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INTRODUCTION
• Language Death/Shift:
Tsunoda (2006, p.37) claims that language death or 

language shift is that “…a given language is still used as 
the vehicle of communication by certain members-most 
likely, elder members-of the community but that it is no 
longer transmitted to the younger children of the 
community as a whole. A language may be considered 
dead when this happens”. 

Language shift happens when communities who share a Language shift happens when communities who share a 
native language abandon it and shift to speaking another native language abandon it and shift to speaking another 
one instead. It can happen rapidly or slowly and may one instead. It can happen rapidly or slowly and may 
lead to language death which is the disappearance of a lead to language death which is the disappearance of a 
language.language.



METHODOLOGY
• The purpose of this presentation is to examine causes and 

consequences of the rapid loss and endangerment of languages 
occurring in a global scale, especially for speakers of the minority 
language and to identify an endangered language and to discuss 
some steps for diagnosing, halting and reversing language shift. Our 
research methodology includes:

1. Textual reading:

a. Books

i. Lev Michael (2011) The Cambridge Handbook of Endangered Languages

ii. TasakuTsunoda, (2006) Language Endangerment and Language 
Revitalization: An Introduction.

iii.Fromkin, V., Rodman, R,. & Hyams, N. (2011). An Introduction to 
Linguistics. United States: Wadsworth Cengage Learning



b. Thesis
i.Maureen Hoffmann (2009) Endangered Languages, Linguistics, and 
Culture: Researching and Reviving the Unami Language of the Lenape

2. Case study

i.DevanJagodic (2011) Between Language Maintenance and Language Shift 
:The Slovenian Community in Italy Today and Tomorrow

ii.McEwan, E. & Fujita. (2013) Gaelic Revitalization Efforts in Nova Scotia: 
Reversing Language Shift in the 21st Century



RESULTS
Based on the related studies done, we found out the causes of language 
shift or death can be divided into natural or environmental causes, 
political or military, social causes, language policy, cultural and 
religious causes and linguistic factors. As such, language shift will lead 
to loss of identity,  loss of cultural significant practices and disrupts 
the transmission of cultural knowledge. Thus, language shift can be 
reversed by preserving these languages by studying and documenting 
their grammars-the phonetics, phonology and by recording for 
posterity the speech of the last few speakers. 



RAPID LOSE AND ENDANGERMENT OF LANGUAGES IS 
OCCURING ON A GLOBAL SCALE. WHAT ARE SOME OF THE 
CAUSES OF THIS?

• Tsunoda (2006, p. 57) claims that a language may be endangered 
due to language shift. He further divides the causes of language 
endangerment into:

1.natural/environmental
2.political, military
3.social
4.language policy
5.cultural/religious
6.linguistic



Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)
Causes Explanation

Natural/
Environmental

Decline or loss of population.: natural catastrophes (volcanic 
eruption, earthquake, droughts, floods and famine), diseases, 
in particular imported or epidemic diseases, such as sexual 
transmitted disease, smallpox, measles, influenza, common 
cold, leprosy, malaria, violent acts by humans such as warfare, 
slavery, massacres, and genocide

Political/
Military

Dispossession of the land: Due to invasion, conquest, colonization, 
settlement or grazing.
Relocation of the people: People may be relocated to an unfamiliar-and 
often inhospitable- environment for settlement. Relocation may be 
voluntary as in the case of migration but in most cases relocation is 
often executed by force, for example, as prisoners. (In Tokuyama-
mura, Japan, in a deep valley north of Nagoya, was well known of its 
unique features of its dialect. The government decided to build a dam 
there, to secure water supplies and for human consumption and 
irrigation. The villagers were forced to leave their home village, and 
were dispersed, losing contact with their fellow villagers. 



Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)
Causes Explanation

Social Mixing of speakers of different languages. This may be caused 
by boarding schools,        reservations/settlements, 
intermarriage. 
Improved communication and mass media in the dominant 
language (TV, radio broadcast, films, videos, CDs, printing 
press such as newspapers, magazines and books) 
Indifferent attitude: Language apathy and language 
negligence. Some people do not care but it is too late when a 
language is gone. 

Language 
Policy

Assimilation policy and language policy. 
a.The education of children: this has promoted the dominant 
language. It has drastic negative effects on the minority 
language. 
b.Imposition of the dominant language: prohibition of the use 
of the indigenous language in education, punishment and 
humiliation for the use of indigenous language. 



Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)
Causes Explanation

Cultural/
Religious

Tourism: This brings in speakers of other languages, including 
those of the dominant language.
Spread of religion: Tsunoda reports that Holes (1994, p. 161) 
states “A well-known instance concerns Arabic, which was 
spread by Islam from Arabia across a vast area which includes 
Levant, Egypt and North Africa , and replaced local languages 
such as Aramaic, Coptic and Berber. 
Culture contact and clash: When an ethnic group encounters a 
culture that is more prestigious than theirs, they will often go 
through changes of values, shift or cultural assimilation. 



Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)
Causes Explanation

Linguistic Relative lack of indigenous language literature. Tsunado states 
that Schmidt (1990, p.17) notes that aboriginal language 
literature, if it is available, is usually limited to the spheres of 
religion (hymn books, Bible translations), linguistic work 
(grammar and translation),  school curriculum materials 
(basic readers, elementary storybooks).

Moreover, the format and quality of production of aboriginal 
language literature is very limited to basic black and white 
photocopied materials which compare very poorly to the 
glossy, colour illustrated and often elaborated presentation of 
dominant languages such as the English literature. This 
creates a rather poor impression of the worth of the aboriginal 
language as against English.



Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)Tsunoda (2006,pp. 58-61)
Causes Explanation

Linguistic Language purism: Some people may choose to retain their 
language in its “pure form”. It may seems strange but 
according to Tsunado, Fishman (1964,p.64) reports that 
“language purism can lead to language loss”. 

a.The younger generation of a community refrains from 
speaking their traditional language because they know or think 
that their language is incorrect or wrong and/or because they 
are criticized for speaking that way.

b.In return, the older generation may prefer not to teach the 
language to the younger generation at all, rather than to have 
it “corrupted” by the younger generation which does not speak 
it well or does not treasure their ancestral language. 



WHAT CONSEQUENCES MIGHT IT HAVE, 
ESPECIALLY FOR SPEAKERS OF MINORITY 
LANGUAGES?
• 1. Loss of identity
Hoffmann (2009, p.21) discusses that the consequences of 

language shift and death will lead to the loss of identity. 

“Your native language also binds you to others and creates a 
community of speakers. A leader among the Maori of New 
Zealand, Sir James Henare, expressed the potential impact of the 
loss of the Maori language in the following way: “The language is 
the life force of our Maori culture and mana [‘power’]. If the 
language dies, as some predict, what do we have left to us? Then, I 
ask our own people who are  we?” (Nettle & Romaine 2000: 23). 
Language plays a major role in defining ourselves in relation to, 
and in contrast with, others.”

                                                              Hoffmann (2009, p.21) 



• 2. Loss of cultural significant practices
Hoffmann (2009, p.21) also states that the loss of language 

also causes the loss of other culturally significant 
practices that are dependent on the language. 

“Oral histories are lost if no one can speak the language any more. 
Likewise, traditional songs, poetry, and other verbal art forms are 
lost. Even if the language has been written down, language loss 
may cause written tales to be lost as well, if they were not 
translated into another language first. For example, it was not 
until the discovery of the Rosetta Stone that modern experts were 
able to decipher Egyptian hieroglyphics. When a community loses 
its language, it also loses many other aspects of its culture. 
Language loss has a significant impact on both the collective and 
the individual identities of a community.” 

Hoffman (2009, p.21)



• 3. Disrupts the transmission of cultural knowledge.
Michael (2011, p. 136) reports that language shift may 

cause losses of cultural knowledge, especially detailed 
knowledge of environments and resources. Michael 
discusses Harrison’s (2007, pp. 24-27) example about: 

“…the finely grained lexical distinctions drawn by the speakers of 
Tofa in semantic domains such as types of reindeer, which are 
classified in terms of sex, age, and if male, whether they are 
gelded. Harrison argues that the shift in Toda communities to 
Russian has blocked the transmission of this kind of local 
knowledge, remarking “we might even go a step further that the 
knowledge Marta (a speaker of Toda) possesses cannot be 
expressed in an intact or efficient way in Russian.”



What are the steps to diagnose, 
halt and reverse language shift?

“Language shift” can be defined as a process in 
which “the habitual use of one language is 
being replaced by the habitual use of another” 
in “bilingual towns, villages, or 
neighborhoods” (Gal 1979: 1). 



Fishman has proposed the Graded Intergenerational Disruption 
Scale (GIDS) as a tool to determine a language’s relative vitality 
or endangerment on a scale “from full use by many users to no 
use by any users” (Lewis and Simons 2010: 105). 





Halting Language Shift



Reversing Language Shift
• Preserve these languages by studying and 

documenting their grammars-the phonetics, 
phonology and by recording for posterity the 
speech of the last few speakers. 

    The greater a language’s level of endangerment, 
the further along it is in the process of shift, with 

the ultimate outcome of shift being language 
“death” or obsolescence. (Fishman 1991: 81). 







Gaelic Revitalization Efforts in Nova 
Scotia: Reversing Language Shift in 
the 21st Century

Almost extinct or 
endangered language. 



Introduction
•  Scottish immigrants and their descendants have been 

speaking Gaelic in Nova Scotia since the last quarter of 
the 18th century. Gaelic users and supporters are 
working to revitalize the language in the province in the 
early 21st century.

•  Gaelic in Nova Scotia is classified as a language that is 
undergoing shift and is the subject of revitalization 
efforts. 

• In most areas of its former heartland, Cape Breton 
Island, Gaelic is at EGIDS Stage 8b “Nearly Extinct”: 

• In eastern Nova Scotia where Gaelic was spoken in the 
18th through 20th centuries, for example in Pictou and 
Antigonish Counties, it is currently at EGIDS Stage 9 
“Dormant”: 



• More generally, language revitalization can be 
defined as “the attempt to add new forms or new 
functions to a language which is threatened with 

language loss or death, with the aim of 
increasing its uses and users” (King 2001: 4).



Efforts proposed to revitalize Gaelic







Discussion
• The GIDS and EGIDS are the keys to revitalizing 

language shift however they are said to be limited 
and static. Why? Because… 

▫ They do not take account of unique local conditions, 
and they do not predict or describe the events of the 
past or the future. 

But 
    They can be used to help formulate a set of goals and 

define the intermediate steps that are needed to reach 
those goals. 

In this way, the scales are useful tools for language 
revitalization goal-setting and planning.



Conclusion
• A language dies and becomes extinct when no 

children learn it. It may also die when all of the 
speakers of the language themselves are killed or 
in means of surviving under the threat of 
political repression or even genocide. 

• Thus, the documentation and preservation of 
dying languages is very important for social and 
cultural reasons. Language clubs and even 
governments must attempt to reverse the dying 
out of a language and all efforts must be taken 
into consideration. 
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