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Preface

Language is a means of communication which is unique to
man and indispensable to human society. It is used in political
speeches, academic lectures, intimate conversations, infantile
babble, and even forms part of our daydreams and somnilo-
quies. Language is also inseparable from human civilisation: as
the fruits of human civilisation can only be preserved and trans-
mitted through language, knowing a language is equivalent to
possessing a key to a treasure house of cultural knowledge. The
importance of language is undisputed, and yet, according to es-
timates by linguists, 90% of the languages currently spoken in
the world will disappear over the next century. Of the multitudi-
nous languages which have been formed over thousands of years
of historical development and human endeavour, the majority
will become extinct in a short period of time: this is an issue of
concern not only to linguists, but also to everyone in the world.

In prehistoric times, man lived in scattered communities
according to clans and tribes, so that formation and development
of individual tribal languages occurred in relatively closed envi-
ronments, leading to many different language families. Social

progress led to mutual contact and exchange between ethnic
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groups, resulting in gradual assimilation. Their languages were
also affected by this continual process of assimilation and shift,
so that many disappeared over thousands of years. This process
has been repeated continuously and without conscious awareness
by man: viewed from an academic perspective, it is a great pity
that, until now, man has been ignorant of this rise and fall of
languages. Today, not only is the pace of language death not
slackening, but it is showing a tendency towards acceleration.
Many languages spoken even by hundreds of thousands of
speakers may be in danger of extinction within one or two gene-
rations. It is estimated that thousands of languages will disappear
in the near future. Once a lénguage has become extinct, the
process is irreversible. Therefore, this phenomenon has attract-
ed the attention of linguists and other scholars in the humanities,
who view language endangerment with a heightened conscious-
ness. From the grand perspective of human history, linguists
and other scholars cannot by their own efforts completely halt the
extinction of the world’ s languages. However, their appeals can
heighten the awareness of international organisations, govern-
ments, and the peoples of the world to this issue, in order that
they may actively participate in preserving the wonderful diversi-
ty of human culture.

Language endangerment is becoming an increasingly serious
problem, but those who speak the languages concerned may

have different views on the subject. These differences are espe-
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cially evident between small and large language communities.
Although small language communities are obviously concerned
about the loss of their languages and are reluctant to abandon
their mother tongues, they often also feel that it is an inevitable
consequence of economic globalisation. Some speakers may even
be very willing to change to using a more widely ~ spoken lan-
guage in order to adapt to modem society. The majority of
speakers in large language communities tend to be indifferent to
language endangerment, viewing the disappearance of languages
as the natural course of events in a world of economic develop-
ment and cultural assimilation. Others may even see language
death as being an example of the Darwinian theory of “survival
of the fittest”, feeling that fewer languages in the world would
lead to better and easier communication and global unity, a re-
sult which should be beneficial to society! However, even as we
are contrasting small and large language communities today, the
latter may not be considered large after a few decades. Accord-
ing to current trends, which groups of languages will be heading
towards extinction in future years? We can perhaps imagine a
situation, centuries later, whereby many languages together with
their cultures have been abandoned, and only a single language
is spoken around the world. What kind of world would it be?
Although this seems to be an extreme situation, it is certainly
not alarmist; with the reality of the disappearance of many lan-
guages before us, we cannot afford to be complacent.
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