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@D There are about seven thousand languages in the world today. By the end of this
century, roughly half of them will probably be gone. A language dies when its last
fluent speaker dies, and this now happens, on average, about once every two weeks.

@ Many people, hearing this, feel a vague sadness but also a practical doubt. @WIf

everyone spoke the same language, would the world not be a simpler and more peaceful

place? It is a fair question, and it deserves a better answer than “tradition is beautiful.”

@ Here is one answer. A language 1s not only a set of words for things that already exist.
It is a set of decisions about what is worth noticing. In Guugu Yimithirr, an Aboriginal
language of northern Australia, there are no words for “left” and “right.” Speakers use

<

north, south, east and west even for small things: “the cup is to your west,” “there is an
ant on your southeast leg.” To do this, a speaker must know the compass directions at
every moment, indoors and outdoors, awake and half asleep. Researchers found that
Guugu Yimithirr speakers can point accurately to a distant place after being driven

there in the dark. @The language does not describe a skill its speakers happen to have;

it creates that skill by requiring it in every sentence.

@ This does not mean that speakers of one language cannot think the thoughts of another.
They can. But a language makes some thoughts cheap and others expensive. What is
cheap gets thought often.

® Consider what is lost when a small language disappears. Botanists working in the
Pacific have repeatedly found that local languages contain names for plants that
science had not classified, and that the names themselves carry information — which
plants are related, which are dangerous, in which season a root can be eaten. ®When
the last speaker of such a language dies, a library burns, and nobody has read most of
the books.

® The counter-argument is not foolish. Parents in small communities often choose the

larger language for their children, and they do so for good reasons: work, education,
safety. It would be easy, and wrong, for an outsider to tell them that they should keep
speaking a language that will not feed them. @Never should the cost of preservation

fall on the poorest speakers.

@ That is why the most successful revival projects have not asked people to give anything
up. In Wales, the number of young Welsh speakers rose after the language was put into
schools, road signs, television and, later, video games — that is, after it became useful
rather than sacred. In Hawaii, the number of children learning Hawaiian at home rose
from almost none in the 1980s to several thousand today, largely because families were
given schools rather than lectures.

A language is not a museum piece. It survives for the same reason anything survives:
because it is used tomorrow. If we want a language to live, the question is not how to
protect it from the modern world, but how to give it a job in that world.
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