the benefit of the state. Their codes of ethics 

or statements may proscribe anthropologists from giving secret 

briefings. The Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK 

and Commonwealth (ASA) has called certain scholarship 

ethically dangerous. The "Principles of Professional 

Responsibility" issued by the American Anthropological 

Association and amended through November 1986 stated that 

"in relation with their own government and with host 

governments ... no secret research, no secret reports or 

debriefings of any kind should be agreed to or given." The 

current "Principles of Professional Responsibility" does not 

make explicit mention of ethics surrounding state interactions.  

Anthropologists, along with other social scientists, are working 

with the US military as part of the US Army's strategy in 

Afghanistan. The Christian Science Monitor reports that 

"Counterinsurgency efforts focus on better grasping and 

meeting local needs" in Afghanistan, under the Human Terrain 

System (HTS) program; in addition, HTS teams are working 

with the US military in Iraq. In 2009, the American 

Anthropological Association's Commission on the Engagement 

of Anthropology with the US Security and Intelligence 

Communities released its final report concluding, in part, that, 

"When ethnographic investigation is determined by military 

missions, not subject to external review, where data collection 

occurs in the context of war, integrated into the goals of 

counterinsurgency, and in a potentially coercive environment – 

all characteristic factors of the HTS concept and its application 

– it can no longer be considered a legitimate professional 

exercise of anthropology. In summary, while we stress that 

constructive engagement between anthropology and the 
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military is possible, CEAUSSIC suggests that the AAA 

emphasize the incompatibility of HTS with disciplinary ethics 

and practice for job seekers and that it further recognize the 

problem of allowing HTS to define the meaning of 

"anthropology" within DoD."  

Post–World War II developments 

Before WWII British 'social anthropology' and American 

'cultural anthropology' were still distinct traditions. After the 

war, enough British and American anthropologists borrowed 

ideas and methodological approaches from one another that 

some began to speak of them collectively as 'sociocultural' 

anthropology.  

Basic trends 

There are several characteristics that tend to unite 

anthropological work. One of the central characteristics is that 

anthropology tends to provide a comparatively more holistic 

account of phenomena and tends to be highly empirical. The 

quest for holism leads most anthropologists to study a 

particular place, problem or phenomenon in detail, using a 

variety of methods, over a more extensive period than normal 

in many parts of academia.  

In the 1990s and 2000s, calls for clarification of what 

constitutes a culture, of how an observer knows where his or 

her own culture ends and another begins, and other crucial 

topics in writing anthropology were heard. These dynamic 

relationships, between what can be observed on the ground, as 

opposed to what can be observed by compiling many local 
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observations remain fundamental in any kind of anthropology, 

whether cultural, biological, linguistic or archaeological.  

Biological anthropologists are interested in both human 

variation and in the possibility of human universals 

(behaviors, ideas or concepts shared by virtually all human 

cultures). They use many different methods of study, but 

modern population genetics, participant observation and other 

techniques often take anthropologists "into the field," which 

means traveling to a community in its own setting, to do 

something called "fieldwork." On the biological or physical 

side, human measurements, genetic samples, nutritional data 

may be gathered and published as articles or monographs.  

Along with dividing up their project by theoretical emphasis, 

anthropologists typically divide the world up into relevant time 

periods and geographic regions. Human time on Earth is 

divided up into relevant cultural traditions based on material, 

such as the Paleolithic and the Neolithic, of particular use in 

archaeology. 

Further cultural subdivisions according to tool types, such as 

Olduwan or Mousterian or Levalloisian help archaeologists and 

other anthropologists in understanding major trends in the 

human past. 

Anthropologists and geographers share approaches to culture 

regions as well, since mapping cultures is central to both 

sciences. By making comparisons across cultural traditions 

(time-based) and cultural regions (space-based), 

anthropologists have developed various kinds of comparative 

method, a central part of their science.  
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Commonalities between fields 

Because anthropology developed from so many different 

enterprises (see History of anthropology), including but not 

limited to fossil-hunting, exploring, documentary film-making, 

paleontology, primatology, antiquity dealings and curatorship, 

philology, etymology, genetics, regional analysis, ethnology, 

history, philosophy, and religious studies, it is difficult to 

characterize the entire field in a brief article, although 

attempts to write histories of the entire field have been made. 

Some authors argue that anthropology originated and 

developed as the study of "other cultures", both in terms of 

time (past societies) and space (non-European/non-Western 

societies). For example, the classic of urban anthropology, Ulf 

Hannerz in the introduction to his seminal Exploring the City: 

Inquiries Toward an Urban Anthropology mentions that the 

"Third World" had habitually received most of attention; 

anthropologists who traditionally specialized in "other 

cultures" looked for them far away and started to look "across 

the tracks" only in late 1960s.  

Now there exist many works focusing on peoples and topics 

very close to the author's "home". It is also argued that other 

fields of study, like History and Sociology, on the contrary 

focus disproportionately on the West.  

In France, the study of Western societies has been traditionally 

left to sociologists, but this is increasingly changing, starting 

in the 1970s from scholars like IsacChiva and journals like 

Terrain ("fieldwork"), and developing with the center founded 

by Marc Augé (Le Centre d'anthropologie des 
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mondescontemporains, the Anthropological Research Center of 

Contemporary Societies). Since the 1980s it has become 

common for social and cultural anthropologists to set 

ethnographic research in the North Atlantic region, frequently 

examining the connections between locations rather than 

limiting research to a single locale. There has also been a 

related shift toward broadening the focus beyond the daily life 

of ordinary people; increasingly, research is set in settings 

such as scientific laboratories, social movements, 

governmental and nongovernmental organizations and 

businesses.  

  



Chapter 2 

Endangered Language 

An endangered language or moribund language is a language 

that is at risk of disappearing as its speakers die out or shift 

to speaking other languages. Language loss occurs when the 

language has no more native speakers and becomes a "dead 

language". If no one can speak the language at all, it becomes 

an "extinct language". A dead language may still be studied 

through recordings or writings, but it is still dead or extinct 

unless there are fluent speakers. Although languages have 

always become extinct throughout human history, they are 

currently dying at an accelerated rate because of globalization, 

imperialism, neocolonialism and linguicide (language killing).  

Language shift most commonly occurs when speakers switch to 

a language associated with social or economic power or spoken 

more widely, the ultimate result being language death. The 

general consensus is that there are between 6,000 and 7,000 

languages currently spoken. Some linguists estimate that 

between 50% and 90% of them will be severely endangered or 

dead by the year 2100. The 20 most common languages, each 

with more than 50 million speakers, are spoken by 50% of the 

world's population, but most languages are spoken by fewer 

than 10,000 people. On a more general level, 0.2% of the 

world's languages are spoken by half of the world's population. 

Furthermore, 96% of the world's languages are spoken by 4% 

of the population.  

The first step towards language death is potential 

endangerment. This is when a language faces strong external 
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pressure, but there are still communities of speakers who pass 

the language to their children. The second stage is 

endangerment. Once a language has reached the endangerment 

stage, there are only a few speakers left and children are, for 

the most part, not learning the language. The third stage of 

language extinction is seriously endangered. During this stage, 

a language is unlikely to survive another generation and will 

soon be extinct. The fourth stage is moribund, followed by the 

fifth stage extinction.  

Many projects are under way aimed at preventing or slowing 

language loss by revitalizing endangered languages and 

promoting education and literacy in minority languages, often 

involving joint projects between language communities and 

linguists. 

Across the world, many countries have enacted specific 

legislation aimed at protecting and stabilizing the language of 

indigenous speech communities. Recognizing that most of the 

world's endangered languages are unlikely to be revitalized, 

many linguists are also working on documenting the thousands 

of languages of the world about which little or nothing is 

known.  

Number of languages 

The total number of contemporary languages in the world is 

not known, and it is not well defined what constitutes a 

separate language as opposed to a dialect. Estimates vary 

depending on the extent and means of the research 

undertaken, and the definition of a distinct language and the 

current state of knowledge of remote and isolated language 
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communities. The number of known languages varies over time 

as some of them become extinct and others are newly 

discovered. An accurate number of languages in the world was 

not yet known until the use of universal, systematic surveys in 

the later half of the twentieth century. The majority of 

linguists in the early twentieth century refrained from making 

estimates. Before then, estimates were frequently the product 

of guesswork and very low.  

One of the most active research agencies is SIL International, 

which maintains a database, Ethnologue, kept up to date by 

the contributions of linguists globally.  

Ethnologue's 2005 count of languages in its database, 

excluding duplicates in different countries, was 6,912, of 

which 32.8% (2,269) were in Asia, and 30.3% (2,092) in Africa. 

This contemporary tally must be regarded as a variable number 

within a range. Areas with a particularly large number of 

languages that are nearing extinction include:Eastern Siberia, 

Central Siberia, Northern Australia, Central America, and the 

Northwest Pacific Plateau. Other hotspots are Oklahoma and 

the Southern Cone of South America.  

Endangered sign languages 

Almost all of the study of language endangerment has been 

with spoken languages. A UNESCO study of endangered 

languages does not mention sign languages. However, some 

sign languagesare also endangered, such as Alipur Village Sign 

Language (AVSL) of India, Adamorobe Sign Language of Ghana, 

Ban Khor Sign Language of Thailand, and Plains Indian Sign 

Language. Many sign languages are used by small 
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communities; small changes in their environment (such as 

contact with a larger sign language or dispersal of the deaf 

community) can lead to the endangerment and loss of their 

traditional sign language. Methods are being developed to 

assess the vitality of sign languages.  

Defining and measuring 

endangerment 

While there is no definite threshold for identifying a language 

as endangered, UNESCO's 2003 document entitled Language 

vitality and endangerment outlines nine factors for determining 

language vitality:  

• Intergenerational language transmission 

• Absolute number of speakers 

• Proportion of speakers existing within the total 

(global) population 

• Language use within existing contexts and domains 

• Response to language use in new domains and media 

• Availability of materials for language education and 

literacy 

• Government and institutional language policies 

• Community attitudes toward their language 

• Amount and quality of documentation 

Many languages, for example some in Indonesia, have tens of 

thousands of speakers but are endangered because children 

are no longer learning them, and speakers are shifting to using 

the national language (e.g. Indonesian) in place of local 

languages. In contrast, a language with only 500 speakers 
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might be considered very much alive if it is the primary 

language of a community, and is the first (or only) spoken 

language of all children in that community.  

Asserting that "Language diversity is essential to the human 

heritage", UNESCO's Ad Hoc Expert Group on Endangered 

Languages offers this definition of an endangered language: "... 

when its speakers cease to use it, use it in an increasingly 

reduced number of communicative domains, and cease to pass 

it on from one generation to the next. That is, there are no new 

speakers, adults or children."  

UNESCO operates with four levels of language endangerment 

between "safe" (not endangered) and "extinct" (no living 

speakers), based on intergenerational transfer: "vulnerable" 

(not spoken by children outside the home), "definitely 

endangered" (children not speaking), "severely endangered" 

(only spoken by the oldest generations), and "critically 

endangered" (spoken by few members of the oldest generation, 

often semi-speakers). UNESCO's Atlas of the World's Languages 

in Dangercategorises 2,473 languages by level of 

endangerment. Using an alternative scheme of classification, 

linguist Michael E. Krauss defines languages as "safe" if it is 

considered that children will probably be speaking them in 100 

years; "endangered" if children will probably not be speaking 

them in 100 years (approximately 60–80% of languages fall into 

this category) and "moribund" if children are not speaking 

them now.  

Many scholars have devised techniques for determining 

whether languages are endangered. One of the earliest is GIDS 

(Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale) proposed by 
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Joshua Fishman in 1991. In 2011 an entire issue of Journal of 

Multilingual and Multicultural Development was devoted to the 

study of ethnolinguistic vitality, Vol. 32.2, 2011, with several 

authors presenting their own tools for measuring language 

vitality. A number of other published works on measuring 

language vitality have been published, prepared by authors 

with varying situations and applications in mind.  

Causes 

According to the Cambridge Handbook of Endangered 

Languages, there are four main types of causes of language 

endangerment:  

Causes that put the populations that speak the languages in 

physical danger, such as:  

• War and genocide. Examples of this are the 

language(s) of the native population of Tasmania who 

died from diseases, and many extinct and 

endangered languages of the Americas where 

indigenous peopleshave been subjected to genocidal 

violence. The Miskito language in Nicaragua and the 

Mayan languages of Guatemalahave been affected by 

civil war. 

• Natural disasters, famine, disease. Any natural 

disaster severe enough to wipe out an entire 

population of native language speakers has the 

capability of endangering a language. An example of 

this is the languages spoken by the people of the 

Andaman Islands, who were seriously affected by the 

2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami. 
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Causes which prevent or discourage speakers from using a 

language, such as:  

• Cultural, political, or economic marginalization 

creates a strong incentive for individuals to abandon 

their language (on behalf of themselves and their 

children as well) in favor of another more prestigious 

language; one example of this is assimilatory 

education. This frequently happens when indigenous 

populations and ethnic groups who were once 

subjected to colonisation and/or earlier conquest, in 

order to achieve a higher social status, have a better 

chance to get employment and/or acceptance in a 

given social network only when they adopt the 

cultural and linguistic traits of other groups with 

enough power imbalance to culturally integrate 

them, through various means of ingroup and 

outgroup coercion (see below); examples of this kind 

of endangerment are the cases of Welsh, Scottish 

Gaelic, and Scots in Great Britain, Irish in Ireland 

and Great Britain, the Sardinian language in Italy, 

the Ryukyuan and Ainu languages in Japan, and the 

Chamorro language in Guam. This is also the most 

common cause of language endangerment. Ever since 

the Indian government adopted Hindi as the official 

language of the union government, Hindi has taken 

over many languages in India. Other forms of 

cultural imperialism include religion and technology; 

religious groups may hold the belief that the use of a 

certain language is immoral or require its followers 

to speak one language that is the approved language 

of the religion (like the Arabic language as the 
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language of the Quran, with the pressure for many 

North African groups of Amazigh or Egyptian descent 

to Arabize). There are also cases where cultural 

hegemony may often arise not from an earlier history 

of domination or conquest, but simply from 

increasing contact with larger and more influential 

communities through better communications, 

compared with the relative isolation of past 

centuries. 

• Political repression. This has frequently happened 

when nation-states, as they work to promote a single 

national culture, limit the opportunities for using 

minority languages in the public sphere, schools, the 

media, and elsewhere, sometimes even prohibiting 

them altogether. Sometimes ethnic groups are 

forcibly resettled, or children may be removed to be 

schooled away from home, or otherwise have their 

chances of cultural and linguistic continuity 

disrupted. This has happened in the case of many 

Native American, Louisiana French and Australian 

languages, as well as European and Asian minority 

languages such as Breton, Occitan, or Alsatian in 

France and Kurdish in Turkey. 

• Urbanization. The movement of people into urban 

areas can force people to learn the language of their 

new environment. Eventually, later generations will 

lose the ability to speak their native language, 

leading to endangerment. Once urbanization takes 

place, new families who live there will be under 

pressure to speak the lingua franca of the city. 

• Intermarriage can also cause language 

endangerment, as there will always be pressure to 



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

45 

speak one language to each other. This may lead to 

children only speaking the more common language 

spoken between the married couple. 

Often multiple of these causes act at the same time. Poverty, 

disease and disasters often affect minority groups 

disproportionately, for example causing the dispersal of 

speaker populations and decreased survival rates for those who 

stay behind.  

Marginalization and endangerment 

Among the causes of language endangerment cultural, political 

and economic marginalization accounts for most of the world's 

language endangerment. Scholars distinguish between several 

types of marginalization: Economic dominance negatively 

affects minority languages when poverty leads people to 

migrate towards the cities or to other countries, thus 

dispersing the speakers. Cultural dominance occurs when 

literature and higher education is only accessible in the 

majority language. Political dominance occurs when education 

and political activity is carried out exclusively in a majority 

language.  

Historically, in colonies, and elsewhere where speakers of 

different languages have come into contact, some languages 

have been considered superior to others: often one language 

has attained a dominant position in a country. Speakers of 

endangered languages may themselves come to associate their 

language with negative values such as poverty, illiteracy and 

social stigma, causing them to wish to adopt the dominant 

language which is associated with social and economical 
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progress and modernity. Immigrants moving into an area may 

lead to the endangerment of the autochthonous language.  

Effects 

Language endangerment affects both the languages themselves 

and the people that speak them. Also, this affects the essence 

of a culture.  

Effects on communities 

As communities lose their language they often also lose parts 

of their cultural traditions which are tied to that language, 

such as songs, myths, poetry, local remedies, ecological and 

geological knowledge and language behaviors that are not 

easily translated. Furthermore, the social structure of one's 

community is often reflected through speech and language 

behavior. This pattern is even more prominent in dialects. This 

may in turn affect the sense of identity of the individual and 

the community as a whole, producing a weakened social 

cohesion as their values and traditions are replaced with new 

ones. This is sometimes characterized as anomie. Losing a 

language may also have political consequences as some 

countries confer different political statuses or privileges on 

minority ethnic groups, often defining ethnicity in terms of 

language. That means that communities that lose their 

language may also lose political legitimacy as a community 

with special collective rights. Language can also be considered 

as scientific knowledge in topics such as medicine, philosophy, 

botany, and many more. It reflects a community's practices 
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when dealing with the environment and each other. When a 

language is lost, this knowledge is lost as well.  

In contrast, language revitalization is correlated with better 

health outcomes in indigenous communities.  

Effects on languages 

During language loss—sometimes referred to as obsolescence in 

the linguistic literature—the language that is being lost 

generally undergoes changes as speakers make their language 

more similar to the language that they are shifting to. For 

example, gradually losing grammatical or phonological 

complexities that are not found in the dominant language.  

Ethical considerations and attitudes 

Generally the accelerated pace of language endangerment is 

considered to be a problem by linguists and by the speakers. 

However, some linguists, such as the phonetician Peter 

Ladefoged, have argued that language death is a natural part 

of the process of human cultural development, and that 

languages die because communities stop speaking them for 

their own reasons. Ladefoged argued that linguists should 

simply document and describe languages scientifically, but not 

seek to interfere with the processes of language loss. A similar 

view has been argued at length by linguist SalikokoMufwene, 

who sees the cycles of language death and emergence of new 

languages through creolization as a continuous ongoing 

process.  

A majority of linguists do consider that language loss is an 

ethical problem, as they consider that most communities would 
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prefer to maintain their languages if given a real choice. They 

also consider it a scientific problem, because language loss on 

the scale currently taking place will mean that future linguists 

will only have access to a fraction of the world's linguistic 

diversity, therefore their picture of what human language is—

and can be—will be limited.  

Some linguists consider linguistic diversity to be analogous to 

biological diversity, and compare language endangerment to 

wildlife endangerment.  

Response 

Linguists, members of endangered language communities, 

governments, nongovernmental organizations, and 

international organizations such as UNESCO and the European 

Union are actively working to save and stabilize endangered 

languages. Once a language is determined to be endangered, 

there are three steps that can be taken in order to stabilize or 

rescue the language. The first is language documentation, the 

second is language revitalization and the third is language 

maintenance. Language documentation is the documentation in 

writing and audio-visual recording of grammar, vocabulary, 

and oral traditions (e.g. stories, songs, religious texts) of 

endangered languages. It entails producing descriptive 

grammars, collections of texts and dictionaries of the 

languages, and it requires the establishment of a secure 

archive where the material can be stored once it is produced so 

that it can be accessed by future generations of speakers or 

scientists.  
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Language revitalization is the process by which a language 

community through political, community, and educational 

means attempts to increase the number of active speakers of 

the endangered language. This process is also sometimes 

referred to as language revival or reversing language shift. For 

case studies of this process, see Anderson (2014). Applied 

linguistics and education are helpful in revitalizing endangered 

languages. Vocabulary and courses are available online for a 

number of endangered languages.  

Language maintenance refers to the support given to languages 

that need for their survival to be protected from outsiders who 

can ultimately affect the number of speakers of a language. 

UNESCO's strides towards preventing language extinction 

involves promoting and supporting the language in aspects 

such as education, culture, communication and information, 

and science.  

Another option is "post-vernacular maintenance": the teaching 

of some words and concepts of the lost language, rather than 

revival proper.  

As of June 2012 the United States has a "J-1 specialist visa, 

which allows indigenous language experts who do not have 

academic training to enter the U.S. as experts aiming to share 

their knowledge and expand their skills".  

Language ideology 

Language ideology (also known as linguistic ideology or 

language attitude) is used within anthropology (especially 

linguistic anthropology), sociolinguistics, and cross-cultural 
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studies, to characterize any set of beliefs about languages as 

they are used in their social worlds. When recognized and 

explored, language ideologies expose how the speakers' 

linguistic beliefs are linked to the broader social and cultural 

systems to which they belong, illustrating how the systems 

beget such beliefs. By doing so, language ideologies link 

implicit and explicit assumptions about a language or language 

in general to their social experience as well as their political 

and economic interests. Language ideologies are 

conceptualizations about languages, speakers, and discursive 

practices. Like other kinds of ideologies, language ideologies 

are influenced by political and moral interests, and they are 

shaped in a cultural setting.  

Applications and approaches 

Definitions 

Scholars have noted difficulty in attempting to delimit the 

scope, meaning, and applications of language ideology. 

Linguistic anthropologistPaul Kroskrity describes language 

ideology as a “cluster concept, consisting of a number of 

converging dimensions” with several “partially overlapping but 

analytically distinguishable layers of significance,” and cites 

that in the existing scholarship on language ideology “there is 

no particular unity . . . no core literature, and a range of 

definitions.” One of the broadest definitions is offered by Alan 

Rumsey, who describes language ideologies as “shared bodies 

of commonsense notions about the nature of language in the 

world.” This definition is seen by Kroskrity as unsatisfactory, 

however, because “it fails to problematize language ideological 
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variation and therefore promotes an overly homogeneous view 

of language ideologies within a cultural group.” Emphasizing 

the role of speakers’ awareness in influencing language 

structure, Michael Silverstein defines linguistic ideologies as 

“sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a 

rationalization or justification of perceived language structure 

and use.” Definitions that place greater emphasis on 

sociocultural factors include Shirley Heath’s characterization 

of language ideologies as “self-evident ideas and objectives a 

group holds concerning roles of language in the social 

experiences of members as they contribute to the expression of 

the group” and Judith Irvine’s definition of the concept as “the 

cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic 

relationships, together with their loading of moral and political 

interests.” 

Critical vs. neutral approaches 

The basic division in studies of language ideology is between 

neutral and critical approaches to ideology. In neutral 

approaches to language ideology, beliefs or ideas about a 

language are understood to be shaped by the cultural systems 

in which it is embedded, but no variation within or across 

these systems is identified. Often, a single ideology will be 

identified in such cases. Characterizations of language ideology 

as representative of one community or culture, such as those 

routinely documented in ethnographic research, are common 

examples of neutral approaches to language ideology.  

Critical approaches to language ideology explore the capacity 

for language and linguistic ideologies to be used as strategies 

for maintaining social power and domination. They are 
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described by Kathryn Woolard and Bambi Schieffelin as studies 

of "some aspects of representation and social cognition, with 

particular social origins or functional and formal 

characteristics." Although such studies are often noted for 

their discussions of language politics and the intersection 

between language and social class, the crucial difference 

between these approaches to language ideology and neutral 

understandings of the concept is that the former emphasize the 

existence of variability and contradiction both within and 

amongst ideologies, while the latter approach ideology as a 

conception on its own terms. 

Areas of inquiry 

Language use and structure 

Many scholars have argued that ideology plays a role in 

shaping and influencing linguistic structures and speech 

forms. Michael Silverstein, for example, sees speakers’ 

awareness of language and their rationalizations of its 

structure and use as critical factors that often shape the 

evolution of a language's structure. According to Silverstein, 

the ideologies speakers possess regarding language mediate the 

variation that occurs due to their imperfect and limited 

awareness of linguistic structures, resulting in the 

regularization of any variation that is rationalized by any 

sufficiently dominant or culturally widespread ideologies. This 

is demonstrated by such linguistic changes as the rejection of 

“he” as the generic pronoun in English, which coincided with 

the rise of the feminist movement in the second half of the 

twentieth century. In this instance, the accepted usage of the 
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masculine pronoun as the generic form came to be understood 

as a linguistic symbol of patriarchal and male-dominated 

society, and the growing sentiment opposing these conditions 

motivated some speakers to stop using “he” as the generic 

pronoun in favor of the construction “he or she.” This rejection 

of generic “he” was rationalized by the growing desire for 

gender equality and women's empowerment, which was 

sufficiently culturally prevalent to regularize the change.  

Alan Rumsey also sees linguistic ideologies as playing a role in 

shaping the structure of a language, describing a circular 

process of reciprocal influence where a language's structure 

conditions the ideologies that affect it, which in turn reinforce 

and expand this structure, altering the language “in the name 

of making it more like itself.” This process is exemplified by 

the excessive glottalization of consonants by bilingual speakers 

of moribund varieties of Xinca, who effectively altered the 

structure of this language in order to make it more distinct 

from Spanish. These speakers glottalized consonants in 

situations in places more competent speakers of Xinca would 

not because they were less familiar with the phonological rules 

of the language and also because they wished to distinguish 

themselves from the socially-dominant Spanish-speakers, who 

viewed glottalized consonants as “exotic.”  

Ethnography of speaking 

Studies of "ways of speaking" within specific communities have 

been recognized as especially productive sites of research in 

language ideology. They often include a community's own 

theory of speech as a part of their ethnography, which allows 

for the documentation of explicit language ideologies on a 
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community-wide level or in “the neutral sense of cultural 

conceptions.” A study of language socialization practices in 

Dominica, for example, revealed that local notions of 

personhood, status, and authority are associated with the 

strategic usage of Patwa and English in the course of the 

adult-child interaction. The use of Patwa by children is largely 

forbidden by adults due to a perception that it inhibits the 

acquisition of English, thus restricting social mobility, which 

in turn has imbued Patwa with a significant measure of covert 

prestige and rendered it a powerful tool for children to utilize 

in order to defy authority. Thus there are many competing 

ideologies of Patwa in Dominica: one which encourages a shift 

away from Patwa usage and another which contributes to its 

maintenance.  

Linguistic ideologies in speech act theory 

J. L. Austin and John Searle's speech act theory has been 

described by several ethnographers, anthropologists, and 

linguists as being based in a specifically Western linguistic 

ideology that renders it inapplicable in certain ethnographic 

contexts. JefVerschueren characterized speech act theory as 

privileging “a privatized view of language that emphasizes the 

psychological state of the speaker while downplaying the social 

consequences of speech,” while Michael Silverstein argued that 

the theory's ideas about language “acts” and “forces” are 

“projections of covert categories typical in the metapragmatic 

discourse of languages such as English.” Scholars have 

subsequently used speech act theory to caution against the 

positioning of linguistic theories as universally applicable, 

citing that any account of language will reflect the linguistic 

ideologies held by those who develop it.  
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Language contact and multilingualism 

Several scholars have noted that sites of cultural contact 

promote the development of new linguistic forms that draw on 

diverse language varieties and ideologies at an accelerated 

rate. According to Miki Makihara and Bambi Schieffelin, it 

becomes necessary during times of cultural contact for 

speakers to actively negotiate language ideologies and to 

consciously reflect on language use. This articulation of 

ideology is essential to prevent misconceptions of meaning and 

intentions between cultures, and provides a link between 

sociocultural and linguistic processes in contact situations.  

Language policy and standardization 

The establishment of a standard language has many 

implications in the realms of politics and power. Recent 

examinations of language ideologies have resulted in the 

conception of “standard” as a matter of ideology rather than 

fact, raising questions such as “how doctrines of linguistic 

correctness and incorrectness are rationalized and how they 

are related to doctrines of the inherent representational power, 

beauty, and expressiveness of language as a valued mode of 

action.”. 

Language policy 

Governmental policies often reflect the tension between two 

contrasting types of language ideologies: ideologies that 

conceive of language as a resource, problem, or right and 

ideologies that conceive of language as pluralistic phenomena. 

The linguistic policies that emerge in such instances often 
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reflect a compromise between both types of ideologies. 

According to Blommaert and Verschueren, this compromise is 

often reinterpreted as a single, unified ideology, evidenced by 

the many European societies characterized by a language 

ideological homogenism. 

Ideologies of linguistic purism 

Purist language ideologies or ideologies of linguistic 

conservatism can close off languages to nonnative sources of 

innovation, usually when such sources are perceived as 

socially or politically threatening to the target language. 

Among the Tewa, for example, the influence of theocratic 

institutions and ritualized linguistic forms in other domains of 

Tewa society have led to a strong resistance to the extensive 

borrowing and shift that neighboring speech communities have 

experienced. According to Paul Kroskrity this is due to a 

"dominant language ideology" through which ceremonial Kiva 

speech is elevated to a linguistic ideal and the cultural 

preferences that it embodies, namely regulation by convention, 

indigenous purism, strict compartmentalization, and linguistic 

indexing of identity, are recursively projected onto the Tewa 

language as a whole. Alexandra Jaffe points out that language 

purism is often part of “essentializing discourses” that can lead 

to stigmatizing habitual language practices like code-switching 

and depict contact-induced linguistic changes as forms of 

cultural deficiency.  

Standard language ideology 

As defined by Rosina Lippi-Green, standard language ideology 

is "a bias toward an abstract, idealized homogeneous language, 
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which is imposed and maintained by dominant institutions and 

which has as its model the written language, but which is 

drawn primarily from the spoken language of the upper middle 

class." According to Lippi-Green, part of this ideology is a 

belief that standard languages are internally consistent. 

Linguists generally agree, however, that variation is intrinsic 

to all spoken language, including standard varieties.  

Standard language ideology is strongly connected with the 

concepts of linguistic purism and prescriptivism. It is also 

linked with linguicism (linguistic discrimination).  

Literacy 

Literacycannot be strictly defined technically, but rather it is a 

set of practices determined by a community's language 

ideology. It can be interpreted in many ways that are 

determined by political, social, and economic forces. According 

to Kathryn Woolard and Bambi Schieffelin, literacy traditions 

are closely linked to social control in most societies. The 

typical European literacy ideology, for example, recognizes 

literacy solely in an alphabetic capacity.  

Kaluli literacy development 

In the 1960s, missionaries arrived in Papua New Guinea and 

exposed the Kaluli to Christianity and modernization, part of 

which was accomplished through the introduction of literacy. 

The Kaluli primers that were introduced by the missionaries 

promoted Westernization, which effectively served to strip the 

vernacular language of cultural practices and from discourse 

in church and school. 
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Readers written in the 1970s used derogatory terms to refer to 

the Kaluli and depicted their practices as inferior, motivating 

the Kaluli to change their self-perceptions and orient 

themselves towards Western values. 

The missionaries' control of these authoritative books and of 

this new “technology of language literacy” gave them the power 

to effect culture change and morph the ideology of Kaluli into 

that of modern Christianity.  

Orthography 

Orthographic systems always carry historical, cultural, and 

political meaning that are grounded in ideology. Orthographic 

debates are focused on political and social issues rather than 

on linguistic discrepancies, which can make for intense 

debates characterized by ideologically charged stances and 

symbolically important decisions.  

Classroom practice/second language acquisition 

"Language ideologies are not confined merely to ideas or 

beliefs, but rather is extended to include the very language 

practices through which our ideas or notions are enacted" 

(Razfar, 2005). Teachers display their language ideologies in 

classroom instruction through various practices such as 

correction or repair, affective alignment, metadiscourse, and 

narrative (see Razfar&Rumenapp, 2013, p. 289). The study of 

ideology seeks to uncover the hidden world of students and 

teachers to shed light on the fundamental forces that shape 

and give meaning to their actions and interactions.  
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Language death 

In linguistics, language death occurs when a language loses 

its lastnative speaker. By extension, language extinction is 

when the language is no longer known, including by second-

language speakers. Other similar terms include linguicide, the 

death of a language from natural or political causes, and rarely 

glottophagy, the absorption or replacement of a minor 

language by a major language.  

Language death is a process in which the level of a speech 

community'slinguistic competence in their language variety 

decreases, eventually resulting in no native or fluent speakers 

of the variety. Language death can affect any language form, 

including dialects. Language death should not be confused 

with language attrition (also called language loss), which 

describes the loss of proficiency in a first language of an 

individual.  

In the modern period (c. 1500 CE–present; following the rise of 

colonialism), language death has typically resulted from the 

process of cultural assimilation leading to language shift and 

the gradual abandonment of a native language in favour of a 

foreign lingua franca, largely those of European countries.  

As of the 2000s, a total of roughly 7,000 natively spoken 

languages existed worldwide. Most of these are minor 

languages in danger of extinction; one estimate published in 

2004 expected that some 90% of the currently spoken 

languages will have become extinct by 2050.  
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Types 

Language death is typically the final outcome of language shift 

and may manifest itself in one of the following ways:  

• Gradual language death: the most common way that 

languages die. Generally happens when the people 

speaking that language interact with a higher 

prestige language speakers. This group of people 

first becomes bilingual, then with newer generations 

the level of proficiency decreases, and finally no 

native speakers exist. 

• Bottom-to-top language death: occurs when the 

language starts to be used for only religious, 

literary, ceremonial purposes, but not in casual 

context. 

• Top-to-bottom language death: happens when 

language shift begins in a high-level environment 

such as the government, but still continues to be 

used in casual context. 

• Radical language death: the disappearance of a 

language when all speakers of the language cease to 

speak the language because of threats, pressure, 

persecution, or colonisation. 

• Linguicide (also known as sudden death, language 

genocide, physical language death, and biological 

language death): occurs when all or almost all native 

speakers of that language die because of natural 

disasters, wars etc. 

• Language attrition: the loss of proficiency in a 

language at the individual level. 
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The most common process leading to language death is one in 

which a community of speakers of one language becomes 

bilingual with another language, and gradually shifts 

allegiance to the second language until they cease to use their 

original, heritage language. This is a process of assimilation 

which may be voluntary or may be forced upon a population. 

Speakers of some languages, particularly regional or minority 

languages, may decide to abandon them because of economic 

or utilitarian reasons, in favor of languages regarded as having 

greater utility or prestige.  

Languages with a small, geographically isolated population of 

speakers can die when their speakers are wiped out by 

genocide, disease, or natural disaster.  

Definition 

A language is often declared to be dead even before the last 

native speaker of the language has died. If there are only a few 

elderly speakers of a language remaining, and they no longer 

use that language for communication, then the language is 

effectively dead. A language that has reached such a reduced 

stage of use is generally considered moribund. Half of the 

spoken languages of the world are not being taught to new 

generations of children. Once a language is no longer a native 

language—that is, if no children are being socialized into it as 

their primary language—the process of transmission is ended 

and the language itself will not survive past the current 

generations.  

Language death is rarely a sudden event, but a slow process of 

each generation learning less and less of the language until its 
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use is relegated to the domain of traditional use, such as in 

poetry and song. Typically the transmission of the language 

from adults to children becomes more and more restricted, to 

the final setting that adults speaking the language will raise 

children who never acquire fluency. One example of this 

process reaching its conclusion is that of the Dalmatian 

language.  

Consequences on grammar 

During language loss—sometimes referred to as obsolescence in 

the linguistic literature—the language that is being lost 

generally undergoes changes as speakers make their language 

more similar to the language to which they are shifting. This 

process of change has been described by Appel (1983) in two 

categories, though they are not mutually exclusive. Often 

speakers replace elements of their own language with 

something from the language they are shifting toward. Also, if 

their heritage language has an element that the new language 

does not, speakers may drop it.  

• overgeneralization; 

• undergeneralization; 

• loss of phonological contrasts; 

• variability; 

• changes in word order; 

• morphological loss, such as was seen in Scottish 

Gaelic in East Sutherland, Scotland (Dorian: 1978) 

as fluent speakers still used the historic plural 

formation, whereas semi-speakersused simple 
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suffixation or did not include any plural formation at 

all; 

• syntheticmorphosyntax may become increasingly 

analytic; 

• syntactic loss (i.e. lexical categories, complex 

constructions); 

• relexification; 

• loss of word-formation productivity; 

• style loss, such as the loss of ritual speech; 

• morphological leveling; 

• analogical leveling. 

Health consequences for Indigenous 

communities 

When language dies a complex loss occurs beyond speech, 

including connection to identity and well-being particularly in 

Indigenous communities. As many Indigenous peoples’ identity, 

autonomy, and spiritual sovereignty are highly connected and 

bound to their connection to traditional language.  Given that 

cultural identity, language, and social traditions are deeply 

interwoven, it is not surprising that language loss can be a 

fundamental factor of ill health in Indigenous communities.   

The National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organization (NACCHO) defines health as not merely the 

physical well-being of an individual but also as social, 

emotional, and cultural well-being of the whole community. For 

Aboriginal communities in Australia language loss, as part of 

broad colonial attempts at culturicide, is part of a cultural loss 

that plays a key role in ongoing intergenerational trauma 
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reinforcing health inequity. Linguicide plays an active role in 

ongoing intergenerational trauma of the Stolen Generations, 

which is known to negatively impact on mental health, and is 

implicated in high suicide rates.   

Similar forced assimilation practices instrumental in colonial 

linguicide such as removal of children to residential schools 

have created language loss in Indigenous communities around 

the world. As a consequence Indigenous peoples experience 

heightened negative mental health effects, such as substance 

abuse, trauma, and depression. A study conducted on 

Aboriginal youth suicide rates in Canada found that 

Indigenous communities in which a majority of members speak 

the traditional language exhibit low suicide rates. Contrary, 

suicide rates were six times higher in groups where less than 

half of its members communicate in their ancestral language.  

Many Indigenous communities take on a holistic view of 

health, in which a connection to culture and language is 

essential to well-being. Together, culture and language build 

the foundation of a collective identity. Thus, language death 

can have severe effects on health.  

Language revitalization 

Language revitalization is an attempt to slow or reverse 

language death. Revitalization programs are ongoing in many 

languages, and have had varying degrees of success.  

The revival of the Hebrew language in Israel is the only 

example of a language's acquiring new first language speakers 

after it became extinct in everyday use for an extended period, 
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being used only as a liturgical language. Even in the case of 

Hebrew, there is a theory that argues that "the Hebrew 

revivalists who wished to speak pure Hebrew failed. The result 

is a fascinating and multifaceted Israeli language, which is not 

only multi-layered but also multi-sourced. The revival of a 

clinically dead language is unlikely without cross-fertilization 

from the revivalists' mother tongue(s)."  

Other cases of language revitalization which have seen some 

degree of success are Irish, Welsh, Hawaiian, Cherokee and 

Navajo.  

As a response to English linguistic dominance, de-anglicisation 

became a matter of national pride in some places and 

especially in regions that were once under colonial rule, where 

vestiges of colonial domination are a sensitive subject. 

Following centuries of English rule in Ireland and English 

imposition of the English language, an argument for de-

anglicization was delivered before the Irish National Literary 

Society in Dublin, 25 November 1892; "When we speak of 'The 

Necessity for De-Anglicising the Irish Nation', we mean it, not 

as a protest against imitating what is best in the English 

people, for that would be absurd, but rather to show the folly 

of neglecting what is Irish, and hastening to adopt, pell-mell, 

and indiscriminately, everything that is English, simply 

because it is English." Language was one of the features of 

Anglicisation in Ireland: although it never died out and became 

an official language after independence, Irish had lost its 

status as the island's principal vernacular to become a 

minority language during the period of British rule; similarly, 

in North America indigenous languages have been replaced by 

those of the colonists.  
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According to Ghil'adZuckermann, "language reclamation will 

become increasingly relevant as people seek to recover their 

cultural autonomy, empower their spiritual and intellectual 

sovereignty, and improve wellbeing. There are various ethical, 

aesthetic, and utilitarian benefits of language revival—for 

example, historical justice, diversity, and employability, 

respectively."  

Factors that prevent language death 

Google launched the Endangered Languages Project aimed at 

helping preserve languages that are at risk of extinction. Its 

goal is to compile up-to-date information about endangered 

languages and share the latest research about them.  

Anthropologist Akira Yamamoto has identified nine factors that 

he believes will help prevent language death:  

• There must be a dominant culture that favors 

linguistic diversity 

• The endangered community must possess an ethnic 

identity that is strong enough to encourage language 

preservation 

• The creation and promotion of programs that educate 

students on the endangered language and culture 

• The creation of school programs that are both 

bilingual and bicultural 

• For native speakers to receive teacher training 

• The endangered speech community must be 

completely involved 

• There must be language materials created that are 

easy to use 
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• The language must have written materials that 

encompass new and traditional content 

• The language must be used in new environments and 

the areas the language is used (both old and new) 

must be strengthened 

Dead languages 

Linguists distinguish between language "death" and the 

process where a language becomes a "dead language" through 

normal language change, a linguistic phenomenon analogous to 

pseudoextinction. This happens when a language in the course 

of its normal development gradually morphs into something 

that is then recognized as a separate, different language, 

leaving the old form with no native speakers. Thus, for 

example, Old Englishmay be regarded as a "dead language" 

although it changed and developed into Middle English, Early 

Modern English and Modern English. Dialects of a language 

can also die, contributing to the overall language death. For 

example, the Ainu language is slowly dying - "The UNESCO 

Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger lists Hokkaido Ainu 

as critically endangered with 15 speakers ... and both Sakhalin 

and Kuril Ainu as extinct."  

Language change 

The process of language change may also involve the splitting 

up of a language into a family of several daughter languages, 

leaving the common parent language "dead". This has 

happened to Latin, which (through Vulgar Latin) eventually 

developed into the Romance languages, and to Sanskrit, which 
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(through Prakrit) developed into the New Indo-Aryan 

languages. Such a process is normally not described as 

"language death", because it involves an unbroken chain of 

normal transmission of the language from one generation to 

the next, with only minute changes at every single point in the 

chain. Thus with regard to Latin, for example, there is no point 

at which Latin "died"; it evolved in different ways in different 

geographic areas, and its modern forms are now identified by a 

plethora of different names such as French, Portuguese, 

Spanish, Italian, etc.  

Measuring language vitality 

Except in case of linguicide, languages do not suddenly become 

extinct; they become moribund as the community of speakers 

gradually shifts to using other languages. As speakers shift, 

there are discernible, if subtle, changes in language behavior. 

These changes in behavior lead to a change of linguistic vitality 

in the community. There are a variety of systems that have 

been proposed for measuring the vitality of a language in a 

community. One of the earliest is the GIDS (Graded 

Intergenerational Disruption Scale) proposed by Joshua 

Fishman in 1991. A noteworthy publishing milestone in 

measuring language vitality is an entire issue of Journal of 

Multilingual and Multicultural Development devoted to the study 

of ethnolinguistic vitality, Vol. 32.2, 2011, with several 

authors presenting their own tools for measuring language 

vitality. A number of other published works on measuring 

language vitality have been published, prepared by authors 

with varying situations and applications in mind. These 

include works by Arienne Dwyer, Martin Ehala, M. Lynne 
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Landwehr, Mark Karan, AndrásKornai, and Paul Lewis and 

Gary Simons.  

Language policy 

Language policy is an interdisciplinary academic field. Some 

scholars such as Joshua A. Fishman and Ofelia García 

consider it as part of sociolinguistics. On the other hand, other 

scholars such as Bernard Spolsky, Robert B. Kaplan and 

Joseph Lo Bianco argue that language policy is a branch of 

applied linguistics. As a field, language policy used to be 

known as language planning and is related to other fields such 

as language ideology, language revitalization, language 

education, among others.  

Definitions 

Language policy has been defined in a number of ways. 

According to Kaplan and Baldauf (1997), "A language policy is 

a body of ideas, laws, regulations, rules and practices intended 

to achieve the planned language change in the societies, group 

or system" (p. xi). Lo Bianco defines the field as “a situated 

activity, whose specific history and local circumstances 

influence what is regarded as a language problem, and whose 

political dynamics determine which language problems are 

given policy treatment” (p. 152). McCarty (2011) defines 

language policy as "a complex sociocultural process [and as] 

modes of human interaction, negotiation, and production 

mediated by relations of power. The ‘policy’ in these processes 

resides in their language-regulating power; that is, the ways in 

which they express normative claims about legitimate and 
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illegitimate language forms and uses, thereby governing 

language statuses and uses" (p. 8).  

Overview 

Language policy is broad, but it can be categorized into three 

components. Spolsky (2004) argues, "A useful first step is to 

distinguish between the three components of the language 

policy of a speech community: (1) its language practices – the 

habitual pattern of selecting among the varieties that make up 

its linguistic repertoire; (2) its language beliefs or ideology – 

the beliefs about language and language use; and (3) any 

specific efforts to modify or influence that practice by any kind 

of language intervention, planning, or management" (p. 5). 

The traditional scope of language policy concerns language 

regulation. This refers to what a government does either 

officially through legislation, court decisions or policy to 

determine how languages are used, cultivate language skills 

needed to meet national priorities or to establish the rights of 

individuals or groups to use and maintain languages.  

Implementation 

The implementation of language policy varies from one State to 

another. This may be explained by the fact that language policy 

is often based on contingent historical reasons. Likewise, 

States also differ as to the degree of explicitness with which 

they implement a given language policy. The French Toubon 

law is a good example of explicit language policy. The same 

may be said for the Charter of the French Language in Quebec.  
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Scholars such as Tollefson argue that language policy can 

create inequality, "language planning-policy means the 

institutionalization of language as a basis for distinctions 

among social groups (classes). That is, language policy is one 

mechanism for locating language within social structure so 

that language determines who has access to political power 

and economic resources. Language policy is one mechanism by 

which dominant groups establish hegemony in language use" 

(p. 16).  

Many countries have a language policy designed to favor or 

discourage the use of a particular language or set of 

languages. Although nations historically have used language 

policies most often to promote one official language at the 

expense of others, many countries now have policies designed 

to protect and promote regional and ethnic languages whose 

viability is threatened. Indeed, whilst the existence of 

linguistic minorities within their jurisdiction has often been 

considered to be a potential threat to internal cohesion, States 

also understand that providing language rights to minorities 

may be more in their long term interest, as a means of gaining 

citizens' trust in the central government.  

The preservation of cultural and linguistic diversity in today's 

world is a major concern to many scientists, artists, writers, 

politicians, leaders of linguistic communities, and defenders of 

linguistic human rights. More than half of the 6000 languages 

currently spoken in the world are estimated to be in danger of 

disappearing during the 21st century. Many factors affect the 

existence and usage of any given human language, including 

the size of the native speaking population, its use in formal 

communication, and the geographical dispersion and the socio-
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economic weight of its speakers. National language policies can 

either mitigate or exacerbate the effects of some of these 

factors.  

For example, according to Ghil'adZuckermann, "Native tongue 

title and language rights should be promoted. The government 

ought to define Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

vernaculars as official languages of Australia. We must change 

the linguistic landscape of Whyalla and elsewhere. Signs 

should be in both English and the local indigenous language. 

We ought to acknowledge intellectual property of indigenous 

knowledge including language, music and dance."  

There are many ways in which language policies can be 

categorized. It was elaborated by Université 

LavalsociolinguistJacques Leclerc for the French-language Web 

site L'aménagementlinguistiquedans le monde put on line by 

the CIRAL in 1999. The collecting, translating and classifying 

of language policies started in 1988 and culminated in the 

publishing of Recueil des législationslinguistiquesdans le 

monde (vol. I to VI) at Presses de l'Université Laval in 1994. 

The work, containing some 470 language laws, and the 

research leading to publication, were subsidised by the Office 

québécois de la langue française. In April 2008, the Web site 

presented the linguistic portrait and language policies in 354 

States or autonomous territories in 194 recognised countries.  

Language regulators 

• List of language regulators 

• Institutd'Estudis Catalans 

• Académiefrançaise 
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• The Academy of the Hebrew Language 

• AccademiadellaCrusca 

• Akademio de Esperanto 

• Association of Spanish Language Academies 

• Board for Standardization of the Serbian Language 

(Serbia, Montenegro, RepublikaSrpska) 

• BòrdnaGàidhlig (Gaelic in Scotland) 

• Commission on the Filipino Language (Philippines) 

• Dewan Bahasa danPustaka (Malaysia) 

• Dutch Language Union 

• ForasnaGaeilge (Irish) 

• BadanPengembangan Bahasa danPerbukuan 

(Indonesia) 

• Norwegian Language Council 

• Office québécois de la langue française 

• OfisPublikarBrezhoneg (Breton in Brittany) 

• Pan South African Language Board 

• Real Academia Española 

• Swedish Language Council 

• Welsh Language Commissioner 

Language revitalization 

Language revitalization, also referred to as language revival 

or reversing language shift, is an attempt to halt or reverse 

the decline of a language or to revive an extinct one. Those 

involved can include parties such as linguists, cultural or 

community groups, or governments. Some argue for a 

distinction between language revival (the resurrection of an 

extinct language with no existing native speakers) and 

language revitalization (the rescue of a "dying" language). It 
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has been pointed out that there has only been one successful 

instance of a complete language revival, that of the Hebrew 

language, creating a new generation of native speakers without 

any pre-existing native speakers as a model.  

Languages targeted for language revitalization include those 

whose use and prominence is severely limited. Sometimes 

various tactics of language revitalization can even be used to 

try to revive extinct languages. Though the goals of language 

revitalization vary greatly from case to case, they typically 

involve attempting to expand the number of speakers and use 

of a language, or trying to maintain the current level of use to 

protect the language from extinction or language death.  

Reasons for revitalization vary. In recent times alone, it is 

estimated that more than 2000 languages have already become 

extinct. The UN estimates that more than half of the languages 

spoken today have fewer than 10,000 speakers and that a 

quarter have fewer than 1,000 speakers and that, unless there 

are some efforts to maintain them, over the next hundred years 

most of these will become extinct. These figures are often cited 

as reasons why language revitalization is necessary to preserve 

linguistic diversity. Culture and identity are also frequently 

cited reasons for language revitalization, when a language is 

perceived as a unique "cultural treasure." A community often 

sees language as a unique part of their culture, connecting 

them with their ancestors or with the land, making up an 

essential part of their history and self-image.  

Language revitalization is also closely tied to the linguistic 

field of language documentation. In this field, linguists attempt 

to create full records of a language's grammar, vocabulary, and 
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linguistic features. This practice can often lead to more 

concern for the revitalization of a specific language on study. 

Furthermore, the task of documentation is often taken on with 

the goal of revitalization in mind.  

The five degrees of language 

endangerment 

• Healthy/strong 

• all generations use language in variety of settings 

• Weakening/sick 

• spoken by older people; not fully used in younger 

generations 

• Moribund/dying 

• only a few speakers (non-children) remain; no longer 

used as native language by children 

• Dead 

• no longer spoken as a native language 

• Extinct 

• no longer spoken and barely has written records (if 

at all) 

Another scale for identifying degrees of language endangerment 

is used in a 2003 paper ("Language Vitality and 

Endangerment") commissioned by UNESCO from an 

international group of linguists. The linguists, among other 

goals and priorities, create a scale with six degrees for 

language vitality and endangerment  They also propose nine 

factors (six of which use the six-degree scale) to 

"characterizing a language’s overall sociolinguistic situation". 

The nine factors with their respective scales are:  



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

76 

• Intergenerational language transmission  

• safe: all generations use the language 

• unsafe: some children use the language in all 

settings, all children use the language in some 

settings 

• definitively endangered: few children speak the 

language; predominantly spoken by the parental 

generation and older 

• severely endangered: spoken by older generations; 

not used by the parental generation and younger 

• critically endangered: few speakers remain and are 

mainly from the great grandparental generation 

• extinct: no living speakers 

• Absolute number of speakers 

• Proportion of speakers within the total population  

• safe: the language is spoken by 100% of the 

population 

• unsafe: the language is spoken by nearly 100% of the 

population 

• definitively endangered: the language is spoken by a 

majority of the population 

• severely endangered: the language is spoken by less 

than 50% of the population 

• critically endangered: the language has very few 

speakers 

• extinct: no living speakers 

• Trends in existing language domains  

• universal use (safe): spoken in all domains; for all 

functions 

• multilingual parity (unsafe): multiple languages (2+) 

are spoken in most social domains; for most 

functions 
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• dwindling domains (definitively endangered): mainly 

spoken in home domains and is in competition with 

the dominant language; for many functions 

• limited or formal domains (severely endangered): 

spoken in limited social domains; for several 

functions 

• highly limited domains (critically endangered): 

spoken in highly restricted domains; for minimal 

functions 

• extinct: no domains; no functions 

• Response to new domains and media  

• dynamic (safe): spoken in all new domains 

• robust/active (unsafe): spoken in most new domains 

• receptive (definitively endangered): spoken in many 

new domains 

• coping (severely endangered): spoken in some new 

domains 

• minimal (critically endangered): spoken in minimal 

new domains 

• inactive (extinct): spoken in no new domains 

• Materials for language education and literacy  

• safe: established orthography and extensive access 

to educational materials 

• unsafe: access to educational materials; children 

developing literacy; not used by administration 

• definitively endangered: access to educational 

materials exist at school; literacy in language is not 

promoted 

• severely endangered: literacy materials exist however 

are not present in school curriculum 

• critically endangered: orthography is known and 

some written materials exist 
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• extinct: no orthography is known 

• Governmental and institutional language attitudes 

and policies (including official status and use)  

• equal support (safe): all languages are equally 

protected 

• differentiated support (unsafe): primarily protected 

for private domains 

• passive assimilation (definitively endangered): no 

explicit protective policy; language use dwindles in 

public domain 

• active assimilation (severely endangered): 

government discourages use of language; no 

governmental protection of language in any domain 

• forced assimilation (critically endangered): language 

is not recognized or protected; government 

recognized another official language 

• prohibition (extinct): use of language is banned 

• Community members' attitudes towards their own 

language  

• safe: language is revered, valued, and promoted by 

whole community 

• unsafe: language maintenance is supported by most 

of the community 

• definitively endangered: language maintenance is 

supported by much of the community; the rest are 

indifferent or support language loss 

• severely endangered: language maintenance is 

supported by some of the community; the rest are 

indifferent or support language loss 

• critically endangered: language maintenance is 

supported by only a few members of the community; 

the rest are indifferent or support language loss 
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• extinct: complete apathy towards language 

maintenance; prefer dominant language 

• Amount and quality of documentation.  

• superlative (safe): extensive audio, video, media, and 

written documentation of the language 

• good (unsafe): audio, video, media, and written 

documentation all exist; a handful of each 

• fair (definitively endangered): some audio and video 

documentation exists; adequate written 

documentation 

• fragmentary (severely endangered): minimal audio 

and video documentation exits at low quality; 

minimal written documentation 

• inadequate (critically endangered): only a handful of 

written documentation exists 

• undocumented (extinct): no documentation exists 

Theory 

One of the most important preliminary steps in language 

revitalization/recovering involves establishing the degree to 

which a particular language has been “dislocated”. This helps 

involved parties find the best way to assist or revive the 

language.  

Steps in reversing language shift 

There are many different theories or models that attempt to lay 

out a plan for language revitalization. One of these is provided 

by celebrated linguist Joshua Fishman. Fishman's model for 

reviving threatened (or sleeping) languages, or for making them 
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sustainable, consists of an eight-stage process. Efforts should 

be concentrated on the earlier stages of restoration until they 

have been consolidated before proceeding to the later stages. 

The eight stages are:  

• Acquisition of the language by adults, who in effect 

act as language apprentices (recommended where 

most of the remaining speakers of the language are 

elderly and socially isolated from other speakers of 

the language). 

• Create a socially integrated population of active 

speakers (or users) of the language (at this stage it is 

usually best to concentrate mainly on the spoken 

language rather than the written language). 

• In localities where there are a reasonable number of 

people habitually using the language, encourage the 

informal use of the language among people of all age 

groups and within families and bolster its daily use 

through the establishment of local neighbourhood 

institutions in which the language is encouraged, 

protected and (in certain contexts at least) used 

exclusively. 

• In areas where oral competence in the language has 

been achieved in all age groups, encourage literacy 

in the language, but in a way that does not depend 

upon assistance from (or goodwill of) the state 

education system. 

• Where the state permits it, and where numbers 

warrant, encourage the use of the language in 

compulsory state education. 
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• Where the above stages have been achieved and 

consolidated, encourage the use of the language in 

the workplace. 

• Where the above stages have been achieved and 

consolidated, encourage the use of the language in 

local government services and mass media. 

• Where the above stages have been achieved and 

consolidated, encourage use of the language in 

higher education, government, etc. 

This model of language revival is intended to direct efforts to 

where they are most effective and to avoid wasting energy 

trying to achieve the later stages of recovery when the earlier 

stages have not been achieved. For instance, it is probably 

wasteful to campaign for the use of a language on television or 

in government services if hardly any families are in the habit of 

using the language.  

Additionally, TasakuTsunoda describes a range of different 

techniques or methods that speakers can use to try to 

revitalize a language, including techniques to revive extinct 

languages and maintain weak ones. The techniques he lists are 

often limited to the current vitality of the language.  

He claims that the immersion method cannot be used to 

revitalize an extinct or moribund language. In contrast, the 

master-apprentice method of one-on-one transmission on 

language proficiency can be used with moribund languages. 

Several other methods of revitalization, including those that 

rely on technology such as recordings or media, can be used 

for languages in any state of viability.  
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Factors in successful language revitalization 

David Crystal, in his book Language Death, proposes that 

language revitalization is more likely to be successful if its 

speakers  

• increase the language's prestige within the dominant 

community; 

• increase their wealth and income; 

• increase their legitimate power in the eyes of the 

dominant community; 

• have a strong presence in the education system; 

• can write down the language; 

• can use electronic technology. 

In her book, Endangered Languages: An Introduction,Sarah 

Thomason notes the success of revival efforts for modern 

Hebrew and the relative success of revitalizing Maori in New 

Zealand (see Specific Examples below). One notable factor these 

two examples share is that the children were raised in fully 

immersive environments. In the case of Hebrew, it was on early 

collective-communities called kibbutzim. For the Maori 

language In New Zealand, this was done through a language 

nest.  

Revival linguistics 

Ghil'adZuckermann proposes "Revival Linguistics" as a new 

linguistic discipline and paradigm.  

Zuckermann's term 'Revival Linguistics' is modelled upon 

'Contact Linguistics'. Revival linguistics inter alia explores the 
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universal constraints and mechanisms involved in language 

reclamation, renewal and revitalization. It draws perspicacious 

comparative insights from one revival attempt to another, thus 

acting as an epistemological bridge between parallel discourses 

in various local attempts to revive sleeping tongues all over the 

globe. 

According to Zuckermann, "revival linguistics combines 

scientific studies of native language acquisition and foreign 

language learning. After all, language reclamation is the most 

extreme case of second-language learning. Revival linguistics 

complements the established area of documentary linguistics, 

which records endangered languages before they fall asleep."  

Zuckermannproposes that "revival linguistics changes the field 

of historical linguistics by, for instance, weakening the family 

tree model, which implies that a language has only one 

parent."  

There are disagreements in the field of language revitalization 

as to the degree that revival should concentrate on maintaining 

the traditional language, versus allowing simplification or 

widespread borrowing from the majority language.  

Compromise 

Zuckermann acknowledges the presence of "local peculiarities 

and idiosyncrasies" but suggests that  

"there are linguistic constraints applicable to all revival 

attempts. Mastering them would help revivalists and first 

nations' leaders to work more efficiently. For example, it is 

easier to resurrect basic vocabulary and verbal conjugations 
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than sounds and word order. Revivalists should be realistic 

and abandon discouraging, counter-productive slogans such as 

"Give us authenticity or give us death!" 

Nancy Dorian has pointed out that conservative attitudes 

toward loanwords and grammatical changes often hamper 

efforts to revitalize endangered languages (as with Tiwi in 

Australia), and that a division can exist between educated 

revitalizers, interested in historicity, and remaining speakers 

interested in locally authentic idiom (as has sometimes 

occurred with Irish). Some have argued that structural 

compromise may, in fact, enhance the prospects of survival, as 

may have been the case with English in the post-Norman 

period.  

Traditionalist 

Other linguists have argued that when language revitalization 

borrows heavily from the majority language, the result is a new 

language, perhaps a creole or pidgin. For example, the 

existence of "Neo-Hawaiian" as a separate language from 

"Traditional Hawaiian" has been proposed, due to the heavy 

influence of English on every aspect of the revived Hawaiian 

language. This has also been proposed for Irish, with a sharp 

division between "Urban Irish" (spoken by second-language 

speakers) and traditional Irish (as spoken as a first language 

in Gaeltacht areas). Ó Béarrastated: "[to] follow the syntax and 

idiomatic conventions of English, [would be] producing what 

amounts to little more than English in Irish drag." With regard 

to the then-moribund Manx language, the scholar T. F. 

O'Rahilly stated, "When a language surrenders itself to foreign 

idiom, and when all its speakers become bilingual, the penalty 



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

85 

is death." Neil McRae has stated that the uses of Scottish 

Gaelic are becoming increasingly tokenistic, and native Gaelic 

idiom is being lost in favor of artificial terms created by 

second-language speakers.  

Specific examples 

The total revival of a dead language (in the sense of having no 

native speakers) to become the shared means of 

communication of a self-sustaining community of several 

million first language speakers has happened only once, in the 

case of Hebrew, now the national language of Israel. In this 

case, there was a unique set of historical and cultural 

characteristics that facilitated the revival. (See Revival of the 

Hebrew language.) Hebrew, once largely a liturgical language, 

was re-established as a means of everyday communication by 

Jews migrating to what is now the State of Israel and the 

Palestinian territories, starting in the nineteenth century. It is 

the world's most famous and successful example of language 

revitalization.  

In a related development, literary languages without native 

speakers enjoyed great prestige and practical utility as lingua 

francas, often counting millions of fluent speakers at a time. In 

many such cases, a decline in the use of the literary language, 

sometimes precipitous, was later accompanied by a strong 

renewal. This happened, for example, in the revival of Classical 

Latin in the Renaissance, and the revival of Sanskrit in the 

early centuries AD. An analogous phenomenon in contemporary 

Arabic-speaking areas is the expanded use of the literary 

language (Modern Standard Arabic, a form of the Classical 

Arabic of the 6th century AD). This is taught to all educated 
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speakers and is used in radio broadcasts, formal discussions, 

etc.  

In addition, literary languages have sometimes risen to the 

level of becoming first languages of very large language 

communities. An example is standard Italian, which originated 

as a literary language based on the language of 13th-century 

Florence, especially as used by such important Florentine 

writers as Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio. This language 

existed for several centuries primarily as a literary vehicle, 

with few native speakers; even as late as 1861, on the eve of 

Italian unification, the language only counted about 500,000 

speakers (many non-native), out of a total population of 

c. �22,000,000. The subsequent success of the language has 

been through conscious development, where speakers of any of 

the numerous Italian languageswere taught standard Italian as 

a second language and subsequently imparted it to their 

children, who learned it as a first language. Of course this 

came at the expense of local Italian languages, most of which 

are now endangered. Success was enjoyed in similar 

circumstances by High German, standard Czech, Castilian 

Spanish and other languages.  

Africa 

The Coptic language began its decline when Arabic became the 

predominant language in Egypt. Pope Shenouda III established 

the Coptic Language Institute in December 1976 in Saint 

Mark's Coptic Orthodox Cathedral in Cairo for the purpose of 

reviving the Coptic language.  
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Americas 

North America 

In recent years, a growing number of Native American tribes 

have been trying to revitalize their languages. For example, 

there is an Apple iPhone/iPod app for the Halq'emeylem 

language of the Greater Vancouver region of Canada. In 

addition, there are apps (including phrases, word lists and 

dictionaries) in many Native languages ranging from Cree, 

Cherokee and Chickasaw, to Lakota, Ojibway and Oneida, 

Massachusett, Navajo and Gwych'in.  

Wampanoag, a language spoken by the people of the same 

name in Massachusetts, underwent a language revival project 

led by Jessie Little Doe Baird, a trained linguist. Members of 

the tribe use the extensive written records that exist in their 

language, including a translation of the Bible and legal 

documents, in order to learn and teach Wampanoag. The 

project has seen children speaking the language fluently for 

the first time in over 100 years. In addition, there are 

currently attempts at reviving the Chochenyo language of 

California, which had become extinct.  

Tlingit 

Similar to other Indigenous languages, Tlingitis critically 

endangered. Less than 100 fluent Elders continue to exist. 

From 2013 to 2014, the language activist, author, and teacher, 

S�ímla�xw Michele K. Johnson from the Syilx Nation, 

attempted to teach two hopeful learners of Tlingit in the 

Yukon. Her methods included textbook creation, sequenced 
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immersion curriculum, and film assessment. The aim was to 

assist in the creation of adult speakers that are of parent-age, 

so that they too can begin teaching the language. In 2020, 

X � �uneiLance Twitchell led an Tlingit online class with Outer 

Coast College. Dozens of students participated. He is an 

associate professor of Alaska Native Languages in the School of 

Arts and Sciences at the University of Alaska Southeast which 

offers a minor in Tlingit language and an emphasis on Alaska 

Native Languages and Studies within a Bachelor �s degree in 

Liberal Arts.  

South America 

Kichwa is the variety of the Quechua language spoken in 

Ecuador and is one of the most widely spoken indigenous 

languages in South America. Despite this fact, Kichwa is a 

threatened language, mainly because of the expansion of 

Spanish in South America. One community of original Kichwa 

speakers, Lagunas, was one of the first indigenous 

communities to switch to the Spanish language. According to 

King, this was because of the increase of trade and business 

with the large Spanish-speaking town nearby. The Lagunas 

people assert that it was not for cultural assimilation 

purposes, as they value their cultural identity highly. However, 

once this contact was made, language for the Lagunas people 

shifted through generations, to Kichwa and Spanish 

bilingualism and now is essentially Spanish monolingualism. 

The feelings of the Lagunas people present a dichotomy with 

language use, as most of the Lagunas members speak Spanish 

exclusively and only know a few words in Kichwa.  
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The prospects for Kichwa language revitalization are not 

promising, as parents depend on schooling for this purpose, 

which is not nearly as effective as continual language exposure 

in the home. Schooling in the Lagunas community, although 

having a conscious focus on teaching Kichwa, consists of 

mainly passive interaction, reading, and writing in Kichwa. In 

addition to grassroots efforts, national language revitalization 

organizations, like CONAIE, focus attention on non-Spanish 

speaking indigenous children, who represent a large minority 

in the country. Another national initiative, Bilingual 

Intercultural Education Project (PEBI), was ineffective in 

language revitalization because instruction was given in 

Kichwa and Spanish was taught as a second language to 

children who were almost exclusively Spanish monolinguals. 

Although some techniques seem ineffective, Kendall A. King 

provides several suggestions:  

• Exposure to and acquisition of the language at a 

young age. 

• Extreme immersion techniques. 

• Multiple and diverse efforts to reach adults. 

• Flexibility and coordination in planning and 

implementation 

• Directly addressing different varieties of the 

language. 

• Planners stressing that language revitalization is a 

long process 

• Involving as many people as possible 

• Parents using the language with their children 

• Planners and advocates approaching the problem 

from all directions. 
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Specific suggestions include imparting an elevated perception 

of the language in schools, focusing on grassroots efforts both 

in school and the home, and maintaining national and regional 

attention.  

Asia 

Hebrew 

The revival of the Hebrew language is the only truly successful 

example of a revived dead language. The Hebrew language 

survived into the medieval period as the language of Jewish 

liturgy and rabbinic literature. With the rise of Zionism in the 

19th century, it was revived as a spoken and literary language, 

becoming primarily a spoken lingua franca among the early 

Jewish immigrants to Ottoman Palestine and received the 

official status in the 1922 constitution of the British Mandate 

for Palestine and subsequently of the State of Israel.  

Sanskrit 

The revival of Sanskrit happened in India. In the 2001 census 

of India, 14,135 people claimed Sanskrit as their mother 

tongue. It increased to 24,821 people in the 2011 census of 

India. Sanskrit has experienced a recorded a growth of over 70 

per cent in one decade due to the Sanskrit revival. Many 

Sanskrit speaking villages were also developed. However, 

Sanskrit speakers still account for just 0.00198 percent of 

India's total population.  
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Soyot 

The Soyot language of the small-numbered Soyots in Buryatia, 

Russia, one of Siberian Turkic languages, has been 

reconstructed and a Soyot-Buryat-Russian dictionary has been 

published in 2002. The language is currently taught in some 

elementary schools.  

Ainu 

The Ainu language of the indigenous Ainu people of northern 

Japan is currently moribund, but efforts are underway to 

revive it. A 2006 survey of the Hokkaido Ainu indicated that 

only 4.6% of Ainu surveyed were able to converse in or "speak 

a little" Ainu. As of 2001, Ainu was not taught in any 

elementary or secondary schools in Japan, but was offered at 

numerous language centres and universities in Hokkaido, as 

well as at Tokyo's Chiba University.  

Manchu 

In China, the Manchu language is one of the most endangered 

languages, with speakers only in three small areas of 

Manchuria remaining. Some enthusiasts are trying to revive 

the language of their ancestors using available dictionaries and 

textbooks, and even occasional visits to QapqalXibe 

Autonomous County in Xinjiang, where the related Xibe 

languageis still spoken natively.  
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Philippine Spanish 

In the Philippines, a variation of Spanish that was primarily 

based on Mexican Spanish was the lingua franca of the country 

since Spanish colonization in 1565 and was an official 

language alongside Filipino (standardized Tagalog) and English 

until 1987, following a ratification of a new constitution, where 

it was re-designated as a voluntary language. As a result of its 

loss as an official language and years of marginalization at the 

official level during and after American colonization, the use of 

Spanish amongst the overall populace decreased dramatically 

and became moribund, with the remaining native speakers left 

being mostly elderly people. However, it is currently seeing a 

slow revival due to past government promotion under the 

administration of former President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. 

Most notably, Resolution No. 2006-028 reinstated Spanish as a 

mandatory subject in secondary schools and universities. 

Results were immediate as the job demand for Spanish 

speakers had increased since 2008. As of 2010, the Instituto 

Cervantes in Manila reported the number of Filipino 

Hispanophones with native or non-native knowledge at 

approximately 3 million (including those who speak the 

Spanish-based creole Chavacano). In addition to government 

efforts, Spanish has also seen a small revival of interest in 

media, thanks to the importing of telenovelas and music from 

Latin America.  

Other Asian 

The KodrahKristang revitalization initiative in Singapore seeks 

to revive the critically endangered Kristang creole.  
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In Thailand, there exists a Chong language revitalization 

project, headed by SuwilaiPremsrirat.  

Europe 

In Europe, in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the use of 

both local and learned languages declined as the central 

governments of the different states imposed their vernacular 

language as the standard throughout education and official 

use (this was the case in the United Kingdom, France, Spain, 

Italy and Greece, and to some extent, in Germany and Austria-

Hungary).  

In the last few decades, local nationalism and human rights 

movements have made a more multicultural policy standard in 

European states; sharp condemnation of the earlier practices 

of suppressing regional languages was expressed in the use of 

such terms as "linguicide".  

Irish 

One of the best known European attempts at language 

revitalization concerns the Irish language. While English is 

dominant through most of Ireland, Irish, a Celtic language, is 

still spoken in certain areas called Gaeltachtaí, but there it is 

in serious decline. The challenges faced by the language over 

the last few centuries have included exclusion from important 

domains, social denigration, the death or emigration of many 

Irish speakers during the Irish famine of the 1840s, and 

continued emigration since. Efforts to revitalise Irish were 

being made, however, from the mid-1800s, and were associated 

with a desire for Irish political independence. Contemporary 
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Irish language revitalization has chiefly involved teaching Irish 

as a compulsory language in mainstream English-speaking 

schools. But the failure to teach it in an effective and engaging 

way means (as linguist Andrew Carnie notes) that students do 

not acquire the fluency needed for the lasting viability of the 

language, and this leads to boredom and resentment. Carnie 

also noted a lack of media in Irish (2006), though this is no 

longer the case.  

The decline of the Gaeltachtaí and the failure of state-directed 

revitalisationhave been countered by an urban revival 

movement. This is largely based on an independent 

community-based school system, known generally as 

Gaelscoileanna. These schools teach entirely through Irish and 

their number is growing, with over thirty such schools in 

Dublin alone. They are an important element in the creation of 

a network of urban Irish speakers (known as Gaeilgeoirí), who 

tend to be young, well-educated and middle-class. It is now 

likely that this group has acquired critical mass, a fact 

reflected in the expansion of Irish-language media. Irish 

language television has enjoyed particular success. It has been 

argued that they tend to be better educated than monolingual 

English speakers and enjoy higher social status. They 

represent the transition of Irish to a modern urban world, with 

an accompanying rise in prestige.  

Scottish Gaelic 

There are also current attempts to revive the related language 

of Scottish Gaelic, which was suppressed following the 

formation of the United Kingdom, and entered further decline 

due to the Highland clearances. Currently, Gaelic is only 
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spoken widely in the Western Isles and some relatively small 

areas of the Highlands and Islands. The decline in fluent 

Gaelic speakers has slowed; however, the population center 

has shifted to L2 speakers in urban areas, especially Glasgow.  

Manx 

Another Celtic language, Manx, lost its last native speaker in 

1974 and was declared extinct by UNESCO in 2009, but never 

completely fell from use. 

The language is now taught in primary and secondary schools, 

including as a teaching medium at the BunscoillGhaelgagh, 

used in some public events and spoken as a second language 

by approximately 1800 people. Revitalization efforts include 

radio shows in Manx Gaelic and social media and online 

resources. 

The Manx government has also been involved in the effort by 

creating organizations such as the Manx Heritage Foundation 

(Culture Vannin) and the position of Manx Language Officer. 

The government has released an official Manx Language 

Strategy for 2017–2021.  

Cornish 

There have been a number of attempts to revive the Cornish 

language, both privately and some under the Cornish Language 

Partnership. Some of the activities have included translation of 

the Christian scriptures, a guild of bards, and the promotion of 

Cornish literature in modern Cornish, including novels and 

poetry.  
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Caló 

The Romani arriving in the Iberian Peninsula developed an 

Iberian Romani dialect. As time passed, Romani ceased to be a 

full language and became Caló, a cant mixing Iberian Romance 

grammar and Romani vocabulary. With sedentarization and 

obligatory instruction in the official languages, Calóis used 

less and less. As Iberian Romani proper is extinct and as 

Calóis endangered, some people are trying to revitalise the 

language. The Spanish politician Juan de Dios Ramírez Heredia 

promotes Romanò-Kalò, a variant of International Romani, 

enriched by Caló words. His goal is to reunify the Caló and 

Romani roots.  

Livonian 

The Livonian language, a Finnic language, once spoken on 

about a third of modern-day Latvian territory, died in the 21st 

century with the death of the last native speaker Grizelda 

Kristi�a on 2 June 2013. Today there are about 210 people 

mainly living in Latvia who identify themselves as Livonian and 

speak the language on the A1-A2 level according to the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and 

between 20 and 40 people who speak the language on level B1 

and up. Today all speakers learn Livonian as a second 

language. There are different programs educating Latvians on 

the cultural and linguistic heritage of Livonians and the fact 

that most Latvians have common Livonian descent.  

Programs worth mentioning include:  
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• Livones.net with extensive information about 

language, history and culture 

• The Livonian Institute of the University of Latvia 

doing research on the Livonian language, other 

Finnic languages in Latvia and providing an 

extensive Livonian-Latvian-Estonian dictionary with 

declinations/conjugations 

• Virtual Livonia providing information on the Livonian 

language and especially its grammar 

• Mierlinkizt: An annual summer camp for children to 

teach children about the Livonian language, culture 

etc. 

• L	võd
t (Livonian Union) 

The Livonian linguistic and cultural heritage is included in the 

Latvian cultural canon and the protection, revitalization and 

development of Livonian as an indigenous language is 

guaranteed by Latvian law 

Old Prussian 

A few linguists and philologists are involved in reviving a 

reconstructed form of the extinct Old Prussian language from 

Luther's catechisms, the Elbing Vocabulary, place names, and 

Prussian loanwords in the Low Prussian dialect of German. 

Several dozen people use the language in Lithuania, 

Kaliningrad, and Poland, including a few children who are 

natively bilingual.  

The Prusaspir� Society has published their translation of 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry'sThe Little Prince. The book was 

translated by Piotr Szatkowski (P	terisŠ�tkis) and released in 
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2015. The other efforts of Baltic Prussian societies include the 

development of online dictionaries, learning apps and games. 

There also have been several attempts to produce music with 

lyrics written in the revived Baltic Prussian language, most 

notably in the Kaliningrad Oblast by RomoweRikoito, Kellan 

and �ustrasLa	wan, but also in Lithuania by K
lgrinda in their 

2005 album Pr�s�Giesm�s (Prussian Hymns), and in Latvia by 

Rasa Ensemble in 1988 and Valdis Muktup�vels in his 2005 

oratorio "P�rc�l�t�js Pontifex" featuring several parts sung in 

Prussian. Important in this revival was VytautasMažiulis, who 

died on 11 April 2009, and his pupil LetasPalmaitis, leader of 

the experiment and author of the website Prussian 

Reconstructions. Two late contributors were Pr�ncisArellis 

(PranciškusErelis), Lithuania, and Dail
nsRussinis 

(DailonisRusi�š), Latvia. After them, TwankstasGlabbis from 

Kaliningrad oblast and N�rtiksPamed	ns from East-Prussia, 

now Polish Warmia-Mazuria actively joined.  

Oceania 

Australia 

The European colonization of Australia, and the consequent 

damage sustained by Aboriginal communities, had a 

catastrophic effect on indigenous languages especially in the 

southeast and south of the country, leaving some with no 

living traditional native speakers. A number of Aboriginal 

communities in Victoria and elsewhere are now trying to revive 

these languages. The work is typically directed by a group of 

elders and other knowledgeable people, with community 

language workers doing most of the research and teaching. 

They analyze the data, develop spelling systems and 
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vocabulary and prepare resources. Decisions are made in 

collaboration. Some communities employ linguists, and there 

are also linguists who have worked independently, such as 

LuiseHercus and Peter K. Austin.  

The Victorian Department of Education and Training reported 

1,867 student enrollments in 14 schools offering an Aboriginal 

Languages Program in the state of Victoria in 2018.  

The Pertame Project is an example in Central Australia. 

Pertame, from the country south of Alice Springs, along the 

Finke River, is a dialect in the Arrernte group of languages. 

With only 20 fluent speakers left by 2018, the Pertame Project 

is seeking to retain and revive the language, headed by 

Pertame elder Christobel Swan. The Diyari language of the far 

north of South Australia has an active programme under way, 

with materials available for teaching in schools and the wider 

community.  

New Zealand 

One of the best cases of relative success in language 

revitalization is the case of M�ori, also known as te reo M�ori. 

It is the ancestral tongue of the indigenous M�ori people of 

New Zealand and a vehicle for prose narrative, sung poetry, 

and genealogical recital. The history of the M�ori people is 

taught in te reo M�ori in sacred learning houses through oral 

transmission. Even after te reo M�ori became a written 

language, the oral tradition was preserved.  

Once European colonization began, many laws were enacted in 

order to promote the use of English over te reo M�ori among 
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indigenous people. The Education Ordinance Act of 1847 

mandated school instruction in English and established 

boarding schools to speed up assimilation of M�ori youths into 

European culture. The Native School Act of 1858 forbade te reo 

M�ori from being spoken in schools. The colonial masters also 

promoted the use of English in M�ori homes, convincing many 

parents that their children would not get jobs unless they 

spoke English.  

During the 1970s, a group of young M�ori people, the 

Ng�Tamatoa, successfully campaigned for M�ori to be taught in 

schools. Also, Kohanga Reo, M�ori language preschools, called 

language nests, were established. The emphasis was on 

teaching children the language at a young age, a very effective 

strategy for language learning. The M�ori Language 

Commission was formed in 1987, leading to a number of 

national reforms aimed at revitalizing te reo M�ori. They 

include media programs broadcast in te reo M�ori, 

undergraduate college programs taught in te reo M�ori, and an 

annual M�ori language week. Each iwi, or tribe, created a 

language planning program catering to its specific 

circumstances. These efforts have resulted in a steady increase 

in children being taught in te reo M�ori in schools since 1996.  

Hawaiian 

On six of the seven inhabited islands of Hawaii, Hawaiian was 

displaced by English and is no longer used as the daily 

language of communication. The one exception is Ni �ihau, 

where Hawaiianhas never been displaced, has never been 

endangered, and is still used almost exclusively. Efforts to 

revive the language have increased in recent decades. Hawaiian 
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language immersion schools are now open to children whose 

families want to retain (or introduce) Hawaiian language into 

the next generation. The local National Public Radio station 

features a short segment titled "Hawaiian word of the day". 

Additionally, the Sunday editions of the Honolulu Star-Bulletin 

feature a brief article called Kauakukalahale, written entirely 

in Hawaiian by a student.  

Current revitalization efforts 

Language revitalization efforts are ongoing around the world. 

Revitalization teams are utilizing modern technologies to 

increase contact with indigenous languages and to record 

traditional knowledge.  

In Mexico, the Mixtec people's language heavily revolves 

around the interaction between climate, nature, and what it 

means for their livelihood. UNESCO's LINKS (Local and 

Indigenous Knowledge) program recently underwent a project 

to create a glossary of Mixtec terms and phrases related to 

climate. UNESCO believes that the traditional knowledge of the 

Mixtec people via their deep connection with weather 

phenomena can provide insight on ways to address climate 

change. Their intention in creating the glossary is to "facilitate 

discussions between experts and the holders of traditional 

knowledge".  

In Canada, the Wapikoni Mobile project travels to indigenous 

communities and provides lessons in film making. Program 

leaders travel across Canada with mobile audiovisual 

production units, and aims to provide indigenous youth with a 

way to connect with their culture through a film topic of their 



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

102 

choosing. The Wapikona project submits its films to events 

around the world as an attempt to spread knowledge of 

indigenous culture and language.  

Of the youth in Rapa Nui (Easter Island), ten percent learn 

their mother language. The rest of the community has adopted 

Spanish in order to communicate with the outside world and 

support its tourism industry. Through a collaboration between 

UNESCO and the Chilean Corporación Nacional de 

DesarrolloIndigena, the Department of Rapa Nui Language and 

Culture at the Lorenzo Baeza Vega School was created. Since 

1990, the department has created primary education texts in 

the Rapa Nui language. In 2017, the Nid Rapa Nui, a non-

governmental organizationwas also created with the goal of 

establishing a school that teaches courses entirely in Rapa 

Nui.  

Health benefits of language 

revitalization 

Language revitalisationhas been linked to increased health 

outcomes for Indigenous communities involved in reclaiming 

traditional language. Benefits range from improved mental 

health for community members, increasing connectedness to 

culture, identity, and a sense of wholeness. Indigenous 

languages are a core element in the formation of identity, 

providing pathways for cultural expression, agency, spiritual 

and ancestral connection. Connection to culture is considered 

to play an important role in childhood development, and is a 

UN convention right. Much has been written about the 

connection between identity and culture being inextricably 
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intertwined in Indigenous cultures around the world. As 

colonisation and subsequent linguicidewas carried out through 

policies such as those that created Australia’s Stolen 

Generation have damaged this connection, language 

revitalization may also play an important role in countering 

intergenerational trauma that has been caused.  

One study in the Barngarla Community in South Australia has 

been looking holistically at the positive benefits of language 

reclamation, healing mental and emotional scars, and building 

connections to community and country that underpin wellness 

and wholeness. The study identified the Barngarla peoples 

connection to their language is a strong component of 

developing a strong cultural and personal identity; the people 

are as connected to language as they are to culture, and 

culture is key to their identity. Another study in New South 

Wales on the Warlpiri people echoes language as life, that the 

survival of the language is tied to the survival of the 

community. Language revival is closely linked to overcoming 

feelings of shame and fear, which have led to poor health 

outcomes in the past where speaking traditional language 

meant the possibility of being removed from family and 

community. Language reclamation is a form of empowerment 

and builds strong connections with community and wholeness. 

   

Criticism 

John McWhorter has argued that programs to revive 

indigenous languages will almost never be very effective 

because of the practical difficulties involved. He also argues 

that the death of a language does not necessarily mean the 
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death of a culture. Indigenous expression is still possible even 

when the original language has disappeared, as with Native 

American groups and as evidenced by the vitality of black 

American culture in the United States, among people who 

speak not Yoruba but English. He argues that language death 

is, ironically, a sign of hitherto isolated peoples migrating and 

sharing space: “To maintain distinct languages across 

generations happens only amidst unusually tenacious self-

isolation—such as that of the Amish—or brutal segregation”.  

Kenan Malik has also argued that it is "irrational" to try to 

preserve all the world's languages, as language death is 

natural and in many cases inevitable, even with intervention. 

He proposes that language death improves communication by 

ensuring more people speak the same language. This may 

benefit the economy and reduce conflict. The protection of 

minority languages from extinction is often not a concern for 

speakers of the dominant language. Oftentimes, there is 

prejudice and deliberate persecution of minority languages, in 

order to appropriate the cultural and economic capital of 

minority groups. At other times governments deem that the 

cost of revitalization programs and creating linguistically 

diverse materials is too great to take on.  



Chapter 3 

Grammar and Social Reality 

Grammar 

In linguistics, the grammar (from Ancient Greek 

����������grammatik�) of a natural language is its set of 

structural constraints on speakers' or writers' composition of 

clauses, phrases, and words. The term can also refer to the 

study of such constraints, a field that includes domains such 

as phonology, morphology, and syntax, often complemented by 

phonetics, semantics, and pragmatics. There are currently two 

different approaches to the study of grammar, traditional 

grammar and theoretical grammar.  

Fluent speakers of a language variety or lect have effectively 

internalized these constraints, the vast majority of which – at 

least in the case of one's native language(s) – are acquired not 

by conscious study or instruction but by hearing other 

speakers. Much of this internalization occurs during early 

childhood; learning a language later in life usually involves 

more explicit instruction. In this view, grammar is understood 

as the cognitive information underlying a specific instance of 

language production.  

The term "grammar" can also describe the linguistic behavior 

of groups of speakers and writers, rather than individuals. 

Differences in scales are important to this sense of the word: 

for example, the term "English grammar" could refer to the 

whole of English grammar (that is, to the grammars of all the 
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speakers of the language), in which case the term encompasses 

a great deal of variation. At a smaller scale, it may refer only to 

what is shared among the grammars of all or most English 

speakers (such as subject–verb–object word order in simple 

declarative sentences). At the smallest scale, this sense of 

"grammar" can describe the conventions of just one relatively 

well-defined form of English (such as standard English for a 

region).  

A description, study, or analysis of such rules may also be 

referred to as a grammar. A reference book describing the 

grammar of a language is called a "reference grammar" or 

simply "a grammar" (see History of English grammars). A fully 

explicit grammar which exhaustively describes the grammatical 

constructions of a particular speech variety is called a 

descriptive grammar. This kind of linguistic description 

contrasts with linguistic prescription, an attempt to actively 

discourage or suppress some grammatical constructions, while 

codifying and promoting others, either in an absolute sense or 

about a standard variety. For example, some prescriptivists 

maintain that sentences in English should not end with 

prepositions, a prohibition that has been traced to John 

Dryden (13 April 1668 – January 1688) whose unexplained 

objection to the practice perhaps led other English speakers to 

avoid the construction and discourage its use. Yet preposition 

stranding has a long history in Germanic languages like 

English, where it is so widespread as to be a standard usage.  

Outside linguistics, the term grammar is often used in a rather 

different sense. It may be used more broadly to include 

conventions of spelling and punctuation, which linguists would 

not typically consider as part of grammar but rather as part of 
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orthography, the conventions used for writing a language. It 

may also be used more narrowly to refer to a set of prescriptive 

norms only, excluding those aspects of a language's grammar 

which are not subject to variation or debate on their normative 

acceptability. Jeremy Butterfield claimed that, for non-

linguists, "Grammar is often a generic way of referring to any 

aspect of English that people object to."  

The first systematic grammar, of Sanskrit, originated in Iron 

Age India, with Yaska (6th century BC), P��ini (6th–5th 

century BC) and his commentators Pingala (c. 200 BC), 

Katyayana, and Patanjali (2nd century BC). Tolk�ppiyam, the 

earliest Tamil grammar, is mostly dated to before the 5th 

century AD. The Babylonians also made some early attempts at 

language description.  

Grammar appeared as a discipline in Hellenism from the 3rd 

century BC forward with authors such as Rhyanus and 

Aristarchus of Samothrace. The oldest known grammar 

handbook is the Art of Grammar (���������������), a succinct 

guide to speaking and writing clearly and effectively, written by 

the ancient Greek scholar Dionysius Thrax (c. 170–c. 90 BC), a 

student of Aristarchus of Samothrace who founded a school on 

the Greek island of Rhodes. Dionysius Thrax's grammar book 

remained the primary grammar textbook for Greek schoolboys 

until as late as the twelfth century AD. The Romans based 

their grammatical writings on it and its basic format remains 

the basis for grammar guides in many languages even today. 

Latin grammar developed by following Greek models from the 

1st century BC, due to the work of authors such as 

OrbiliusPupillus, RemmiusPalaemon, Marcus ValeriusProbus, 

VerriusFlaccus, and Aemilius Asper.  
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A grammar of Irish originated in the 7th century with the 

Auraiceptna n-Éces. Arabic grammar emerged with Abu al-

Aswad al-Du'ali in the 7th century. The first treatises on 

Hebrew grammar appeared in the High Middle Ages, in the 

context of Mishnah (exegesis of the Hebrew Bible). The Karaite 

tradition originated in AbbasidBaghdad. The Diqduq (10th 

century) is one of the earliest grammatical commentaries on 

the Hebrew Bible. Ibn Barun in the 12th century compares the 

Hebrew language with Arabic in the Islamic grammatical 

tradition.  

Belonging to the trivium of the seven liberal arts, grammar was 

taught as a core discipline throughout the Middle Ages, 

following the influence of authors from Late Antiquity, such as 

Priscian. Treatment of vernaculars began gradually during the 

High Middle Ages, with isolated works such as the First 

Grammatical Treatise, but became influential only in the 

Renaissance and Baroque periods. In 1486, Antonio de Nebrija 

published Las introduciones Latinas contrapuesto el romance al 

Latin, and the first Spanish grammar, Gramática de la 

lenguacastellana, in 1492. During the 16th-century Italian 

Renaissance, the Questionedella lingua was the discussion on 

the status and ideal form of the Italian language, initiated by 

Dante's de vulgarieloquentia (Pietro Bembo, Prose dellavolgar 

lingua Venice 1525). The first grammar of Slovene was written 

in 1583 by Adam Bohori�.  

Grammars of some languages began to be compiled for the 

purposes of evangelism and Bible translation from the 16th 

century onward, such as Grammatica o Arte de la Lengua 

General de losIndios de losReynos del Perú (1560), a Quechua 

grammar by Fray Domingo de Santo Tomás.  
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From the latter part of the 18th century, grammar came to be 

understood as a subfield of the emerging discipline of modern 

linguistics. The Deutsche Grammatik of the Jacob Grimmwas 

first published in the 1810s. The Comparative Grammar of 

Franz Bopp, the starting point of modern comparative 

linguistics, came out in 1833.  

Theoretical frameworks 

• Frameworks of grammar which seek to give a precise 

scientific theory of the syntactic rules of grammar 

and their function have been developed in theoretical 

linguistics.  

• Functional grammar (structural–functional analysis):  

• Danish Functionalism 

• Functional Discourse Grammar 

• Systemic functional grammar 

• Role and reference grammar 

• Dependency grammar: dependency relation (Lucien 

Tesnière 1959)  

• Link grammar 

• Montague grammar 

Other frameworks are based on an innate "universal grammar", 

an idea developed by Noam Chomsky. In such models, the 

object is placed into the verb phrase. The most prominent 

biologically-oriented theories are:  

• Generative grammar:  

• Transformational grammar (1960s) 

• Generative semantics (1970s)  

• Semantic Syntax (1990s) 
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• Generalised phrase structure grammar (late 1970s)  

• Head-driven phrase structure grammar (1985) 

• Principles and parameters grammar (Government and 

binding theory) (1980s) 

• Lexical functional grammar 

• Categorial grammar (lambda calculus) 

• Minimalist program-based grammar (1993) 

• Cognitive grammar / Cognitive linguistics 

• Construction grammar 

• Fluid Construction Grammar 

• Word grammar 

• Stochastic grammar: probabilistic  

• Operator grammar 

Parse trees are commonly used by such frameworks to depict 

their rules. There are various alternative schemes for some 

grammars:  

• Constraint grammar 

• Tree-adjoining grammar 

• Affix grammar over a finite lattice 

• Lambda calculus 

• X-bar theory 

• Backus–Naur form 

Development of grammars 

Grammars evolve through usage. Historically, with the advent 

of written representations, formal rules about language usage 

tend to appear also, although such rules tend to describe 

writing conventions more accurately than conventions of 

speech. Formal grammars are codifications of usage which are 
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developed by repeated documentation and observation over 

time. As rules are established and developed, the prescriptive 

concept of grammatical correctness can arise. This often 

produces a discrepancy between contemporary usage and that 

which has been accepted, over time, as being standard or 

"correct". Linguists tend to view prescriptive grammars as 

having little justification beyond their authors' aesthetic 

tastes, although style guides may give useful advice about 

standard language employment, based on descriptions of usage 

in contemporary writings of the same language. Linguistic 

prescriptions also form part of the explanation for variation in 

speech, particularly variation in the speech of an individual 

speaker (for example, why some speakers say "I didn't do 

nothing", some say "I didn't do anything", and some say one or 

the other depending on social context).  

The formal study of grammar is an important part of children's 

schooling from a young age through advanced learning, though 

the rules taught in schools are not a "grammar" in the sense 

that most linguists use, particularly as they are prescriptive in 

intent rather than descriptive.  

Constructed languages (also called planned languages or 

conlangs) are more common in the modern-day, although still 

extremely uncommon compared to natural languages. Many 

have been designed to aid human communication (for example, 

naturalistic Interlingua, schematic Esperanto, and the highly 

logic-compatible artificial languageLojban). Each of these 

languages has its own grammar.  

Syntax refers to the linguistic structure above the word level 

(for example, how sentences are formed) – though without 
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taking into account intonation, which is the domain of 

phonology. Morphology, by contrast, refers to the structure at 

and below the word level (for example, how compound words 

are formed), but above the level of individual sounds, which, 

like intonation, are in the domain of phonology. However, no 

clear line can be drawn between syntax and morphology. 

Analytic languages use syntax to convey information which is 

encoded by inflection in synthetic languages. In other words, 

word order is not significant and morphology is highly 

significant in a purely synthetic language, whereas morphology 

is not significant and syntax is highly significant in an analytic 

language. For example, Chinese and Afrikaans are highly 

analytic, thus meaning is very context-dependent. (Both have 

some inflections, and both have had more in the past; thus, 

they are becoming even less synthetic and more "purely" 

analytic over time.) Latin, which is highly synthetic, uses 

affixes and inflections to convey the same information that 

Chinese does with syntax. Because Latin words are quite 

(though not totally) self-contained, an intelligible Latin 

sentence can be made from elements that are arranged almost 

arbitrarily. Latin has a complex affixation and simple syntax, 

whereas Chinese has the opposite.  

Education 

Prescriptive grammar is taught in primary and secondary 

school. The term "grammar school" historically referred to a 

school (attached to a cathedral or monastery) that teaches 

Latin grammar to future priests and monks. It originally 

referred to a school that taught students how to read, scan, 

interpret, and declaim Greek and Latin poets (including Homer, 
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Virgil, Euripides, and others). These should not be mistaken 

for the related, albeit distinct, modern British grammar 

schools.  

A standard language is the dialect which is promoted above 

other dialects in writing, education and, broadly speaking, in 

the public sphere; it contrasts with vernacular dialects, which 

may be the objects of study in academic, descriptive linguistics 

but which are rarely taught prescriptively. The standardized 

"first language" taught in primary education may be subject to 

political controversy, because it may sometimes establish a 

standard defining nationality or ethnicity.  

Recently, efforts have begun to update grammar instruction in 

primary and secondary education. The main focus has been to 

prevent the use of outdated prescriptive rules in favor of 

setting norms based on earlier descriptive research and to 

change perceptions about relative "correctness" of prescribed 

standard forms in comparison to non-standard dialects.  

The preeminence of Parisian French has reigned largely 

unchallenged throughout the history of modern French 

literature. Standard Italian is based on the speech of Florence 

rather than the capital because of its influence on early 

literature. Likewise, standard Spanish is not based on the 

speech of Madrid, but on that of educated speakers from more 

northern areas such as Castile and León (see Gramática de la 

lenguacastellana). In Argentina and Uruguay the Spanish 

standard is based on the local dialects of Buenos Aires and 

Montevideo (Rioplatense Spanish). Portuguese has, for now, 

two official standards, respectively Brazilian Portuguese and 

European Portuguese.  
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The Serbian variant of Serbo-Croatianis likewise divided; 

Serbia and the RepublikaSrpska of Bosnia and Herzegovina use 

their own distinct normative subvarieties, with differences in 

yat reflexes. The existence and codification of a distinct 

Montenegrin standard is a matter of controversy, some treat 

Montenegrin as a separate standard lect and some think that it 

should be considered another form of Serbian.  

Norwegian has two standards, Bokmål and Nynorsk, the choice 

between which is subject to controversy: Each Norwegian 

municipality can either declare one as its official language or it 

can remain "language neutral". Nynorsk is backed by 27 

percent of municipalities. The main language used in primary 

schools, chosen by referendum within the local school district, 

normally follows the official language of its municipality. 

Standard German emerged from the standardized chancellery 

use of High German in the 16th and 17th centuries. Until 

about 1800, it was almost exclusively a written language, but 

now it is so widely spoken that most of the former German 

dialects are nearly extinct.  

Standard Chinese has official status as the standard spoken 

form of the Chinese language in the People's Republic of China 

(PRC), the Republic of China (ROC) and the Republic of 

Singapore. Pronunciation of Standard Chinese is based on the 

local accent of Mandarin Chinese from Luanping, Chengde in 

Hebei Province near Beijing, while grammar and syntax are 

based on modern vernacular written Chinese.  

Modern Standard Arabicis directly based on Classical Arabic, 

the language of the Qur'an. The Hindustani language has two 

standards, Hindi and Urdu.  
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In the United States, the Society for the Promotion of Good 

Grammar designated March 4 as National Grammar Day in 

2008.  

Social reality 

Social reality is distinct from biological reality or individual 

cognitive reality, representing as it does a phenomenological 

level created through social interaction and thereby 

transcending individual motives and actions. The product of 

human dialogue, social reality may be considered as consisting 

of the accepted social tenets of a community, involving thereby 

relatively stable laws and social representations. Radical 

constructivism would cautiously describe social reality as the 

product of uniformities among observers (whether or not 

including the current observer themselves).  

Schütz, Durkheim, and Spencer 

The problem of social reality has been treated exhaustively by 

philosophers in the phenomenological tradition, particularly 

Alfred Schütz, who used the term "social world" to designate 

this distinct level of reality. Within the social world, Schütz 

distinguished between social reality that could be experienced 

directly (umwelt) and a social reality beyond the immediate 

horizon, which could yet be experienced if sought out. In his 

wake, ethnomethodology explored further the unarticulated 

structure of our everyday competence and ability with social 

reality.  
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Previously, the subject had been addressed in sociology as well 

as other disciplines. For example, Émile Durkheim stressed the 

distinct nature of "the social kingdom. 

Here more than anywhere else the idea is the reality". Herbert 

Spencer had coined the term super-organic to distinguish the 

social level of reality above the biological and psychological.  

Searle 

John Searle has used the theory of speech acts to explore the 

nature of social/institutional reality, so as to describe such 

aspects of social reality which he instances under the rubrics 

of "marriage, property, hiring, firing, war, revolutions, cocktail 

parties, governments, meetings, unions, parliaments, 

corporations, laws, restaurants, vacations, lawyers, professors, 

doctors, medieval knights, and taxes, for example".  

Searle argued that such institutional realities interact with 

each other in what he called "systematic relationships (e.g., 

governments, marriages, corporations, universities, armies, 

churches)" to create a multi-layered social reality.  

For Searle, language was the key to the formation of social 

reality because "language is precisely designed to be a self-

identifying category of institutional facts"; i.e., a system of 

publicly and widely accepted symbols which "persist through 

time independently of the urges and inclinations of the 

participants."  
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Objective/subjective 

There is a debate in social theory about whether social reality 

exists independently of people's involvement with it, or 

whether (as in social constructionism) it is only created by the 

human process of ongoing interaction.  

Peter L. Berger argued for a new concern with the basic 

process of the social construction of reality. Berger stated that 

the social construction of reality was a process made up of 

three steps: externalization, objectivation and internalization. 

In similar fashion, post-Sartrians like R. D. Laing stress that, 

"once certain fundamental structures of experience are shared, 

they come to be experienced as objective entities...they take on 

the force and character of partial autonomous realities, with 

their own way of life". Yet at the same time, Laing insisted that 

such a socially real grouping "can be nothing else than the 

multiplicity of the points of view and actions of its 

members...even where, through the interiorization of this 

multiplicity as synthesized by each, this synthesized 

multiplicity becomes ubiquitous in space and enduring in 

time".  

The existence of a social reality independent of individuals or 

the ecology would seem at odds with the views of perceptual 

psychology, including those of J. J. Gibson, and those of most 

ecological economics theories.  

 

Scholars such as John Searle argue on the one hand that "a 

socially constructed reality presupposes a reality independent 
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of all social constructions". At the same time, he accepts that 

social realities are humanly created, and that "the secret to 

understanding the continued existence of institutional facts is 

simply that the individuals directly involved and a sufficient 

number of members of the relevant communities must continue 

to recognize and accept the existence of such facts".  

Socialisation and the Capital Other 

Freud saw a child's induction into social reality as 

consolidated with the passing of the Oedipus complex and the 

internalisation of the parents: "the same figures who continue 

to operate in the super-ego as the agency we know as 

conscience...also belong to the real external world. It is from 

there that they were drawn; their power, behind which lie 

hidden all the influences of the past and of tradition, was one 

of the most strongly-felt manifestations of reality".  

Lacan clarified the point by stressing that this was "a highly 

significant moment in the transfer of powers from the subject 

to the Other, what I call the Capital Other...the field of the 

Other – which, strictly speaking, is the Oedipus complex". 

Lacan considered that "the Oedipus complex...superimposes 

the kingdom of culture on that of nature", bringing the child 

into the Symbolic Order.  

Within that order, Lacanians consider that "institutions, as 

signifying practices, are much more extensive structures than 

romantic notions allow and they thus implicate us in ways 

which narrower definitions cannot recognize...exceed any 

intersubjective intention or effect". In similar fashion, Searle 

asserts that "institutional power – massive, pervasive, and 
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typically invisible – permeates every nook and cranny of our 

social lives...the invisible structure of social reality".  

Measuring trust 

If one accepts the validity of the idea of social reality, 

scientifically, it must be amenable to measurement, something 

which has been explored particularly in relation to trust. 

"Trust is...part of a community's social capital, as Francis 

Fukuyama argues, and has deep historical and cultural roots".  

Theories of the measurement of trust in the sociological 

community are usually called theories of social capital, to 

emphasize the connection to economics, and the ability to 

measure outputs in the same feeling.  

Propaganda 

One aspect of social reality is the principle of the "big lie", 

which states that an outrageous untruth is easier to convince 

people of than a less outrageous truth. Many examples from 

politics and theology (e.g., the claim that the Roman Emperor 

was in fact a "god") demonstrate that this principle was known 

by effective propagandists from the earliest times.  

Model-theoretic grammar 

Model-theoretic grammars, also known as constraint-based 

grammars, contrast with generative grammars in the way they 

define sets of sentences: they state constraints on syntactic 
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structure rather than providing operations for generating 

syntactic objects. A generative grammar provides a set of 

operations such as rewriting, insertion, deletion, movement, or 

combination, and is interpreted as a definition of the set of all 

and only the objects that these operations are capable of 

producing through iterative application. A model-theoretic 

grammar simply states a set of conditions that an object must 

meet, and can be regarded as defining the set of all and only 

the structures of a certain sort that satisfy all of the 

constraints. The approach applies the mathematical techniques 

of model theory to the task of syntactic description: a grammar 

is a theory in the logician's sense (a consistent set of 

statements) and the well-formed structures are the models that 

satisfy the theory.  

Examples of model-theoretic 

grammars 

The following is a sample of grammars falling under the model-

theoretic umbrella:  

• the non-procedural variant of Transformational 

grammar (TG) of George Lakoff, that formulates 

constraints on potential tree sequences 

• Johnson and Postal's formalization of Relational 

grammar (RG) (1980), Generalized phrase structure 

grammar (GPSG) in the variants developed by Gazdar 

et al. (1988), Blackburn et al. (1993) and Rogers 

(1997) 

• Lexical functional grammar (LFG) in the 

formalization of Ronald Kaplan (1995) 
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• Head-driven phrase structure grammar (HPSG) in the 

formalization of King (1999) 

• Constraint Handling Rules (CHR) grammars 

Strengths 

One benefit of model-theoretic grammars over generative 

grammars is that they allow for gradience in grammaticality. A 

structure may deviate only slightly from a theory or it may be 

highly deviant. Generative grammars, in contrast "entail a 

sharp boundary between the perfect and the nonexistent, and 

do not even permit gradience in ungrammaticality to be 

represented."  

Error (linguistics) 

In applied linguistics, an error is an unintended deviation from 

the immanent rules of a language variety made by a second 

language learner. Such errors result from the learner's lack of 

knowledge of the correct rules of the target language variety. A 

significant distinction is generally made between errors 

(systematic deviations) and mistakes (speech performance 

errors) which are not treated the same from a linguistic 

viewpoint. The study of learners' errors has been the main area 

of investigation by linguists in the history of second-language 

acquisition research.  

In prescriptivist contexts, the terms "error" and "mistake" are 

also used to describe usages that are considered non-standard 

or otherwise discouraged normatively. Such usages, however, 

would not be considered true errors by the majority of 
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linguistic scholars. Modern linguistics generally does not make 

such judgments about regularly occurring native speech, 

rejecting the idea of linguistic correctness as scientifically 

untenable, or at least approaching the concept of correct usage 

in relative terms. Social perceptions and value claims about 

different speech varieties, although common socially, are not 

normally supported by linguistics.  

Definition 

H. Douglas Brown defines linguistic errors as "a noticeable 

deviation from the adult grammar of a native speaker, 

reflecting the interlanguage competence of the learner." He 

cites an example Does John can sing?where a preceding do 

auxiliary verb has been used as an error.  

Difference between error and 

mistake 

In linguistics, it is considered important to distinguish errors 

from mistakes. A distinction is always made between errors 

and mistakes where the former is defined as resulting from a 

learner's lack of proper grammatical knowledge, whilst the 

latter as a failure to utilize a known system correctly. Brown 

terms these mistakes as performance errors. Mistakes of this 

kind are frequently made by both native speakers and second 

language learners. However, native speakers are generally able 

to correct themselves quickly. Such mistakes include slips of 

the tongue and random ungrammatical formations. On the 

other hand, errors are systematic in that they occur repeatedly 
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and are not recognizable by the learner. They are a part of the 

learner's interlanguage, and the learner does not generally 

consider them as errors. They are errors only from the 

perspective of teachers and others who are aware that the 

learner has deviated from a grammatical norm. That is, 

mistakes (performance errors) can be self-corrected with or 

without being pointed out to the speaker but systematic errors 

cannot be self-corrected.  

Importance of error 

S. Pit Corder was probably the first to point out and discuss 

the importance of errors learners make in course of their 

learning a second language. Soon after, the study and analysis 

of learners’ errors took a prominent place in applied 

linguistics. Brown suggests that the process of second 

language learning is not very different from learning a first 

language, and the feedback a L2 learner gets upon making 

errors benefits him in developing the L2 knowledge.  

Harmonic grammar 

Harmonic grammar is a linguistic model proposed by 

Geraldine Legendre, Yoshiro Miyata, and Paul Smolensky in 

1990. It is a connectionist approach to modeling linguistic 

well-formedness. More recently, Harmonic Grammar has been 

used to refer more generally to models of language that use 

weighted constraints, including ones that are not explicitly 

connectionist – see e.g. Pater (2009) and Potts et al. (2010).  
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Higher order grammar 

Higher order grammar (HOG) is a grammar theory based on 

higher-order logic. It can be viewed simultaneously as 

generative-enumerative (like categorialgrammar and principles 

and parameters) or model theoretic (like head-driven phrase 

structure grammar or lexical functional grammar).  

Key features 

• There is a propositional logic of types, which denote 

sets of linguistic (phonological, syntactic, or 

semantic) entities. For example, the type NP denotes 

the syntactic category (or form class) of noun 

phrases. 

• HOG maintains Haskell Curry's distinction between 

tectogrammatical structure (abstract syntax) and 

phenogrammatical structure (concrete syntax). 

• Abstract syntactic entities are identified with 

structuralist (Bloomfield-Hockett) free forms (words 

and phrases). For example, the NP your cat is 

distinct from its phonology or its semantics. 

• Concrete syntax is identified with phonology, broadly 

construed to include word order. 

• The modelling of Fregean senses is broadly similar to 

Montague's, but with intensions replaced by finer-

grained hyperintensions. 

• There is a (Curry-Howard) proof term calculus, 

whose terms denote linguistic (phonological, 

syntactic, or semantic) entities. 
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• The term calculus is embedded in a classical higher-

order logic (HOL). 

• The syntax-phonology and syntax-semantics 

interfacesare expressed as axiomatic theories in the 

HOL. 

• The HOL admits (separation-style) subtyping, e.g. 

NPacc, the type of accusative noun phrases, is a 

subtype of NP, and denotes a subset of the category 

denoted by NP. 

Linguistic typology 

Linguistic typology (or language typology) is a field of 

linguistics that studies and classifies languages according to 

their structural features. Its aim is to describe and explain the 

common properties and the structural diversity of the world's 

languages. Its subdisciplines include, but are not limited to: 

qualitative typology, which deals with the issue of comparing 

languages and within-language variance; quantitative typology, 

which deals with the distribution of structural patterns in the 

world's languages; theoretical typology, which explains these 

distributions; syntactic typology, which deals with word order, 

word form, word grammar and word choice; and lexical 

typology, which deals with language vocabulary. 

History 

Joseph Greenbergis considered the founder of modern 

linguistic typology, a field that he has revitalized with his 

publications in the 1960s and 1970s.  
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Qualitative typology 

Qualitative typology develops cross-linguistically viable notions 

or types that provide a framework for the description and 

comparison of individual languages. A few examples appear 

below.  

Typological systems 

Subject–verb–object positioning 

One set of types reflects the basic order of subject, verb, and 

direct object in sentences:  

• Object–subject–verb (OSV) 

• Object–verb–subject (OVS) 

• Subject–verb–object (SVO) 

• Subject–object–verb (SOV) 

• Verb–subject–object (VSO) 

• Verb–object–subject (VOS) 

These labels usually appear abbreviated as "SVO" and so forth, 

and may be called "typologies" of the languages to which they 

apply. The most commonly attested word orders are SOV and 

SVO while the least common orders are those that are object 

initial with OVS being the least common with only four attested 

instances.  

In the 1980s, linguists began to question the relevance of 

geographical distribution of different values for various 

features of linguistic structure. They may have wanted to 

discover whether a particular grammatical structure found in 
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one language is likewise found in another language in the same 

geographic location. Some languages split verbs into an 

auxiliary and an infinitive or participle and put the subject 

and/or object between them. For instance, German (Ich habe 

einen Fuchs im Wald gesehen - *"I have a fox in-the woods 

seen"), Dutch (Hans vermoedde dat Jan Marie zag leren 

zwemmen - *"Hans suspected that Jan Marie saw to learn to 

swim") and Welsh (Mae 'r  gwirio sillafu wedi'i gwblhau - *"Is 

the checking spelling after its to complete"). In this case, 

linguists base the typology on the non-analytic tenses (i.e. 

those sentences in which the verb is not split) or on the 

position of the auxiliary. German is thus SVO in main clauses 

and Welsh is VSO (and preposition phrases would go after the 

infinitive).  

Many typologists classify both German and Dutch as V2 

languages, as the verb invariantly occurs as the second 

element of a full clause.  

Some languages allow varying degrees of freedom in their 

constituent order, posing a problem for their classification 

within the subject–verb–object schema. Languages with bound 

case markings for nouns, for example, tend to have more 

flexible word orders than languages where case is defined by 

position within a sentence or presence of a preposition. To 

define a basic constituent order type in this case, one generally 

looks at frequency of different types in declarative affirmative 

main clauses in pragmatically neutral contexts, preferably with 

only old referents. Thus, for instance, Russian is widely 

considered an SVO language, as this is the most frequent 

constituent order under such conditions—all sorts of 

variations are possible, though, and occur in texts. In many 
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inflected languages, such as Russian, Latin, and Greek, 

departures from the default word-orders are permissible but 

usually imply a shift in focus, an emphasis on the final 

element, or some special context. In the poetry of these 

languages, the word order may also shift freely to meet 

metrical demands. Additionally, freedom of word order may 

vary within the same language—for example, formal, literary, 

or archaizing varieties may have different, stricter, or more 

lenient constituent-order structures than an informal spoken 

variety of the same language.  

On the other hand, when there is no clear preference under the 

described conditions, the language is considered to have 

"flexible constituent order" (a type unto itself).  

An additional problem is that in languages without living 

speech communities, such as Latin, Ancient Greek, and Old 

Church Slavonic, linguists have only written evidence, perhaps 

written in a poetic, formalizing, or archaic style that 

mischaracterizes the actual daily use of the language. The 

daily spoken language of Sophocles or Cicero might have 

exhibited a different or much more regular syntax than their 

written legacy indicates.  

OV/VO correlations 

A second major way of syntactic categorization is by excluding 

the subject from consideration. It is a well-documented 

typological feature that languages with a dominant OV order 

(object before verb), Japanese for example, tend to have 

postpositions. 
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In contrast, VO languages (verb before object) like English tend 

to have prepositions as their main adpositional type. Several 

OV/VO correlations have been uncovered.  

Theoretical issues 

Several processing explanations were proposed in the 1980s 

and 1990s for the above correlations. They suggest that the 

brain finds it easier to parsesyntactic patterns which are either 

right or left branching, but not mixed. The most widely held 

such explanation is John A. Hawkins' Grammar-Performance 

Correspondence Hypothesis which argues that language is a 

non-innate adaptation to innate cognitive mechanisms. 

Typological tendencies are considered as being based on 

language users' preference for grammars that are organized 

efficiently, and on their avoidance of word orderings which 

cause processing difficulty. Some languages however exhibit 

regular inefficient patterning. These include the VO languages 

Chinese, with the adpositional phrase before the verb, and 

Finnish whichhas postpositions; but there are few other 

profoundly exceptional languages.  

Morphosyntactic alignment 

Another common classification distinguishes nominative–

accusative alignment patterns and ergative–absolutive ones. In 

a language with cases, the classification depends on whether 

the subject (S) of an intransitive verb has the same case as the 

agent (A) or the patient (P) of a transitive verb. If a language 

has no cases, but the word order is AVP or PVA, then a 

classification may reflect whether the subject of an intransitive 

verb appears on the same side as the agent or the patient of 
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the transitive verb. Bickel (2011) has argued that alignment 

should be seen as a construction-specific property rather than 

a language-specific property.  

Many languages show mixed accusative and ergative behaviour 

(for example: ergative morphology marking the verb arguments, 

on top of an accusative syntax). Other languages (called "active 

languages") have two types of intransitive verbs—some of them 

("active verbs") join the subject in the same case as the agent 

of a transitive verb, and the rest ("stative verbs") join the 

subject in the same case as the patient. Yet other languages 

behave ergatively only in some contexts (this "split ergativity" 

is often based on the grammatical person of the arguments or 

on the tense/aspect of the verb). For example, only some verbs 

in Georgian behave this way, and, as a rule, only while using 

the perfective (aorist).  

Phonological systems 

• Linguistic typology also seeks to identify patterns in 

the structure and distribution of sound systems 

among the world's languages. This is accomplished 

by surveying and analyzing the relative frequencies 

of different phonological properties. These relative 

frequencies might, for example, be used to determine 

why contrastive voicing commonly occurs with 

plosives, as in English neat and need, but occurs 

much more rarely among fricatives, such as the 

English niece and knees. According to a worldwide 

sample of 637 languages, 62% have the voicing 

contrast in stops but only 35% have this in 

fricatives. In the vast majority of those cases, the 
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absence of voicing contrast occurs because there is a 

lack of voiced fricatives and because all languages 

have some form of plosive, but there are languages 

with no fricatives. Below is a chart showing the 

breakdown of voicing properties among languages in 

the aforementioned sample.  

Languages worldwide also vary in the number of sounds they 

use. These languages can go from very small phonemic 

inventories (Rotokas with six consonants and five vowels) to 

very large inventories (!Xóõ with 128 consonants and 28 

vowels). An interesting phonological observation found with 

this data is that the larger a consonant inventory a language 

has, the more likely it is to contain a sound from a defined set 

of complex consonants (clicks, glottalized consonants, doubly 

articulated labial-velar stops, lateral fricatives and affricates, 

uvular and pharyngeal consonants, and dental or alveolar non-

sibilant fricatives). Of this list, only about 26% of languages in 

a survey of over 600 with small inventories (less than 19 

consonants) contain a member of this set, while 51% of average 

languages (19-25) contain at least one member and 69% of 

large consonant inventories (greater than 25 consonants) 

contain a member of this set. It is then seen that complex 

consonants are in proportion to the size of the inventory.  

Vowels contain a more modest number of phonemes, with the 

average being 5–6, which 51% of the languages in the survey 

have. About a third of the languages have larger than average 

vowel inventories. Most interesting though is the lack of 

relationship between consonant inventory size and vowel 

inventory size. Below is a chart showing this lack of 



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

132 

predictability between consonant and vowel inventory sizes in 

relation to each other.  

Quantitative typology 

Quantitative typology deals with the distribution and co-

occurrence of structural patterns in the languages of the 

world. Major types of non-chance distribution include:  

• preferences (for instance, absolute and implicational 

universals, semantic maps, and hierarchies) 

• correlations (for instance, areal patterns, such as 

with a Sprachbund) 

Linguistic universals are patterns that can be seen cross-

linguistically. Universals can either be absolute, meaning that 

every documented language exhibits this characteristic, or 

statistical, meaning that this characteristic is seen in most 

languages or is probable in most languages. Universals, both 

absolute and statistical can be unrestricted, meaning that they 

apply to most or all languages without any additional 

conditions. Conversely, both absolute and statistical 

universals can be restricted or implicational, meaning that a 

characteristic will be true on the condition of something else (if 

Y characteristic is true, then X characteristic is true).  

Paragrammatism 

Paragrammatism is the confused or incomplete use of 

grammatical structures, found in certain forms of speech 

disturbance. Paragrammatism is the inability to form 
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grammatically correct sentences. It is characteristic of 

fluentaphasia, most commonly receptive aphasia. 

Paragrammatismis sometimes called "extended paraphasia," 

although it is different from paraphasia. Paragrammatism is 

roughly synonymous with "word salad," which concerns the 

semantic coherence of speech rather than its production.  

Cause 

Huber assumes a disturbance of the sequential organization of 

sentences as the cause of the syntactic errors (1981:3). Most 

students and practitioners regard paragrammatism as the 

morphosyntactic "leitsymptom" of Wernicke's aphasia.  

However, ever since the introduction of the term 

paragrammatism some students have pointed out that 

paragrammatic and agrammatic phenomena, which in classical 

theory form part of Broca's aphasia, may co-occur in the same 

patient.  

History 

Since Kleist introduced the term in 1916, paragrammatism has 

denoted a disordered mode of expression that is characterized 

by confused and erroneous word order, syntactic structure or 

grammatical morphology (Schlenck 1991:199f)  

Most researchers suppose that the faulty syntactic structure 

(sentence blends, contaminations, break-offs) results from a 

disturbance of the syntactic plan of the utterance (de 

Bleser/Bayer 1993:160f)  
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In non-fluent aphasia, oral expression is often agrammatic, i.e. 

grammatically incomplete or incorrect. By contrast, expression 

in fluent aphasia usually appears grammatical, albeit with 

disruptions in content. Despite this persistent impression, 

errors of sentence structure and morphology do occur in fluent 

aphasia, although they take the form of substitutions rather 

than omissions.  

Speech error 

A speech error, commonly referred to as a slip of the tongue 

(Latin: lapsus linguae, or occasionally self-demonstratingly, 

lipsus languae) or misspeaking, is a deviation (conscious or 

unconscious) from the apparently intended form of an 

utterance. They can be subdivided into spontaneously and 

inadvertently produced speech errors and intentionally 

produced word-plays or puns. Another distinction can be 

drawn between production and comprehension errors. Errors 

in speech production and perception are also called 

performance errors. Some examples of speech error include 

sound exchange or sound anticipation errors. In sound 

exchange errors the order of two individual morphemes is 

reversed, while in sound anticipation errors a sound from a 

later syllable replaces one from an earlier syllable. Slips of the 

tongue are a normal and common occurrence. One study shows 

that most people can make up to as much as 22 slips of the 

tongue per day.  

Speech errors are common among children, who have yet to 

refine their speech, and can frequently continue into 

adulthood. When errors continue past the age of 9 they are 
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referred to as "residual speech errors" or RSEs. They 

sometimes lead to embarrassment and betrayal of the speaker's 

regional or ethnic origins. However, it is also common for them 

to enter the popular culture as a kind of linguistic "flavoring". 

Speech errors may be used intentionally for humorous effect, 

as with spoonerisms.  

Within the field of psycholinguistics, speech errors fall under 

the category of language production. Types of speech errors 

include: exchange errors, perseveration, anticipation, shift, 

substitution, blends, additions, and deletions. The study of 

speech errors has contributed to the establishment/refinement 

of models of speech production since Victoria Fromkin's 

pioneering work on this topic.  

Psycholinguistic explanations 

Speech errors are made on an occasional basis by all speakers. 

They occur more often when speakers are nervous, tired, 

anxious or intoxicated. During live broadcasts on TV or on the 

radio, for example, nonprofessional speakers and even hosts 

often make speech errors because they are under stress. Some 

speakers seem to be more prone to speech errors than others. 

For example, there is a certain connection between stuttering 

and speech errors. Charles F. Hockettexplains that "whenever 

a speaker feels some anxiety about possible lapse, he will be 

led to focus attention more than normally on what he has just 

said and on what he is just about to say. These are ideal 

breeding grounds for stuttering." Another example of a "chronic 

sufferer" is Reverend William Archibald Spooner, whose 

peculiar speech may be caused by a cerebral dysfunction, but 
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there is much evidence that he invented his famous speech 

errors (spoonerisms).  

An explanation for the occurrence of speech errors comes from 

psychoanalysis, in the so-called Freudian slip. Sigmund Freud 

assumed that speech errors are the result of an intrapsychic 

conflict of concurrent intentions. "Virtually all speech errors 

[are] caused by the intrusion of repressed ideas from the 

unconscious into one's conscious speech output", Freud 

explained. In fact, his hypothesis explains only a minority of 

speech errors.  

Psycholinguistic classification 

• There are few speech errors that clearly fall into only 

one category. The majority of speech errors can be 

interpreted in different ways and thus fall into more 

than one category. For this reason, percentage 

figures for the different kinds of speech errors may 

be of limited accuracy.  

Types 

• Grammatical – For example, children take time to 

learn irregular verbs, so in English use the -ed form 

incorrectly. This is explored by Steven Pinker in his 

book Words and Rules. 

• Mispronunciation 

• Vocabulary – Young children make category 

approximations, using car for truck for example. 

This is known as hyponymy. 
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Examples 

• "particuly" (particularly) 	elision 

• "syntaxically" (syntact ically) 	vocabulary 

Scientific relevance 

Speech production is a highly complex and extremely rapid 

process so that research into the involved mental mechanisms 

is very difficult. Investigating the audible output of the speech 

production system is a way to understand these mental 

mechanisms. According to Gary S. Dell "the inner workings of a 

highly complex system are often revealed by the way in which 

the system breaks down". Therefore, speech errors are of an 

explanatory value with regard to the nature of language and 

language production.  

Performance errors may provide the linguist with empirical 

evidence for linguistic theories and serve to test hypotheses 

about language and speech production models. For that 

reason, the study of speech errors is significant for the 

construction of performance models and gives insight into 

language mechanisms.  

Evidence and insights 

• Speech errors provide investigators with insights 

into the sequential order of language production 

processes. 

• Speech errors clue investigators in on the 

interactivity of language production modules. 
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• The existence of lexical or phonemic exchange errors 

provides evidence that speakers typically engage in 

forward planning their utterances. It seems that 

before the speaker starts speaking the whole 

utterance is available. 

• Anticipation 

• Target: Take my bike. 

• Error: Bake my bike. 

• Perseveration 

• Target: He pulled a tantrum. 

• Error: He pulled a pantrum. 

• Performance errors supply evidence for the 

psychological existence of discrete linguistic units. 

• Speech errors involve substitutions, shifts, additions 

and deletions of segments. "In order to move a 

sound, the speaker must think of it as a separate 

unit." Obviously, one cannot account for speech 

errors without speaking of these discrete segments. 

They constitute the planning units of language 

production. Among them are distinctive features, 

phonemes, morphemes, syllables, words and 

phrases. Victoria Fromkin points out that "many of 

the segments that change and move in speech errors 

are precisely those postulated by linguistic theories." 

Consequently, speech errors give evidence that these 

units are psychologically real. 

• One can infer from speech errors that speakers 

adhere to a set of linguistic rules. 

• "There is a complex set of rules which the language 

user follows when making use of these units." Among 

them are for example phonetic constraints, which 

prescribe the possible sequences of sounds. 
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Moreover, the study of speech error confirmed the 

existence of rules that state how morphemes are to 

be pronounced or how they should be combined with 

other morphemes. The following examples show that 

speech errors also observe these rules: 

• Target: He likes to have his team rested. [rest+id] 

• Error: He likes to have his rest teamed. [ti:m+d] 

• Target: Both kids are sick. [kid+z] 

• Error: Both sicks are kids. [sik+s] 

• Here the past tense morpheme resp. the plural 

morpheme is phonologically conditioned, although 

the lemmas are exchanged. This proves that first the 

lemmas are inserted and then phonological 

conditioning takes place. 

• Target:Don’t yell so loud! / Don’t shout so loud! 

• Error:Don’t shell so loud! 

• "Shout" and "yell" are both appropriate words in this 

context. Due to the pressure to continue speaking, 

the speaker has to make a quick decision which word 

should be selected. This pressure leads to the 

speaker’s attempt to utter the two words 

simultaneously, which resulted in the creation of a 

blend. According to Charles F. Hockett there are six 

possible blends of "shout" and "yell". Why did the 

speaker choose "shell" and not one of the 

alternatives? The speaker obeyed unconscious 

linguistic rules because he selected the blend, which 

satisfied the linguistic demands of these rules the 

best. Illegal non-words are for example 

instantaneously rejected. 
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• In conclusion, the rules which tell language users 

how to produce speech must also be part of our 

mental organization of language. 

• Substitution errors, for instance, reveal parts of the 

organization and structure of the mental lexicon. 

• Target: My thesis is too long. 

• Error: My thesis is too short. 

• In case of substitution errors both segments mostly 

belong to the same category, which means for 

example that a noun is substituted for a noun. 

Lexical selection errors are based on semantic 

relations such as synonymy, antonymy or 

membership of the same lexical field. For this reason 

the mental lexicon is structured in terms of semantic 

relationships. 

• Target: George’s wife 

• Error: George’s life 

• Target: fashion square 

• Error: passion square 

• Some substitution errors which are based on 

phonological similarities supply evidence that the 

mental lexicon is also organized in terms of sound. 

• Errors in speech are non-random. Linguists can 

elicit from the speech error data how speech errors 

are produced and which linguistic rules they adhere 

to. As a result, they are able to predict speech 

errors. 

• Four generalizations about speech errors have 

been identified: 

• Interacting elements tend to come from a similar 

linguistic environment, which means that initial, 

middle, final segments interact with one another. 
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• Elements that interact with one another tend to be 

phonetically or semantically similar to one another. 

This means that consonants exchange with 

consonants and vowels with vowels. 

• Slips are consistent with the phonological rules of 

the language. 

• There are consistent stress patterns in speech 

errors. Predominantly, both interacting segments 

receive major or minor stress. 

• These four generalizations support the idea of the 

lexical bias effect. This effect states that our 

phonological speech errors generally form words 

rather than non-words. Baars (1975) showed 

evidence for this effect when he presented word pairs 

in rapid succession and asked participants to say 

both words in rapid succession back. In most of the 

trials, the mistakes made still formed actual words. 

Information obtained from 

performance additions 

An example of the information that can be obtained is the use 

of "um" or "uh" in a conversation. These might be meaningful 

words that tell different things, one of which is to hold a place 

in the conversation so as not to be interrupted. There seems to 

be a hesitant stage and fluent stage that suggest speech has 

different levels of production. The pauses seem to occur 

between sentences, conjunctional points and before the first 

content word in a sentence. That suggests that a large part of 

speech production happens there.  
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Schachter et al. (1991) conducted an experiment to examine if 

the numbers of word choices affect pausing. They sat in on the 

lectures of 47 undergraduate professors from 10 different 

departments and calculated the number and times of filled 

pauses and unfilled pauses. They found significantly more 

pauses in the humanities departments as opposed to the 

natural sciences. These findings suggest that the greater the 

number of word choices, the more frequent are the pauses, and 

hence the pauses serve to allow us time to choose our words.  

Slips of the tongue are another form of "errors" that can help 

us understand the process of speech production better. Slips 

can happen at many levels, at the syntactic level, at the 

phrasal level, at the lexical semantic level, at the 

morphological level and at the phonological level and they can 

take more than one form like: additions, substations, deletion, 

exchange, anticipation, perseveration, shifts, and haplologies 

M.F. Garrett, (1975). Slips are orderly because language 

production is orderly.  

There are some biases shown through slips of the tongue. One 

kind is a lexical bias which shows that the slips people 

generate are more often actual words than random sound 

strings. Baars Motley and Mackay (1975) found that it was 

more common for people to turn two actual words to two other 

actual words than when they do not create real words. This 

suggests that lexemes might overlap somewhat or be stored 

similarly. A second kind is a semantic bias which shows a 

tendency for sound bias to create words that are semantically 

related to other words in the linguistic environment. Motley 

and Baars (1976) found that a word pair like "get one" will 

more likely slip to "wet gun" if the pair before it is "damp rifle". 
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These results suggest that we are sensitive to how things are 

laid out semantically.  

Euphemistic misspeaking 

Although the roots of misspeaking roots lie in Middle English 

and earlier, since the 1980s the word has been used 

increasingly in politics to imply that errors made by a speaker 

are accidental and should not be construed as a deliberate 

attempt to misrepresent the facts of a case. As such, its usage 

has attracted a degree of media coverage, particularly from 

critics who feel that the term is overly approbative in cases 

where either ignorance of the facts or intent to misrepresent 

should not be discarded as possibilities.  

The word was used by a White House spokesman after George 

W. Bush seemed to say that his government was always 

"thinking about new ways to harm our country and our 

people", and more famously by then American presidential 

candidate Hillary Clinton who recalled landing in at the US 

military outpost of Tuzla "under sniper fire" (in fact, video 

footage demonstrates that there were no such problems on her 

arrival). Other users of the term include American politician 

Richard Blumenthal, who incorrectly stated on a number of 

occasions that he had served in Vietnam during the Vietnam 

War.  

Usage (language) 

The usage of a language is the ways in which its written and 

spoken variations are routinely employed by its speakers; that 
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is, it refers to "the collective habits of a language's native 

speakers", as opposed to idealized models of how a language 

works or (should work) in the abstract. For instance, Fowler 

characterized usage as "the way in which a word or phrase is 

normally and correctly used" and as the "points of grammar, 

syntax, style, and the choice of words."  

In the descriptive tradition of language analysis, by way of 

contrast, "correct" tends to mean "functionally adequate for the 

purposes of the speaker or writer using it"; usage is also, 

however, a concern for the prescriptive tradition, for which 

"correctness" is a matter of arbitrating style.  

Dictionaries are not generally designed to participate in 

linguistic prescriptivism (with the notable exception of the 

American Heritage Dictionary), and are thus not intended to 

guide "good usage" in the latter sense. "Despite occasional 

usage notes, lexicographers generally disclaim any intent to 

guide writers and editors on the thorny points of English 

usage."  

History 

According to Jeremy Butterfield, "The first person we know of 

who made usage refer to language was Daniel Defoe, at the end 

of the seventeenth century". Defoe proposed the creation of a 

language society of 36 individuals who would set prescriptive 

language rules for the approximately six million English 

speakers.  
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Usus 

Usus (Latin: usus — usage; long-established rule, practice, 

custom) is the common usage of linguistic units (words, 

idioms, forms) in a particular speech community. It may be 

used as one of the criteria of laying out prescriptive norms for 

standard language usage.  

Ususcan be contrasted with both low-frequency usage and 

codified standard usage. The term is used to designate usage 

that has widespread or significant acceptance among speakers 

of a language, regardless of its conformity to the sanctioned 

standard language norms.  

Usus was a crucial term in the research of Danish linguists 

Otto Jespersen and Louis Hjelmslev.  

  



Chapter 4 

Anthropological Linguistics 

Anthropological linguistics is the subfield of linguistics and 

anthropology, which deals with the place of language in its 

wider social and cultural context, and its role in making and 

maintaining cultural practices and societal structures. While 

many linguists believe that a true field of anthropological 

linguistics is nonexistent, preferring the term linguistic 

anthropology to cover this subfield, many others regard the two 

as interchangeable.  

History 

Although researchers studied the two fields together at various 

points in the nineteenth century, the intersection of 

anthropology and linguistics significantly grew in prominence 

during the early twentieth century. As American scholarship 

became increasingly interested in the diversity of Native 

American societies in the New World, anthropologists and 

linguists worked in conjunction to analyze Native American 

languages and to study how language related to the origins, 

distribution, and characteristics of these indigenous 

populations.  

This interdisciplinary approach distinguished American 

anthropology from its European counterpart; while European 

anthropology largely focused on ethnography, American 

anthropology began to integrate linguistics and other 

disciplines. Anthropological linguistics initially focused largely 
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on unwritten language, but now examines languages both with 

and without written traditions.  

Early anthropological linguists primarily focused on three 

major areas: linguistic description, classification, and 

methodology.  

• Linguistic Description: Scholars such as Franz 

Boas, Edward Sapir, Leonard Bloomfield, and Mary 

Haas drafted descriptions of linguistic structure and 

the linguistic characteristics of different languages. 

They conducted research as fieldwork, using 

recordings of texts from native speakers and 

performing analysis to categorize the texts by 

linguistic form and genre. 

• Classification: Classification involved outlining the 

genetic relationships among languages. Linguistic 

classifications allowed anthropological linguists to 

organize large amounts of information about specific 

populations. By classifying language, scholars could 

systematize and order data from their ethnographic 

work. 

• Methodology: By analytically breaking down 

language, anthropological linguistics could use the 

constituent parts to derive social and cultural 

information. It also made pattern-identification 

possible, with Boas and Sapir using these 

procedures to show that linguistic patterning was 

unrealized among speakers of a given language. 
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Overview 

Anthropological linguistics is one of many disciplines which 

studies the role of languages in the social lives of individuals 

and within communities. To do this, experts have had to 

understand not only the logic behind linguistic systems – such 

as their grammars – but also record the activities in which 

those systems are used. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

sociolinguistics and anthropological linguistics were often 

viewed as one single field of study, but they have since become 

more separate as more academic distance has been put 

between them. Though there are many similarities and a 

definite sharing of topics – such as gender and language – they 

are two related but separate entities. Anthropological 

linguistics came about in the United States as a subfield of 

anthropology, when anthropologists were beginning to study 

the indigenous cultures, and the indigenous languages could 

no longer be ignored, and quickly morphed into the subfield of 

linguistics that it is known as today.  

Anthropological linguistics has had a major impact in the 

studies of such areas as visual perception (especially colour) 

and bioregional democracy, both of which are concerned with 

distinctions that are made in languages about perceptions of 

the surroundings.  

Conventional linguistic anthropology also has implications for 

sociology and self-organization of peoples. Study of the Penan 

people, for instance, reveals that their language employs six 

different and distinct words whose best English translation is 

"we". Anthropological linguistics studies these distinctions, 

and relates them to types of societies and to actual bodily 
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adaptation to the senses, much as it studies distinctions made 

in languages regarding the colours of the rainbow: seeing the 

tendency to increase the diversity of terms, as evidence that 

there are distinctions that bodies in this environment must 

make, leading to situated knowledge and perhaps a situated 

ethics, whose final evidence is the differentiated set of terms 

used to denote "we". 

The two branches of anthropological linguistics are 

nomenclatural/classificational and ethnographic/ sociolin-

guistics.  

Indexicality refers to language forms that is tied to meaning 

through association of specific and general, as opposed to 

direct naming. For example, an anthropological linguist may 

utilize indexicality to analyze what an individual's use of 

language reveals about his or her social class. Indexicality is 

inherent in form-function relationships.  

Distinction from Other Subfields 

Although the terms anthropological linguistics and linguistic 

anthropology are often viewed as being synonymous, 

specialists often make a distinction between them. While 

anthropological linguistics is considered a subfield of 

linguistics, linguistic anthropology is generally considered to 

be a subfield of anthropology. Anthropological linguistics also 

uses more distinctly linguistic methodology, and studies 

languages as "linguistic phenomena." Ultimately, 

anthropological linguistics focuses on the cultural and social 

meaning of language, with more of an emphasis on linguistic 

structure. Conversely, linguistic anthropology uses more 
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anthropological methods (such as participant observation and 

fieldwork) to analyze language through a cultural framework 

and determine the rules of its social use.  

While anthropological linguistics uses language to determine 

cultural understandings, sociolinguistics views language itself 

as a social institution. Anthropological linguistics is largely 

interpretative, striving to determine the significance behind the 

use of language through its forms, registers, and styles. 

Sociolinguistics instead examines how language relates to 

various social groups and identities like race, gender, class, 

and age.  

Structures 

Phonology 

A common variation of linguistics that focuses on the sounds 

within speech of any given language. It outlines why phonetic 

features identify words.  

Phonology puts a large focus on the systematic structure of the 

sounds being observed.  

Morphology 

Morphology in linguistics commonly looks at the structure of 

words within a language to develop a better understanding for 

the word formbeing used. It is the branch of linguistics that 

deals with words, their internal structure, and their formation. 

Morphology looks broadly at the connection of word forms 
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within a specific language in relation to the culture or 

environment it is rooted within.  

Methodology 

There are two major trends in the theoretical and 

methodological study of attitudes in the social sciences - 

mentalist and behaviorist. The mentalist trend treats attitude 

as a mediating concept while the behaviorist trend 

operationally defines it as a probability concept, though in 

research practice both derive their attitude measures from 

response variation. While there are many different views 

concerning the structure and components of attitudes, there 

is, however, an overwhelming agreement that attitudes are 

learned, lasting, and positively related to behavior. 

Methodology in attitude studies includes direct and indirect 

measures of all kinds, but language attitude studies have 

tended to make more use of questionnaires than of other 

methods. The matched guise technique - a sociolinguistic 

experimental technique used to determine the true feelings of 

an individual or community towards a specific language, 

dialect, or accent - has been extensively used for studies 

relating to the social significance of languages and language 

varieties. A special adaptation of this technique, called mirror 

image, appears promising for measuring consensual 

evaluations of language switching at the situational level. 

Situational based self-report instruments such as those used 

by Greenfield and Fishman also promise to be very effective 

instruments for studies pertaining to normative views 

concerning the situational use of languages and language 

varieties. The commitment measure has been found to be 

particularly suited for collecting data on behavioral tendencies. 
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Data obtained through interviewing may be difficult to process 

and score – and may provide bias from those being interviewed 

– but the research interview can be particularly effective for 

attitude assessment, especially when used to complement the 

observational method. Data collected through the observational 

method can be formally processed like data obtained through 

more formalized instruments if attempts are made to record the 

data in more public forms instead of only through the 

approach most characteristic for this kind of data have used so 

far.  

Many linguists believe that comparisons of linguistic and 

social behaviorhave been blocked by the fact that linguistic 

and anthropological studies are rarely based on comparable 

sets of data. While an anthropologist's description refers to 

specific communities, linguistic analysis refers to a single 

language or dialect, and the behaviors formed through verbal 

signs and structural similarities. 

The process of linguistic analysis is oriented towards the 

discovery of unitary, structurally similar wholes. The effect of 

these procedures is the selection of one single variety out of 

the many varieties that characterize everyday speech and 

behavior. Englishis often thought of as one single language, as 

though people forget the many dialects and accents that come 

with it. 

English spoken in the United States of America will not be the 

same English spoken in Australia, or in the countries of Africa. 

Even American English spoken in New York will not be exactly 

the same as American English spoken in Alabama.  
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Code-switching 

While code-switching, a situation in which a speaker alternates 

between two or more languages, or language varieties, in the 

context of a single conversation, is not the only form of 

linguistic variability to carry a social, or referential meaning, it 

does provide a particularly clear approach to understanding 

the relationship between social processes and linguistic forms, 

because both the social and the linguistic boundaries in 

question tend to be most evident than in other monolingual 

settings. In anthropological linguistics, code-switching has 

been approached as a structurally unified phenomenon whose 

significance comes from a universal pattern of relationships 

between form, function, and context. Many linguists are 

approaching code-switching as a form of verbal strategy, which 

represents the ways in which the linguistic resources available 

to individuals may vary according to the nature of their social 

boundaries within their communities. While the emphasis is on 

language use in social interaction as the preferred focus for 

examining exactly how those processes work, it is clear that 

future research must take into account the situation of that 

interaction within the specific community, or across 

communities. The study of code-switching will increasingly be 

able to contribute to an understanding of the nature of speech 

communities.  

Linguistic description 

In the study of language, description or descriptive 

linguistics is the work of objectively analyzing and describing 
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how language is actually used (or how it was used in the past) 

by a speech community.  

All academic research in linguistics is descriptive; like all 

other scientific disciplines, it seeks to describe reality, without 

the bias of preconceived ideas about how it ought to be. 

Modern descriptive linguistics is based on a structural 

approach to language, as exemplified in the work of Leonard 

Bloomfield and others. This type of linguistics utilizes different 

methods in order to describe a language such as basic data 

collection, and different types of elicitation methods.   

Descriptive vs. prescriptive 

linguistics 

Linguistic description is often contrasted with linguistic 

prescription, which is found especially in education and in 

publishing.  

As English-linguist Larry Andrews describes it, descriptive 

grammar is the linguistic approach which studies what a 

language is like, as opposed to prescriptive, which declares 

what a language should be like. In other words, descriptive 

grammarians focus analysis on how all kinds of people in all 

sorts of environments, usually in more casual, everyday 

settings, communicate, whereas prescriptive grammarians 

focus on the grammatical rules and structures predetermined 

by linguistic registers and figures of power. An example that 

Andrews uses in his book is fewer than vs less than. A 

descriptive grammarian would state that both statements are 

equally valid, as long as the meaning behind the statement can 
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be understood. A prescriptive grammarian would analyze the 

rules and conventions behind both statements to determine 

which statement is correct or otherwise preferable. Andrews 

also believes that, although most linguists would be descriptive 

grammarians, most public school teachers tend to be 

prescriptive.  

History of the discipline 

The first works of linguistic description can be attributed to 

P��ini, a grammarian of Sanskrit commonly dated around the 

4th century BCE. Philological traditions later arose around the 

description of Greek, Latin, Chinese, Hebrew, and Arabic. The 

description of modern European languages did not begin before 

the Renaissance – e.g. Spanish in 1492, French in 1532, 

English in 1586; the same period saw the first grammatical 

descriptions of Nahuatl (1547) or Quechua (1560) in the New 

World, followed by numerous others.  

Even though more and more languages were discovered, the 

full diversity of language was not yet fully recognized. For 

centuries, language descriptions tended to use grammatical 

categories that existed for languages considered to be more 

prestigious, like Latin.  

Linguistic description as a discipline really took off at the end 

of the 19th century, with the Structuralist revolution (from 

Ferdinand de Saussure to Leonard Bloomfield), and the notion 

that every language forms a unique symbolic system, different 

from other languages, worthy of being described “in its own 

terms”.  
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Methods of linguistic description 

The first critical step of language description is to collect data. 

To do this a researcher does field work in anspeech community 

of their choice, and they record samples from different 

speakers. The data they collect often comes from different kind 

of speech genres that include narratives, daily conversations, 

poetry, songs and many others. While speech that comes 

naturally is preferred, researchers use elicitation, by asking 

speakers for translations, grammar rules, pronunciation, or by 

testing sentences using substitution frames. Substitution 

frames are pre-made sentences put together by the researcher, 

that are like feel in the blanks. They do this with nouns and 

verbs to see how the structure of the sentence might change or 

how the noun and verb might change in structure.  

There are different types of elicitation used in the field work 

for linguistic description. These include schedule controlled 

elicitation, and analysis controlled elicitation, each with their 

own sub branches. Schedule controlled elicitation is when the 

researcher has a questionnaire of material to elicit to 

individuals and asks the questions in a certain order according 

to a schedule. These types of schedules and questionnaires 

usually focus on language families, and are typically flexible 

and are able to be changed if need be. The other type of 

elicitation is analysis controlled elicitation which is elicitation 

that is not under a schedule. The analysis of the language here 

in fact controls the elicitation. There are many sub types of 

analysis controlled elicitation, such as target language 

interrogation elicitation, stimulus driven elicitation, and many 

other types of elicitation. Target language interrogation 
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elicitation is when the researcher asks individuals questions in 

the target language, and the researcher records all the 

different answers from all the individuals and compares them. 

Stimulus driven elicitation is when a researcher provides 

pictures, objects or video clips to the language speakers and 

asks them to describe the items presented to them. These types 

of elicitation help the researcher build a vocabulary, and basic 

grammatical structures.  

This process is long and tedious and spans over several years. 

This long process ends with a corpus, which is a body of 

reference materials, that can be used to test hypothesis 

regarding the language in question.  

Challenges 

Almost all linguistic theory has its origin in practical problems 

of descriptive linguistics. Phonology (and its theoretical 

developments, such as the phoneme) deals with the function 

and interpretation of sound in language. Syntax has developed 

to describe how words relate to each other in order to form 

sentences. Lexicology collects words as well as their 

derivations and transformations: it has not given rise to much 

generalized theory.  

Linguistics description might aim to achieve one or more of the 

following goals:  

• A description of the phonology of the language in 

question. 

• A description of the morphology of words belonging 

to that language. 
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• A description of the syntax of well-formed sentences 

of that language. 

• A description of lexical derivation. 

• A documentation of the vocabulary, including at 

least one thousand entries. 

• A reproduction of a few genuine texts. 

Historical linguistics 

Historical linguistics, also termed diachronic linguistics, is 

the scientific study of language change over time. Principal 

concerns of historical linguistics include:  

• to describe and account for observed changes in 

particular languages 

• to reconstruct the pre-history of languages and to 

determine their relatedness, grouping them into 

language families (comparative linguistics) 

• to develop general theories about how and why 

language changes 

• to describe the history of speech communities 

• to study the history of words, i.e. etymology 

Historical linguistics is founded on the Uniformitarian 

Principle, which is defined by linguist Donald Ringe as:  

Unless we can demonstrate significant changes in the 

conditions of language acquisition and use between some time 

in the unobservable past and the present, we must assume 

that the same types and distributions of structures, variation, 

changes, etc. existed at that time in the past as in the present. 
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History and development 

Western modern historical linguistics dates from the late-18th 

century. It grew out of the earlier discipline of philology, the 

study of ancient texts and documents dating back to antiquity.  

At first, historical linguistics served as the cornerstone of 

comparative linguistics, primarily as a tool for linguistic 

reconstruction. Scholars were concerned chiefly with 

establishing language families and reconstructing unrecorded 

proto-languages, using the comparative method and internal 

reconstruction. The focus was initially on the well-known Indo-

European languages, many of which had long written histories; 

scholars also studied the Uralic languages, another Eurasian 

language-family for which less early written material exists. 

Since then, there has been significant comparative linguistic 

work expanding outside of European languages as well, such 

as on the Austronesian languages and on various families of 

Native American languages, among many others. Comparative 

linguistics became only a part of a more broadly-conceived 

discipline of historical linguistics. For the Indo-European 

languages, comparative study is now a highly specialized field. 

Most research is being carried out on the subsequent 

development of these languages, in particular, the development 

of the modern standard varieties.  

Some scholars have undertaken studies attempting to establish 

super-families, linking, for example, Indo-European, Uralic, 

and other families into Nostratic. These attempts have not met 

with wide acceptance. The information necessary to establish 

relatedness becomes less available as the time depth increases. 

The time-depth of linguistic methods is limited due to chance 
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word resemblances and variations between language groups, 

but a limit of around 10,000 years is often assumed. The 

dating of the various proto-languages is also difficult; several 

methods are available for dating, but only approximate results 

can be obtained.  

Diachronic and synchronic analysis 

In linguistics, a synchronic analysis is one that views 

linguistic phenomena only at a given time, usually the present, 

but a synchronic analysis of a historical language form is also 

possible. It may be distinguished from diachronic, which 

regards a phenomenon in terms of developments through time. 

Diachronic analysis is the main concern of historical 

linguistics; however, most other branches of linguistics are 

concerned with some form of synchronic analysis. The study of 

language change offers a valuable insight into the state of 

linguistic representation, and because all synchronic forms are 

the result of historically-evolving diachronic changes, the 

ability to explain linguistic constructions necessitates a focus 

on diachronic processes.  

Initially, all of modern linguistics was historical in orientation. 

Even the study of modern dialects involved looking at their 

origins. Ferdinand de Saussure's distinction between 

synchronic and diachronic linguistics is fundamental to the 

present day organization of the discipline. Primacy is accorded 

to synchronic linguistics, and diachronic linguistics is 

defined as the study of successive synchronic stages. 

Saussure's clear demarcation, however, has had both 

defenders and critics.  



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

161 

In practice, a purely-synchronic linguistics is not possible for 

any period before the invention of the gramophone, as written 

records always lag behind speech in reflecting linguistic 

developments. Written records are difficult to date accurately 

before the development of the modern title page. Often, dating 

must rely on contextual historical evidence such as 

inscriptions, or modern technology, such as carbon dating, can 

be used to ascertain dates of varying accuracy. Also, the work 

of sociolinguists on linguistic variation has shown synchronic 

states are not uniform: the speech habits of older and younger 

speakers differ in ways that point to language change. 

Synchronic variation is linguistic change in progress.  

Synchronic and diachronic approaches can reach quite 

different conclusions. For example, a Germanic strong verb like 

English sing – sang – sung is irregular when it is viewed 

synchronically: the native speaker's brain processes them as 

learned forms, but the derived forms of regular verbs are 

processed quite differently, by the application of productive 

rules (for example, adding -ed to the basic form of a verb as in 

walk – walked ). That is an insight of psycholinguistics, which 

is relevant also for language didactics, both of which are 

synchronic disciplines. However, a diachronic analysis shows 

that the strong verb is the remnant of a fully regular system of 

internal vowel changes, in this case the Indo-European ablaut; 

historical linguistics seldom uses the category "irregular verb".  

The principal tools of research in diachronic linguistics are the 

comparative method and the method of internal reconstruction. 

Less-standard techniques, such as mass lexical comparison, 

are used by some linguists to overcome the limitations of the 
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comparative method, but most linguists regard them as 

unreliable.  

The findings of historical linguistics are often used as a basis 

for hypotheses about the groupings and movements of peoples, 

particularly in the prehistoric period. In practice, however, it is 

often unclear how to integrate the linguistic evidence with the 

archaeological or genetic evidence. For example, there are 

numerous theories concerning the homeland and early 

movements of the Proto-Indo-Europeans, each with its own 

interpretation of the archaeological record.  

Sub-fields of study 

Comparative linguistics 

Comparative linguistics (originally comparative philology) is a 

branch of historical linguistics that is concerned with 

comparing languages in order to establish their historical 

relatedness. Languages may be related by convergence through 

borrowing or by genetic descent, thus languages can change 

and are also able to cross-relate.  

Genetic relatedness implies a common origin or proto-

language. Comparative linguistics has the goal of constructing 

language families, reconstructing proto-languages, and 

specifying the changes that have resulted in the documented 

languages. To maintain a clear distinction between attested 

language and reconstructed forms, comparative linguists prefix 

an asterisk to any form that is not found in surviving texts.  
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Etymology 

Etymology is the study of the history of words: when they 

entered a language, from what source, and how their form and 

meaning have changed over time. A word may enter a language 

as a loanword (as a word from one language adopted by 

speakers of another language), through derivational 

morphology by combining pre-existing elements in the 

language, by a hybrid of these two processes called phono-

semantic matching, or in several other minor ways.  

In languages with a long and detailed history, etymology makes 

use of philology, the study of how words change from culture 

to culture over time. Etymologists also apply the methods of 

comparative linguistics to reconstruct information about 

languages that are too old for any direct information (such as 

writing) to be known. By analyzing related languages with a 

technique known as the comparative method, linguists can 

make inferences, about their shared parent language and its 

vocabulary. In that way, word roots that can be traced all the 

way back to the origin of, for instance, the Indo-

Europeanlanguage familyhave been found. Although originating 

in the philological tradition, much current etymological 

research is done in language families for which little or no 

early documentation is available, such as Uralic and 

Austronesian.  

Dialectology 

Dialectology is the scientific study of linguistic dialect, the 

varieties of a language that are characteristic of particular 

groups, based primarily on geographic distribution and their 
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associated features. This is in contrast to variations based on 

social factors, which are studied in sociolinguistics, or 

variations based on time, which are studied in historical 

linguistics. Dialectology treats such topics as divergence of two 

local dialects from a common ancestor and synchronic 

variation.  

Dialectologists are concerned with grammatical features that 

correspond to regional areas. Thus, they are usually dealing 

with populations living in specific locales for generations 

without moving, but also with immigrant groups bringing their 

languages to new settlements.  

Phonology 

Phonology is a sub-field of linguistics which studies the sound 

system of a specific language or set of languages. Whereas 

phonetics is about the physical production and perception of 

the sounds of speech, phonology describes the way sounds 

function within a given language or across languages.  

An important part of phonology is studying which sounds are 

distinctive units within a language. For example, the "p" in 

"pin" is aspirated, but the "p" in "spin" is not. In English these 

two sounds are used in complementary distribution and are 

not used to differentiate words so they are considered 

allophones of the same phoneme. In some other languages like 

Thai and Quechua, the same difference of aspiration or non-

aspiration differentiates words and so the two sounds (or 

phones) are therefore considered two distinct phonemes.  

In addition to the minimal meaningful sounds (the phonemes), 

phonology studies how sounds alternate, such as the /p/ in 
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English, and topics such as syllable structure, stress, accent, 

and intonation.  

The principles of phonological theory have also been applied to 

the analysis of sign languages, but the phonological units do 

not consist of sounds. The principles of phonological analysis 

can be applied independently of modality because they are 

designed to serve as general analytical tools, not language-

specific ones.  

Morphology 

Morphology is the study of the formal means of expression in a 

language; in the context of historical linguistics, how the 

formal means of expression change over time; for instance, 

languages with complex inflectional systems tend to be subject 

to a simplification process. This field studies the internal 

structure of words as a formal means of expression.  

Words as units in the lexicon are the subject matter of 

lexicology. While words are generally accepted as being (with 

clitics) the smallest units of syntax, it is clear that, in most (if 

not all) languages, words can be related to other words by 

rules. The rules understood by the speaker reflect specific 

patterns (or regularities) in the way words are formed from 

smaller units and how those smaller units interact in speech. 

In this way, morphology is the branch of linguistics that 

studies patterns of word-formation within and across 

languages, and attempts to formulate rules that model the 

knowledge of the speakers of those languages, in the context of 

historical linguistics, how the means of expression change over 

time. See grammaticalisation.  
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Syntax 

Syntax is the study of the principles and rules for constructing 

sentences in natural languages. The term syntaxis used to 

refer directly to the rules and principles that govern the 

sentence structure of any individual language, as in "the 

syntax of Modern Irish". Modern researchers in syntax attempt 

to describe languages in terms of such rules. Many 

professionals in this discipline attempt to find general rules 

that apply to all natural languages in the context of historical 

linguistics, how characteristics of sentence structure in related 

languages changed over time. See grammaticalisation.  

Rates of change and varieties of 

adaptation 

Studies in historical linguistics often use the terms 

"conservative" or "innovative" to characterize the extent of 

change occurring in a particular language or dialect as 

compared with related varieties. In particular, a conservative 

variety changes relatively less than an innovative variety. The 

variations in plasticity are often related to the socio-economic 

situation of the language speakers. An example of an 

innovative dialect would be American English because of the 

vast number of speakers and the open interaction its speakers 

have with other language groups; the changes can be seen in 

the terms developed for business and marketing, among other 

fields such as technology.  

The converse of an innovative language is a conservative 

language, which is generally defined by its static nature and 
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imperviousness to outside influences. Most but not all 

conservative languages are spoken in secluded areas that lack 

any other primary language speaking population.  

Neither descriptive terms carries any value judgment in 

linguistic studies or determines any form of worthiness a 

language has, compared to any other language.  

A particularly-conservative variety that preserves features that 

have long since vanished elsewhere is sometimes said to be 

"archaic". There are few examples of archaic language in 

modern society, but some have survived in set phrases or in 

nursery rhymes.  

Evolutionary context 

In terms of evolutionary theory, historical linguistics (as 

opposed to research into the origin of language) studies 

Lamarckianacquired characteristics of languages.  

Ethnolinguistics 

Ethnolinguistics (sometimes called cultural linguistics) is an 

area of anthropological linguistics that studies the relationship 

between a language and the nonlinguistic cultural behavior of 

the people who speak that language. 

Examples 

Ethnolinguists study the way perception and conceptualization 

influences language and show how that is linked to different 
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cultures and societies. An example is how spatial orientation is 

expressed in various cultures. In many societies, words for the 

cardinal directionseast and westare derived from terms for 

sunrise/sunset. 

The nomenclature for cardinal directions of Inuit speakers of 

Greenland, however, is based on geographical landmarks such 

as the river system and one's position on the coast. Similarly, 

the Yurok lack the idea of cardinal directions; they orient 

themselves with respect to their principal geographic feature, 

the Klamath River.  

Cultural linguistics 

Cultural Linguistics is a related branch of linguistics that 

explores the relationship between language and cultural 

conceptualisations. Cultural Linguistics draws on and expands 

the theoretical and analytical advancements in cognitive 

science (including complexity science and distributed 

cognition) and anthropology. Cultural linguistics examines how 

various features of human languages encode cultural 

conceptualisations, including cultural schemas, cultural 

categories, and cultural metaphors. In Cultural Linguistics, 

language is viewed as deeply entrenched in the group-level, 

cultural cognition of communities of speakers. 

Thus far, the approach of Cultural Linguistics has been 

adopted in several areas of applied linguistic research, 

including intercultural communication, second language 

learning, Teaching English as an International Language, and 

World Englishes.  
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Ethnosemantics 

Ethnosemantics, also called ethnoscience and cognitive 

anthropology, is a method of ethnographic research and 

ethnolinguistics that focuses on semantics by examining how 

people categorize words in their language. Ethnosemantics 

studies the way people label and classify the cultural, social, 

and environmental phenomena in their world and analyze the 

semantic categories these classifications create in order to 

understand the cultural meanings behind the way people 

describe things in their world.  

Ethnosemantics as a method relies on Franz Boas' theory of 

cultural relativity, as well as the theory of linguistic relativity. 

The use of cultural relativity in ethnosemantic analysis serves 

to focus analyses on individual cultures and their own 

language terms, rather than using ethnosemantics to create 

overarching theories of culture and how language affects 

culture.  

Methods and examples 

In order to perform ethnosemantic analysis, all of the words in 

a language that are used for a particular subject are gathered 

by the researcher and are used to create a model of how those 

words relate to one another. Anthropologists who utilize 

ethnosemantics to create these models believe that they are a 

representation of how speakers of a particular language think 

about the topic being described.  

For example, in her book The Anthropology of Language: An 

Introduction to Linguistic Anthropology, Harriet Ottenheimer 



Language and Thought Processes in Linguistics Anthropology 
 

170 

uses the concept of plants and how dandelions are categorized 

to explain how ethnosemantics can be used to examine the 

differences in how cultures think about certain topics. In her 

example, Ottenheimer describes how the topic "plants" can be 

divided into the two categories "lettuce" and "weeds". 

Ethnosemantics can help anthropologists to discover whether a 

particular culture categorizes "dandelions" as a "lettuce" or a 

"weed", and using this information can discover something 

about how that culture thinks about plants.  

In one section of Oscar Lewis' La Vida, he includes the 

transcript of an interview with a Puerto Rican woman in which 

she discusses a prostitute's social world. Using 

ethnosemantics, the speaker's statements about the people in 

that social circle and their behavior can be analyzed in order 

to understand how she perceives and conceptualizes her social 

world. The first step in this analysis is to identify and map out 

all of the social categories or social identities the speaker 

identified. Once the social categories have been mapped, the 

next steps are to attempt to define the precise meaning of each 

category, examine how the speaker describes the relationship 

of categories, and analyze how she evaluates the 

characteristics of the people who are grouped in those social 

categories. The speaker in this example identified three basic 

social categories-- the rich, the law, and the poor-- and 

characterized those people in the higher categories of "rich" 

and "law" as bad people. The poor are further divided into 

those with disreputable positions and those with reputable 

positions. The speaker characterizes the disreputable poor 

generally as dishonest and corrupt, but presents herself as one 

of the few exceptions. 
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This analysis of the speaker's description of her social circle 

thus allows for an understanding of how she perceives the 

world around her and the people in it.  

Componential analysis 

Another method that is used in ethnosemantic analysis is 

componential analysis. Componential analysis is used to 

describe the criteria people use to classify concepts by 

analyzing their semantic features. For example, the word "man" 

can be analyzed into the semantic features "male," "mature," 

and "human"; "woman" can be analyzed into "female," 

"mature," and "human"; "girl" can be analyzed into "female," 

"immature," and "human"; and "bull" can be analyzed into 

"male," "mature," and "bovine." By using this method, the 

features of words in a category can be examined to form 

hypotheses about the significant meaning and identifying 

features of words in that category.  

Sociolinguistics 

Sociolinguistics is the descriptive study of the effect of any 

and all aspects of society, including cultural norms, 

expectations, and context, on the way language is used, and 

society's effect on language. It differs from sociology of 

language, which focuses on the effect of language on society. 

Sociolinguistics overlaps considerably with pragmatics and is 

closely related to linguistic anthropology.  

Sociolinguistics' historical interrelation with anthropology can 

be observed in studies of how language varieties differ between 

groups separated by social variables (e.g., ethnicity, religion, 
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status, gender, level of education, age, etc.) and/or 

geographical barriers (a mountain range, a desert, a river, 

etc.). Such studies also examine how such differences in usage 

and differences in beliefs about usage produce and reflect 

social or socioeconomic classes. As the usage of a language 

varies from place to place, language usage also varies among 

social classes, and it is these sociolects that sociolinguistics 

studies.  

Sociolinguistics can be studied in various ways such as 

interviews with speakers of a language, matched-guise tests, 

and other observations or studies related to dialects and 

speaking.  

Sociolinguistics in history 

Beginnings 

The social aspects of language were in the modern sense first 

studied by Indian and Japanese linguists in the 1930s, and 

also by Louis Gauchat in Switzerland in the early 1900s, but 

none received much attention in the West until much later. The 

study of the social motivation of language change, on the other 

hand, has its foundation in the wave model of the late 19th 

century. The first attested use of the term sociolinguistics was 

by Thomas Callan Hodson in the title of his 1939 article 

"Sociolinguistics in India" published in Man in India.  

Western contributions 

The study of sociolinguistics in the West was pioneered by 

linguists such as William Labov in the US and Basil Bernstein 
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in the UK. In the 1960s, William Stewart and Heinz Kloss 

introduced the basic concepts for the sociolinguistic theory of 

pluricentric languages, which describes how standard language 

varieties differ between nations (e.g. 

American/British/Canadian/AustralianEnglish; 

Austrian/German/SwissGerman; 

Bosnian/Croatian/Montenegrin/SerbianSerbo-Croatian). Dell 

Hymes is another sociolinguist credited with building the 

foundation of the study of sociolinguistics and is the founder 

of the journal Language in Society. His SPEAKING method, an 

acronym for setting, participants, ends, act sequence, keys, 

instrumentalities, norms, and genres, is widely recognized as a 

tool to analyze speech events and measure linguistic 

competence in a speech event.  

Applications 

A sociolinguist might study how social attitudes determine 

what is considered appropriate language use or inappropriate 

language use in a particular setting. Sociolinguists might also 

study the grammar, phonetics, vocabulary, and other aspects 

of various sociolects. Sociolinguists also study language on a 

national level among large populations to find out how 

language is used as a social institution. William Labov, a 

Harvard and Columbia University graduate, is often regarded 

as one of the founders of the study of sociolinguistics. He 

focuses on the quantitative analysis of variation and change 

within languages, making sociolinguistics a scientific 

discipline.  
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Studies in the field of sociolinguistics typically take a sample 

population and interview them, assessing the realization of 

certain sociolinguistic variables.  

A commonly studied source of variation is regional dialects. 

Dialectology studies variations in language based primarily on 

geographic distribution and their associated features. 

Sociolinguists concerned with grammatical and phonological 

features that correspond to regional areas are often called 

dialectologists.  

Another Method is the Matched-guise test. This technique has 

the listener listen to a pair of words and evaluate them based 

on personality and dialect, as some groups have shared views 

on language attitude.  

Sociolinguistic interview 

The sociolinguistic interview is the foundational method of 

collecting data for sociolinguistic studies, allowing the 

researcher to collect large amounts of speech from speakers of 

the language or dialect being studied. The interview takes the 

form of a long, loosely-structured conversation between the 

researcher and the interview subject; the researcher's primary 

goal is to elicit the vernacular style of speech—i.e., the register 

associated with everyday, casual conversation. This goal is 

complicated by the Observer's Paradox: the researcher is trying 

to elicit the style of speech that would be used if the 

interviewer were not present. To this end, a variety of 

techniques may be used to reduce the subject's attention to 

the formality and artificiality of the interview setting. For 

example, the researcher may attempt to elicit narratives of 
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memorable events from the subject's life, such as fights or 

near-death experiences; the subject's emotional involvement in 

telling the story is thought to distract their attention from the 

formality of the context. Some researchers interview multiple 

subjects together, in order to allow them to converse more 

casually with each other than they would with the interviewer 

alone. The researcher may then study the effects of style-

shifting on language by comparing a subject's speech style in 

more vernacular contexts, such as narratives of personal 

experience or conversation between subjects, with the more 

careful style produced when the subject is more attentive to 

the formal interview setting. The correlations of demographic 

features such as age, gender, and ethnicity with speech 

behavior may be studied by comparing the speech of different 

interview subjects. Interviews with native language speakers 

can be used in an attempt to study dying languages as well. 

This is depicted in the documentary The Linguists.  

Fundamental concepts 

While the study of sociolinguistics is very broad, there are a 

few fundamental concepts on which many sociolinguistic 

inquiries depend.  

Speech community 

Speech community is a concept in sociolinguistics that 

describes a distinct group of people who use language in a 

unique and mutually accepted way among themselves. This is 

sometimes referred to as a Sprechbund.  
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To be considered part of a speech community, one must have a 

communicative competence. That is, the speaker has the 

ability to use language in a way that is appropriate in the given 

situation. It is possible for a speaker to be communicatively 

competent in more than one language.  

Speech communities can be members of a profession with a 

specialized jargon, distinct social groups like high school 

students or hip hop fans, or even tight-knit groups like 

families and friends. Members of speech communities will often 

develop slang or specialized jargon to serve the group's special 

purposes and priorities. This is evident in the use of lingo 

within sports teams.  

Community of Practice allows for sociolinguistics to examine 

the relationship between socialization, competence, and 

identity. Since identity is a very complex structure, studying 

language socialization is a means to examine the micro-

interactional level of practical activity (everyday activities). The 

learning of a language is greatly influenced by family, but it is 

supported by the larger local surroundings, such as school, 

sports teams, or religion. Speech communities may exist within 

a larger community of practice.  

High prestige and low prestige varieties 

Crucial to sociolinguistic analysis is the concept of prestige; 

certain speech habits are assigned a positive or a negative 

value, which is then applied to the speaker. This can operate 

on many levels. It can be realized on the level of the individual 

sound/phoneme, as Labov discovered in investigating 

pronunciation of the post-vocalic /r/ in the North-Eastern 
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USA, or on the macro scale of language choice, as realized in 

the various diglossia that exist throughout the world, where 

Swiss-German/High German is perhaps most well known. An 

important implication of the sociolinguistic theory is that 

speakers 'choose' a variety when making a speech act, whether 

consciously or subconsciously.  

The terms acrolectal (high) and basilectal (low) are also used to 

distinguish between a more standard dialect and a dialect of 

less prestige.  

It is generally assumed that non-standard language is low-

prestige language. However, in certain groups, such as 

traditional working-class neighborhoods, standard language 

may be considered undesirable in many contexts. This is 

because the working class dialect is generally considered a 

powerful in-group marker. Historically, humans tend to favor 

those who look and sound like them, and the use of non-

standard varieties (even exaggeratedly so) expresses 

neighborhood pride and group and class solidarity. There will 

thus be a considerable difference in use of non-standard 

varieties when going to the pub or having a neighborhood 

barbecue compared to going to the bank. One is a relaxed 

setting, likely with familiar people, and the other has a 

business aspect to it in which one feels the need to be more 

professional.  

Prestige in Pittsburgh 

In a book by Barbara Johnstone, she refers to a study by 

Christina Gagnon in which she analyzed perceptions of the 

Pittsburghese dialect from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania compared 
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to standard English. Pittsburghers were asked to read short 

passages in their own dialect and in standard English without 

the Pittsburgh accent, then participants listening to the voice 

recordings were asked to rate the speakers on level of success, 

education, if they were neighborly, etc. all based on their voice 

and way of speaking. The results showed that the participants, 

who were Pittsburghers, preferred the standard English in 

terms of social status. The stereotype that Pittsburghers are 

poor, uneducated, and less motivated showed through in the 

participants' answers. However, when asked to rate the readers 

in terms of friendliness, trustworthiness, and community 

involvement, participants rated the Pittsburghese dialect 

higher, likely because people generally find more trust among 

those who sound more like them, as did those involved in the 

study.  

Social network 

Understanding language in society means that one also has to 

understand the social networks in which language is 

embedded. A social network is another way of describing a 

particular speech community in terms of relations between 

individual members in a community. A network could be loose 

or tight depending on how members interact with each other. 

For instance, an office or factory may be considered a tight 

community because all members interact with each other. A 

large course with 100+ students would be a looser community 

because students may only interact with the instructor and 

maybe 1–2 other students. A multiplex community is one in 

which members have multiple relationships with each other. 

For instance, in some neighborhoods, members may live on the 

same street, work for the same employer and even intermarry.  
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The looseness or tightness of a social network may affect 

speech patterns adopted by a speaker. For instance, Sylvie 

Dubois and Barbara Horvath found that speakers in one Cajun 

Louisiana community were more likely to pronounce English 

"th" [�] as [t] (or [ð] as [d]) if they participated in a relatively 

dense social network (i.e. had strong local ties and interacted 

with many other speakers in the community), and less likely if 

their networks were looser (i.e. fewer local ties). 

A social network may apply to the macro level of a country or a 

city, but also to the interpersonal level of neighborhoods or a 

single family. Recently, social networks have been formed by 

the Internet through online chat rooms, Facebook groups, 

organizations, and online dating services.  

Differences according to class 

Sociolinguistics as a field distinct from dialectologywas 

pioneered through the study of language variation in urban 

areas. Whereas dialectology studies the geographic distribution 

of language variation, sociolinguistics focuses on other sources 

of variation, among them class. Class and occupation are 

among the most important linguistic markers found in society. 

One of the fundamental findings of sociolinguistics, which has 

been hard to disprove, is that class and language variety are 

related. Members of the working class tend to speak less of 

what is deemedstandard language, while the lower, middle, and 

upper middle class will, in turn, speak closer to the standard. 

However, the upper class, even members of the upper middle 

class, may often speak 'less' standard than the middle class. 

This is because not only class but class aspirations, are 

important. One may speak differently or cover up an 
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undesirable accent to appear to have a different social status 

and fit in better with either those around them, or how they 

wish to be perceived.  

Class aspiration 

• Studies, such as those by William Labov in the 

1960s, have shown that social aspirations influence 

speech patterns. This is also true of class 

aspirations. In the process of wishing to be 

associated with a certain class (usually the upper 

class and upper middle class) people who are moving 

in that direction socio-economically may adjust their 

speech patterns to sound like them. However, not 

being native upper-class speakers, they often 

hypercorrect, which involves overcorrecting their 

speech to the point of introducing new errors. The 

same is true for individuals moving down in socio-

economic status.  

Social language codes 

Basil Bernstein, a well-known British socio-linguist, devised in 

his book, 'Elaborated and restricted codes: their social origins 

and some consequences,' a method for categorizing language 

codes according to variable emphases on verbal and 

extraverbal communication. He claimed that factors like family 

orientation, social control, verbal feedback, and possibly social 

class contributed to the development of the two codes: 

elaborated and restricted.  
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Restricted code 

According to Basil Bernstein, the restricted code exemplified 

the predominance of extraverbal communication, with an 

emphasis on interpersonal connection over individual 

expression. His theory places this code within environments 

that operate according to established social structures that 

predetermine the roles of their members, in which the 

commonality of interests and intents due to a shared local 

identity creates a predictability of discrete intent and therefore 

a simplification of verbal utterances. Such environments may 

include military, religious, and legal atmospheres, criminal 

and prison subcultures, long-term married relationships and 

friendships between children. Due to the strong bonds between 

speakers, explicit verbal communication is often rendered 

unnecessary and individual expression irrelevant. However, 

simplification is not a sign of a lack of intelligence or 

complexity within the code; rather, communication is 

performed more through extraverbal means (facial expression, 

touch, etc.) in order to affirm the speakers' bond. Bernstein 

notes the example of a young man asking a stranger to dance: 

there is an established manner of asking, and yet 

communication is performed through physical graces and the 

exchange of glances. As such, implied meaning plays a greater 

role in this code than in the elaborated code. Restricted code 

also operates to unify speakers and foster solidarity.  

Elaborated code 

Basil Bernstein defined 'elaborated code' according to its 

emphasis on verbal communication over extraverbal. This code 

is typical in environments where a variety of social roles are 
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available to the individual, to be chosen based upon 

disposition and temperament. Most of the time, speakers of 

elaborated code utilize a broader lexicon and demonstrate less 

syntactic predictability than speakers of restricted code. The 

lack of predetermined structure and solidarity requires explicit 

verbal communication of discrete intent by the individual in 

order to achieve educational and career success. Bernstein 

notes, with caution, the association of this code with upper 

classes (while restricted code is associated with lower classes), 

where the abundance of available resources allows persons to 

choose their social roles, warning, however, that studies 

associating the codes with separate social classes used small 

samples and were subject to significant variation. He also 

asserts that elaborated code originates due to differences in 

social context rather than intellectual advantages; as such, 

elaborated code differs from restricted code according to the 

context-based emphasis on individual advancement over 

assertion of social/community ties.  

The codes and child development 

Bernstein explains language development according to the two 

codes in light of their fundamentally different values. For 

instance, a child exposed solely to restricted code learns 

extraverbal communication over verbal, and therefore may have 

a less extensive vocabulary than a child raised with exposure 

to both codes. While there is no inherent lack of value to 

restricted code, a child without exposure to elaborated code 

may encounter difficulties upon entering formal education, in 

which standard, clear verbal communication and 

comprehension is necessary for learning and effective 

interaction both with instructors and other students from 
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differing backgrounds. As such, it may be beneficial for 

children who have been exposed solely to restricted code to 

enter pre-school training in elaborated code in order to acquire 

a manner of speaking that is considered appropriate and 

widely comprehensible within the education environment.  

Additionally, Bernstein notes several studies in language 

development according to social class. In 1963, the Committee 

for Higher Education conducted a study on verbal IQ that 

showed a deterioration in individuals from lower working 

classes ages 8–11 and 11–15 years in comparison to those from 

middle classes (having been exposed to both restricted and 

elaborated codes). 

Additionally, studies by Bernstein, Venables, and Ravenette, as 

well as a 1958 Education Council report, show a relative lack 

of success on verbal tasks in comparison to extraverbal in 

children from lower working classes (having been exposed 

solely to restricted code).  

Contradictions 

The idea of these social language codes from Bernstein 

contrast with famous linguist Noam Chomsky's ideas. 

Chomsky, deemed the "father of modern linguistics," argues 

that there is a universal grammar, meaning that humans are 

born with an innate capacity for linguistic skills like sentence-

building. 

This theory has been criticized by several scholars of linguistic 

backgrounds because of the lack of proven evolutionary 

feasibility and the fact that different languages do not have 

universal characteristics.  
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Sociolinguistic variations 

The study of language variation is concerned with social 

constraints determining language in its contextual 

environment. The variations will determine some of the aspects 

of language like the sound, grammar, and tone in which people 

speak, and even non-verbal cues. Code-switching is the term 

given to the use of different varieties of language depending on 

the social situation. This is commonly used among the African-

American population in the United States. There are several 

different types of age-based variation one may see within a 

population as well such as age range, age-graded variation, 

and indications of linguistic change in progress. The use of 

slang can be a variation based on age. Younger people are more 

likely to recognize and use today's slang while older 

generations may not recognize new slang, but might use slang 

from when they were younger.  

Variation may also be associated with gender. Men and women, 

on average, tend to use slightly different language styles. 

These differences tend to be quantitative rather than 

qualitative. That is, to say that women use a particular 

speaking style more than men do is akin to saying that men 

are taller than women (i.e., men are on average taller than 

women, but some women are taller than some men). Other 

variations in speech patterns of men and women include 

differences in pitch, tone, speech fillers, interruptions, use of 

euphemisms, etc.   

Variations in language can also come from ethnicity, economic 

status, level of education, etc.  
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Variation (linguistics) 

Variation is a characteristic of language: there is more than 

one way of saying the same thing. Speakers may vary 

pronunciation (accent), word choice (lexicon), or morphology 

and syntax (sometimes called "grammar"). But while the 

diversity of variation is great, there seem to be boundaries on 

variation – speakers do not generally make drastic alterations 

in sentence word order or use novel sounds that are completely 

foreign to the language being spoken. Linguistic variation does 

not equate with language ungrammaticality, but speakers are 

still (often unconsciously) sensitive to what is and is not 

possible in their native lect.  

Variationists study how a language changes by observing it. 

This is accomplished by looking at authentic data. For 

example, variation is studied by looking at linguistic and social 

environments, then the data is analyzed as the change occurs. 

Variation in research programs must be malleable due to the 

nature of language itself. This is because language is also fluid 

in transition and does not shift from one state to another 

instantaneously.  

Language variation is a core concept in sociolinguistics. 

Sociolinguists investigate whether this linguistic variation can 

be attributed to differences in the social characteristics of the 

speakers using the language, but also investigate whether 

elements of the surrounding linguisticcontext promote or 

inhibit the usage of certain structures.  

Studies of language variation and its correlation with 

sociological categories, such as William Labov's 1963 paper 
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"The social motivation of a sound change," led to the 

foundation of sociolinguistics as a subfield of linguistics. 

Although contemporary sociolinguistics includes other topics, 

language variation and change remains an important issue at 

the heart of the field.  

Sociolinguistic variables 

Studies in the field of sociolinguistics typically take a sample 

population and interview them, assessing the realisation of 

certain sociolinguistic variables. Labov specifies the ideal 

sociolinguistic variable to  

• be high in frequency, 

• have a certain immunity from conscious 

suppression, 

• be an integral part of larger structures, and 

• be easily quantified on a linear scale. 

Phonetic variables tend to meet these criteria and are often 

used, as are morphosyntactic variables, morphophonological 

variables, and, more rarely, lexical variables. Examples for 

phonetic variables are: the frequency of the glottal stop, the 

height or backness of a vowel or the realisation of word-

endings. An example of a morphosyntactic variable is the 

frequency of negative concord (known colloquially as a double 

negative). Two well-known and frequently studied 

morphophonological variables are T/D deletion, the optional 

deletion of the sound /t/ or /d/ at the end of a word, as in "I 

kep' walking" (Wolfram 1969; Labov et al. 1968); and the ING 

variable, the optional pronunciation of -ing at the end of a 
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word as -in', as in "I kept walkin'" (e.g. Fisher 1958; Labov 

1966/1982; Trudgill 1974). 

Analysis and methodology 

Analyzing sociolinguistic variation often involves the use of 

statistical programs to handle its multi-variable nature. One 

essential part of the methodology is to count up the number of 

tokens of a particular variant and compare it to the number of 

times the variant could have occurred. This is called the 

"Principle of Accountability" in Tagliamonte (2012). Comparing 

the tokens to the total number of words in a corpus or 

comparing one corpus to another leads to erroneous results. 

This count of the possible occurrences can be difficult at times 

because some variants alternate with zero (such as relative 

pronouns that, who, and zero).  

In 1970Eugenio Co�eriu, revisiting De Saussure'ssynchrony 

and diachrony distinction in the description of language, 

coined the terms diatopic, diastratic and diaphasic to describe 

linguistic variation.  

Association with age 

There are several different types of age-based variation one 

may see within a population. They are: vernacular of a 

subgroup with membership typically characterized by a specific 

age range, age-graded variation, and indications of linguistic 

change in progress.  
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One example of subgroup vernacular is the speech of street 

youth. Just as street youth dress differently from the "norm", 

they also often have their own "language". The reasons for this 

are the following: (1) To enhance their own cultural identity (2) 

To identify with each other, (3) To exclude others, and (4) To 

invoke feelings of fear or admiration from the outside world. 

Strictly speaking, this is not truly age-based, since it does not 

apply to all individuals of that age bracket within the 

community. Age-graded variation is a stable variation which 

varies within a population based on age. That is, speakers of a 

particular age will use a specific linguistic form in successive 

generations. This is relatively rare. J.K. Chambers cites an 

example from southern Ontario, Canada where the name of the 

letter 'Z' varies. Most of the English-speaking world 

pronounces it 'zed'; however, in the United States, it is 

pronounced 'zee'. A linguistic survey found that in 1979 two-

thirds of the 12-year-olds in Toronto ended the recitation of 

the alphabet with the letter 'zee' where only 8% of the adults 

did so. Then in 1991, (when those 12-year-olds were in their 

mid-20s) a survey showed only 39% of the 20- to 25-year-olds 

used 'zee'. In fact, the survey showed that only 12% of those 

over 30 used the form 'zee'. This is hypothesized to be tied to 

an American children's song frequently used to teach the 

alphabet. In this song, the rhyme scheme matches the letter Z 

with V 'vee', prompting the use of the American pronunciation. 

As the individual grows older, this marked form 'zee' is 

dropped in favor of the standard form 'zed'.  

People tend to use linguistic forms that were prevalent when 

they reached adulthood. So, in the case of linguistic change in 

progress, one would expect to see variation over a broader 

range of ages. William Bright provides an example taken from 
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American English, where in certain parts of the country there 

is an ongoing merger of the vowel sounds in such pairs of 

words as 'caught' and 'cot'. This merger used to be distinctive 

of the western United States, but since World War II, it has 

developed independently in two other regions: western 

Pennsylvania and southwestward, and the New England coast 

from Boston north. Examining the speech across several 

generations of a single family, one would find the 

grandparents' generation would never or rarely merge these 

two vowel sounds; their children's generation may on occasion, 

particularly in quick or informal speech; while their 

grandchildren's generation would merge these two vowels 

uniformly. This is the basis of the apparent-time hypothesis 

where age-based variation is taken as an indication of 

linguistic change in progress.  

Association with geography 

A commonly studied source of variation is regional dialects 

(regiolects). Dialectology studies variations in language based 

primarily on geographic distribution and their associated 

features. Sociolinguists concerned with grammatical and 

phonological features that correspond to regional areas are 

often called dialectologists.  

In 1968, John J.Gumperz conducted a survey on the inter-

influence of geographic and social factors. By the end of the 

1960s, it was examined that linguistic and dialect diversity 

cannot be solely interpreted by geography, which social 

differences existed in the same geographical area. Thus, social 

and geographical factors were to be seen as interrelated.  
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Association with gender 

Men and women, on average, tend to use slightly different 

language styles. These differences tend to be quantitative 

rather than qualitative. That is, to say that women use a 

particular speaking style more than men do is akin to saying 

that men are taller than women (i.e., men are on average taller 

than women, but some women are taller than some men).  

The initial identification of a women's register was by Robin 

Lakoff in 1975, who argued that the style of language served to 

maintain women's (inferior) role in society ("female deficit 

approach"). A later refinement of this argument was that 

gender differences in language reflected a power difference 

("dominance theory"). However, both these perspectives have 

the language style of men as normative, implying that women's 

style is inferior.  

More recently, Deborah Tannen has compared gender 

differences in language as more similar to 'cultural' differences 

("cultural difference approach"). Comparing conversational 

goals, she argued that men have a report style, aiming to 

communicate factual information, whereas women have a 

rapport style, more concerned with building and maintaining 

relationships.  

People tend to accommodate their language towards the style of 

the person they are interacting with. Thus, in a mixed-gender 

group, gender differences tend to be less pronounced. A 

similarly important observation is that this accommodation is 

usually towards the language style, not the gender of the 

person . That is, a polite and empathic male will tend to be 
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accommodated to on the basis of their being polite and 

empathic, rather than their being male.  

Association with race 

African American English (AAE) 

Communities of African Americans and Whites have been 

popular groups with particular attention to their linguistic 

variation. This variation helps inform much about the origins 

and evolution of other varieties, especially African American 

English. Understanding the sociohistorical background of the 

settlement of the southern colonies is a crucial step in 

understanding the origins of AAE. African American English 

and Southern White American English both had origins in the 

British settler dialects introduced into the South within the 

colonial period (1607 and 1776). With time these two varieties 

continued to evolve and influences one another. However, 

research on African American English did not become 

continuously and overwhelming explored until the 1960s and 

1970s with many linguists including Robbins Burling, Ralph 

Fasold, Joey Dillard, William Labov, Williams Stewart, Geneva 

Smitherman, and Walt Wolfram to name a few. While African 

American English is still not considered an official variety by 

the dominant culture and educational system in the United 

States, it is a legitimate and verified variety by many scholars. 

The Ebonics Controversy help to influence the way America 

thinks about African American English. In December 1996 the 

Ebonics Controversy erupted from the Oakland School Board's 

resolution to identify Ebonics as the first language of African 

American students and take it into account in their Language 
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Arts lessons. There have been many different perspectives to 

engaging with African American English as a variety. Although 

there is some evidence that linguistically sensitive approaches 

are helpful, there are gaps in and questions about these 

approaches which require new research. However, AAE is a 

rule-governed, valid language variety that adequately and 

uniquely expresses the collective experiences of its speakers.  

Asian English 

Very little attention has been paid to Asian American speech 

despite the rise in Asian American immigrants to the United 

States. Even though Asian Americans are perceived as a 

distinct racial group, their speech has not been categorized as 

an individualized ethnolect. Asian Americans in particular 

have been seen as the "model minority", in which they are 

stereotyped as being comparable to whites in academic 

achievement and economic success. However, this assumption 

neglects Asian Americans who are less fortunate and may 

experience poverty. Furthermore, the term "Asian Americans" 

cover a vast diaspora of individuals from various national and 

ethnic origins (Koreans, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, Laotian, Hmong, etc.). However, this is a group in 

which "the dominant ideology treats as a single entity". The 

homogenization of Asian Americans is problematic due to their 

distinct cultural and national backgrounds as well as history 

of immigration to the U.S. Therefore, research on Asian 

American speech is often homogenized because of racial 

homogenization. Research on Asian Americans in particular 

have noted the variation of Asian American speech. Affluent 

Vietnamese Americans and middle-class Japanese Americans 

are shown to align to more standard English varieties, while 
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Laotions and other Southeast Asians have more vernacular 

speech patterns. Ito (2010) looked at bilingual Hmong 

Americans in Wisconsin and found that local features like the 

low-back vowel merger did not seem to play a noticeable role in 

Hmong English. Despite the variety of ethnic background, 

Asian American speech shows distinctiveness in perception 

tests. Michael Newman and Angela Wu found that in perception 

tests, participants regardless of ethnic background were found 

to recognize Asian American, indexed by a set of distinctive 

features. While the amount of sound change studies are 

dearth, when they are addressed, it is focused mainly on 

"language maintenance issues or code switching", and rarely 

feature linguistic portraits of Asian Americans who have grown 

up within the diverse atlas of the United States.  
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