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Abstract

This dissertation focuses on the study of the structure and function of
the Xiandao language.

Xiandao language is one of minority languages discovered recently in
China. With very few speakers, the Xiandao language can be considered as
a language in danger of extinction. The study on language endangered is
an important task for linguistics, which has been attracted the attention of
various levels of society. We have chosen Xiandao as a case study of
endangered language, mainly because the declining function of Xiandao is
typical. The reasons that have resulted in declining and disappearing of
Xiandao language are very complicated, including historical and realistic
factors. In history, disasters and diseases brought about the decrease of the
population. Due to social transition and intermarriage, it results in
language shift. The endangerment to Xiandao indicates not only in
language vitality (including number, age, situation, inheritance and attitude
of speakers), but also in language itself (including phonetics, vocabulary
and grammar).

It has both theoretical and practical values to make a research of
Xiandao language. Through studying Xiandao, we can observe the
language spoken in fewer groups among the vast majorities. Xiandao is
just like a small sparrow but all vital organs. The research on the different
characteristics of the change will help us to understand the general and
specific characters of language. We can know the past of Xiandao people’s
social development, history, economic and culture. It can also provide a
very precious material for Anthropology and Sociology. Xiandao Mian
branch, Tibeto-Burman family remains many distinctive features of
ancient Yi-Mian languages. As a thorough investigation and study on
Xiandao, it must contribute to some scientific values in synchronic and
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diachronic linguistics on Tibeto-Burman languages. It also has practical
values to study Xiandao language. Xiandao people were part of
unidentified ethnic group for a quite long time. Up to 1983, the
government named them as Atsang, one branch of Atsang. They don’t
identify themselves as Atsang in their mind. Xiandao people are
considered the most primitive and backward group economy and culture in
Dehong, Yunnan province. We can help Xiandao people to develop their
culture and education, and to improve their qualities.

In the dissertation, based on the description of the language, we have
discussed the relations between the ethnic separation, social transition and
language change, and analyze endangered phenomenon of Xiandao
language from language function, structural state and factors that restrict
language endangerment. We also predict the tendency of Xiandao
language. There are five chapters. Chapter One: Survey to Xiandao society.
Chapter Two: Usage of Xiandao language. Field-work is the basis of
linguistic study, as well as the backbone of Chinese linguistic study of
ethnic minorities. After my fieldwork in Xiandao village, Yingjiang county,
I classified the situation of language usage into three types: native,
bilingual (Xiandao/Chinese; Xiandao/Jingpo) and Chinese shift. The
process of shift in one language to another can be completed in three
generations. Due to centralized education and mass media, the process of
language change is accelerating at a faster speed. It displays in decreasing
number of speakers, increasing age of speakers, narrowing range of use
and declining linguistic structure. Chapter Three: Phonology & Grammar
of Xiandao language. We describe the phonology of Xiandao, which
includes its phonemic system, the structure of its syllable, etc. We analyze
the glossary, the word formation and lexical system of its loan words and
analyze the grammar of Xiandao, which includes word-class, group,
syntactic structure and sentence pattern. Chapter Four: A Comparative
Studies of Xiandao & Relative languages. We compare the vowels,

consonants, tones of Xiandao and words with Atsang. Chapter Five:
2
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Inspiration from Xiandao endangerment. My opinion on the language
change. It should be acknowledged that the declension of a language
function in some region is inevitable. Language shift has double characters.
On the one hand, language change will help the social development and
improve the Xiandao people’s living standards, on the other hand, it leads
to Xiandao language disappearing. However, the price for development
should not be the abandonment of their traditional language and culture.
My opinion on the preservation of Xiandao language is also expressed at
the end of the paper.

This dissertation is the only one that has described the Xiandao
language in details so far. We carried out field investigations in order to
collect first hand data of Xiandao in Yunnan province during 2002. With
these data, we aim at profound research and thorough descriptions of the
language. Let’s walk into the fields to experience cultural diversity with
my feet, your eyes, and with our hearts. I often remember, the days I spent
in Xiandao, a village where 1 found such warm people, keeping their
traditions and customs alive, with special language, food, and ways of life,

in fact, all the inspiration an anthropology linguist may need.
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