Chris Miller


Linguistics 1


Due: 3-18-98





Preservation of Native American Languages and Cultures





Fact: Native American languages, and the cultures associated with them, are deteriorating at a rapid rate.  Whose responsibility should it be to “ensure the survival of these unique cultures and languages” (NALA 1990; sec 102.1)?  If it is deemed proper to make certain that these cultures and languages should be saved, what steps should be taken toward this end?  These are the questions being posed by linguists and other individuals that are concerned over the issue.  I feel that although some may think that a loss of any individual language does not affect them, it will indirectly affect them because of the loss of ideas.  In addition, I must concur with Crawford when he states that the loss of languages can be seen “as a worldwide crisis.”


Certainly losing any language, in particular one so close to us - like the Native American languages, can be harmful in many ways.  Crawford indicates that a “loss of linguistic diversity represents a loss of intellectual diversity” and although some may agree with this they might still ask - “what does that have to do with me.”  The loss of languages are very closely correlated to the loss of cultures and when cultures are lost so are a variety of ideas which can be harmful not just for those speaking the language.  When a diversity of ideas are lost so is advancement for all people, not just the people whose culture has been lost.  Additionally, when an individual cannot even look toward there language as a constant in their life, what, then, do they have.  Many people associate much of their identity with their language, and when their language is lost they have little culture to associate with.  Or, as Crawford states: “‘the destruction of a language is the destruction of a rooted identity’ (Fishman, 1991, p.4) for both groups and individuals” (Crawford, 1996).


Even despite these facts some may still feel that it is not the government’s job or obligation to preserve the Native American languages and therefore their cultures as well.  First this type of self-centered view is worthy of ridicule, and should be eliminated for it does not achieve anything conducive to society’s advancement.  Secondly the loss of ideas results in a loss for the American people, not just the Native American people because our culture also stands to lose a lot from any loss of ideas.  Because the government’s job is to protect and look after the American people, of which group the Native Americans belong, it is definitely within the government’s realm of duties to deal with language loss.


Since Native American language/culture loss is an epidemic and of considerable concern to the U.S. government, what should be done?  The Native American Languages Act of 1990 is a mere preamble to what is needed in order to truly help the extinction of Native American languages.  In addition to simply not restricting “any public proceeding, including publicly supported education programs” of the Native American culture there should be active programs which concentrate on documenting and preserving the languages.  In order for this to happen though there should be an attempt to educate the peoples of the possible ramifications associated with the assimilation of their culture.  Once they are educated and supported through government run educational programs, then we will be able to say that a considerable effort has been put forth.  The government programs should be toward educating the young Native Americans of their culture and their language, and this should facilitate a diversity of ideas which is sorely being threatened now.


Many feel that if it doesn’t directly concern them that it doesn’t concern them at all.  This is a common misconception that vexes this author and one that was evident during such horrid times as the holocaust.  If we don’t take action now to preserve the Native Americans’ languages and cultures then we will be indirect victims of the lack of diversity caused by a loss in the cultures.  If nothing else it is the government’s concern because Native Americans are Americans and should therefore be protected by the American government.


