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Endangered Languages and Their Preservation
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Abstract; Language is not merely a tool of communication, but also a carrier of culture
and a symbol of identity. However, language endangerment is accelerating today for the
reasons of globalization and industrialization. Some attention has been paid and some efforts
have been made in recent years, but they are far from enough compared with the rate of
language extinction. This essay gives a brief introduction to endangered languages, especially
those in China, as well as ways of protecting them.

Key words: endangered languages; Chinese minority languages; language preservation
1 Introduction

There is virtually no context in human life where language does not play an important
part. Language plays an intimate role in constructing relationships and identities as well as
enabling people to get things done. It is not merely a tool of communication, but also a
carrier of a certain culture and a symbol of identity.

The current threat to linguistic diversity posed by the globalization of communication and
the tendency to use a single language is at the risk of marginalizing other major languages of
the world, and even of causing the lesser-used languages to disappear.

At present, the language ecology of the world is under serious threat, which puts the
cultural diversity of the world in danger. Linguist Michael Krauss (1992) predicted that, if
nothing were done, 90 percent of the world’s living languages would pass out of use over the
next hundred years.

Since to protect those endangered languages is a great project fof-all human beings, more
efforts and quicker action should be made to capture them before they go extinct, or there
will be only a little proportion of languages spoken in the world left years later. It is not only
a bad news for linguists and anthropologists but also a tragedy for all human beings.

This essay will give a brief introduction to endangered languages especially in China,

and ways of protecting them.
2 An Overview of Endangered Languages

2.1 What is an endangered language?

Not everyone agrees on a tight definition of an endangered language. The late Stephen
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Wurm’s defining characteristic is that it is when a language is moribund ( meaning that it is no
longer being learned by children as their mother tongue) (Warm 1998 ). David Crystal’s
(2000; 20) definition is more inclusive than Wurm’s, “spoken b)li enough people to make
survival a possibility, but only in favorable circumstances and with a growth in community
support”. Michael Krauss’s (1992; 68) definition is yet more inclusive; that all languages
with fewer than 10, 000 speakers are endangered.

Some scholars decide it according to the speakers’ population; some according to the age
of mastering native tongues. In my opinion, it is difficult to give a definition of an
endangered language if only a single criterion is wsed. I think a quantifying, multiple-
comprehensive standard can be used to define an endangered language. This standard should
include population, age, function, range and frequency of language use. Because the
situations vary from one community to another, it is probably impossiblé to give a definite
quantitative criterion. To summarize it in a general way — when a language is spoken by
only a small portion of indigenous people, and mostly middle-aged or elder people only at
home or with intimates for informal communication, it is endangered.

2.2 How many languages are threatened today?

Many languages used in the past are no longer spoken by anyone today, and people
know about their previous existence only because of some written records, a few inscriptions.
Many more must have disappeared quietly without even evidence like the biologist’s fossil. In
fact it has been estimated that in the last 500 years, half of the world’s languages have died
out. -

Crystal (2000: 14 —16) estimates that there are 6, 800 “living” languages in the world
today. These languages range widely in terms of size, from major languages like Chinese and
English to languages with only one speaker. The speakers of 96% (about 6, 530) of these
languages amount to no more than 4% of the world’s population; while a mere 4% (about
270) of these languages are spoken by 96% of the world’s population. In short, 96% of
languages are extremely small ones. 90 percent of them are spoken by fewer than 100, 000
people, and some languages are even rarer —46 are known to have just one native speaker.

Only about a quarter of the languages and few dialects hav?‘*writing systems and not all
languages have even been discovered by linguists. They are currently in danger of extinction.
According to Krauss, as many as half of the languages spoken are moribund. An additional
40 percent may soon be threatened because the number of children learning them is declining
measurably. That leaves only about 600 languages, 10 percent of the world’s total, that
remain relatively secure. (Crystal 2000; 6 —7)

According to some estimates, there may be a langnage losing every two weeks. By this
very moment, a few more last speakers may have died, taking their languages with them to

extinction.



