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The Biological Metaphor

Darwin (1871) The descent of man:

Languages, like organic beings, can be classed in groups under groups; and they can be 
classed either naturally according to descent, or artificially by other characters. Dominant 
languages and dialects spread widely, and lead to the gradual extinction of other tongues.

Since Language is considered as an organism. It is became possible for us to talk 
of evolution, life, vitality, endangerment,  and death  as if languages are real 
living organisms. Language Endangerment is thus a theoretical construct that a 
wide range of people us to try and  understand reality.



  

The Magnitude of the problem

Krauss (2007)indicates that 95 per cent of the world’s languages are endangered to 
some degree. 

Sutherland (2003) the table above shows that loss of human linguistic diversity is at a 
higher rate of biodiversity loss than we are seeing in biological and ecological systems.

Public awareness, in contrast to biodiversity, on the loss of linguistic diversity is rather 
alarmingly low. 

There is no #FridaysForFuture like camping to highlight this loss of linguistic diversity. 



  

What is language 
endangerment?
There  is no acceptable  definition of Language Endangerment. However certain common 
features are noted:
● Restricted use of language in the speech community, 
● Loss of prestige,
● Disruption in native speaker’s well-being,
● Reduction of linguistic complexity 
● Loss of competence 
● Disrupted intergenerational transmission, 
● Dwindling speaker's population, 

the consequences of these is the language shift/death: a situation where the language is 
no more spoken as the first language.



  

What is language vitality?

In the context of language endangerment/shift, language 
vitality and measuring it takes center stage.  Language vitality is 
considered as a continuum with safe languages on one end 
and  extinct languages on the other end, and in between are 
the varying degrees of language vitality. 

Safe like Hindi
Almost Extinct 

like PGA

Continuum of Language Vitality



  

Assessment Methods 

● Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale Fishman

● Stephen Wurm Five Levels
● Classification and Terminology for Degrees of Language Endangerment 

Michael Krauss

● UNESCO'S Language Vitality and Endangerment
● Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale(EGIDS) Lewis & 

Simons

● The Catalogue of Endangered Languages.



  

Graded Intergenerational Disruption 
Scale Fishman

Fishman identifies 
the following 
parameters:

● Domains of Use,
● Users base or 

Speakers' 
Generation, 
Literacy 

● Intergenerational 
transmission



  

Stephen Wurm Five Levels

His scale mainly focus on the speaker's generation.

Potentially endangered languages: are socially and economically 
disadvantaged, under heavy pressure from a larger language, and beginning to 
lose child speakers;

Endangered languages: have few or no children learning the language, and the 
youngest good speakers are young adults;

seriously endangered languages: have the youngest good speakers age 50 or 
older;

Moribund languages: have only a handful of good speakers left, mostly very old;

Extinct languages: have no speakers left.



  

Classification and Terminology for Degrees of Language 
Endangerment Michael Krauss

Empasis on 
Speaker’s 
generation 



  

UNESCO'S Language Vitality and 
Endangerment
(1) Intergenerational language transmission

(2) Absolute number of speakers

(3) Proportion of speakers within the total population

(4) Loss of existing language domains

(5) Response to new domains and media

(6) Material for language education and literacy

(7) Governmental and institutional language attitudes and policies, including official 
language status and use

(8) Community members’ attitudes towards their own language

(9) Amount and quality of documentation



  

UNESCO’s LVE...



  

UNESCO’s LVE...



  

Expanded Graded Intergenerational 
Disruption Scale(EGIDS) Lewis & Simons

Level Label Description

0 International The language is widely used between nations in trade, knowledge 
exchange, and international policy.

1 National The language is used in education, work, mass media, and government 
at the national level.

2 Provincial The language is used in education, work, mass media, and government 
within major administrative subdivisions of a nation.

3 Wider 
Communication

The language is used in work and mass media without official status to 
transcend language differences across a region.

4 Educational The language is in vigorous use, with standardization and literature 
being sustained through a widespread system of institutionally 
supported education.

5 Developing The language is in vigorous use, with literature in a standardized form 
being used by some though this is not yet widespread or sustainable.



  

EGIDS...

6a Vigorous The language is used for face-to-face communication by all generations and 
the situation is sustainable.

6b Threatened The language is used for face-to-face communication within all generations, 
but it is losing users.

7 Shifting The child-bearing generation can use the language among themselves, but it is 
not being transmitted to children.

8a Moribund The only remaining active users of the language are members of the 
grandparent generation and older.

8b Nearly Extinct The only remaining users of the language are members of the grandparent 
generation or older who have little opportunity to use the language.

9 Dormant The language serves as a reminder of heritage identity for an ethnic 
community, but no one has more than symbolic proficiency.

10 Extinct The language is no longer used and no one retains a sense of ethnic identity 
associated with the language.



  

The Catalogue of Endangered 
Languages. 

It reports the degree of language endangerment Language Endangerment Index (LEI), 
based  on the criteria below:

The absolute number of speakers—the fewer the number of speakers, the less likely 
the language’s long-term survival.

Intergenerational transmission—if a language is not being learned by children in the 
traditional way, passed on from one generation to the next, it is essentially doomed to 
extinction unless revitalization efforts prove successful. The greater the 
intergenerational transmission, the more likely the language’s survival.

Decreasing number of speakers—the more the number of speakers decreases, the 
more endangered the language is.

Decrease in domains of use—the more the domains in which the language is used are 
reduced, the greater its endangerment becomes.



  

Are the Assessment methods 
adequate?  
No almost all scales don’t capture three commonly observed phenomenon 

● Disruption in native speaker’s well-being,
● Reduction of linguistic complexity 
● Loss of competence

They have a few problems

Monolingual view of language use

Importance to writing 

De-contextualizes language from Speaker’s socio-economic realities



  

Loss of Competence

Fluent 
speaker
s

This first category constitutes the type of speakers most sought after by linguists 
wishing to carry out research on the language. 

Semi-
speaker
s

The category of semi-speakers, introduced by Dorian, is the most emblematic of 
situations of language endangerment. It is a large category which includes all 
members of the community with appropriate receptive skills in the language, but 
varying levels of productive skills.

Terminal 
speaker
s

Terminal speakers are those with some passive knowledge of the language and very 
limited productive skills, sometimes reduced to frozen fixed expressions. 

Loss of Competence in a language is not a binary opposition. Many linguist working on 
endangered languages have observed that native speakers exhibit various levels of fluency. 
Nancy Dorian on her work on a dialect of Scottish Gaelic introduces this a an important 
consideration and proposed the category of Fluent and Semi speakers. The below is the 
Grinevald and Bert(2011) typology of speakers of endangered languages 



  

Typology of speakers of 
endangered languages 

Rememberers Speakers may regain or reacquire some partial active use of the language

 Ghost 
speakers

Ghost speakers are those who conspicuously deny any knowledge of the 
endangered language in spite of evidence that they do have some level of 
competence. This denial is the manifestation of a strong negative attitude 
toward the language and a deep rejection of any identification with it, in 
particular in the eyes of outsiders. 

 Neo-speakers Neo-speakers are learners of endangered languages in the context of 
revitalization programmes and activities. 

 Last speakers It is a category which seems to be assigned by a community to a specific 
individual, although it can also be self-attributed. In any case, being the 
last speaker may be an important public and social role.



  

Reduction of linguistic complexity

Variation in endangered languages may not be usually correlatable with social variables such as 
socio-economic class, sex, ethnicity, etc. i.e the structural change does bear any social meaning.  
This is often described  as Reduction of linguistic complexity,  Palosaari and Campbell 
(2011)describe the most commonly observed types of Language change in endangered languages.

Changes  Description
Normal change Change typically encountered in any language

Overgeneralization of unmarked 
features

Marked Features are traits of language which tend to be more unusual cross-
linguistically, more difficult for children to learn, and more easily lost in language 
change. They tend to be replaced by less marked ones (more common cross-
linguistically, more easily learned) in language change.

Overgeneralization of marked 
features

In several situations, things that seem ‘exotic’ from the point of view of speakers of 
the dominant language can come to be overused in unexpected contexts in an 
obsolescing language. 

Loss or reduction in phonological 
contrasts (mergers)

Two phonemes becoming one. 



  

Reduction of linguistic complexity

Both overgeneralization and 
under-generalization

In some instances both overgeneralization and under-generalization can affect 
structural properties.

Acts of reception In this context refer to instances in which the minority language ‘receives’, or takes 
on, traits from the dominant language judged by speakers of the dominant language to 
be highly valued and also avoiding native traits of the minority language which might 
be associated with traits of the dominant language which are judged undesirable. 

Preference for analytic 
constructions over synthetic ones

 These changes are specific to  analytic constructions

Syntactic reduction Loss of certain grammatical categories and syntactic options, particularly complex 
sentence constructions, is common in language obsolescence

Stylistic shrinkage Correlated with reduction in grammar is reduction in speech genres and stylistic 
alternatives (such as verbal art, oral literature, ritual language, formal registers and 
figurative language), called Stylistic Shrinkage. 



  

Disruption in native speaker’s 
well-being

“Although she was known in her community as the person who would pick up fights easily, I 
came to know her as a person who struggled despite all the odds for the betterment of her 
children. She was battered and bashed but nothing brought her spirits down. She carried the 
legacy of one of the oldest civilizations and its language on this earth. While others in the 
community were proud to forget their language, she remembered the heritage language and 
often lamented that the community at large had taken to Andamanese Hindi.”

Prof Anvita Abbi on April 10 2020 wrote this  about Licho’s death. one of the last 
speakers of Sare, the Great Andamanese language



  

Connection between Language 
use and Wellbeing 
Hinton’s chapter on the Mentor-Apprentice intergenerational 
language transmission process in  Hinton and Hale (2001) The 
Green Book of Language Revitalization in Practice recognizes 
the connection between language use and wellbeing 

“The positive benefits to the self-esteem of the elders 
themselves are often notable; sometimes elders even tell us 
they are getting better health reports from their doctors lately, 
which they attribute to their work with their apprentices.”



  

What is wellbeing?

Health” or “wellness” encompasses physical, mental, spiritual, 
economic, social, and environmental aspects. 

“health” may be “a state of complete physical, mental, and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity” (World Health Organization 1948). 



  

Evidence

What kinds of evidence can support the claim that language use can affect 
health?

Taff, Chee, Hall, Dulitseen-Hall, Martin, and Johnston(2018)

Qualitative:anecdotal, and narrative evidence

negatives of language loss resulting from punishments and trauma causing 
shame, lack of direction, stress, tears, and alcohol and drug abuse. 

the positives of persistent language use causing pleasure, joyful emotion, 
wellness, balance, a healthy spirit, identity, and direction. 



  

Evidence

Quantitative, statistical, data-driven evidence.

High rates of suicide among (Canada)First Nations youth  

Hallett et al. (2007) found that settlements with a majority of 
their members having conversational level abilities of their 
ancestral Indigenous language had fewer suicides than those 
with less language ability. In fact, when the language 
knowledge measure was factored into the mix of the six other 
measures, in all cases but one, the suicide rate was zero.



  

Evidence

The 2008 National Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 
(NATSISS) (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2008) found that young 
people living on their ancestral
lands were less likely to engage in 
binge drinking, use illegal drugs, or 
be victims of physical violence than 
those who live away from their 
homelands. 



  

ENAAN Biases

All these assumption and theories are based on documentation, description,  and 
revitalization efforts  in Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand. Hence there 
is regional/Anglophone/ Global North bias to all this. 

We need diversity to enhance our understanding. 
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