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The current and future situation of
language diversity

Our world is full of different languages. This
diversity makes the linguistic world rich, colorful and
interesting. According to the UNESCO ad hoc Expert
Group of Endangered Languages (2003) there are
approximately some 6,000 different languages in the
world. However, within the next few decades this world
will change. For whatever reason, we won’t be able to
retain this diversity of some 6,000 languages in the world,
it is estimated that by the end of the 21st century only one
half, maybe even less, will continue to exist.

To cite the UNESCO ad hoc Expert Group of
Endangered Languages (2003):

“Language diversity is essential to the human
heritage. Each and every language embodies the unique
cultural wisdom of a people. The loss of any language is
thus a loss for all humanity. Though approximately six
thousand languages still exist, many are under threat.
There is an imperative need for language documentation,
new policy initiatives, and new materials to enhance the
vitality of these languages.”

Therefore we have the resposibility to do the best we
can helping to document and to preserve as many
languages we can.

Worldwide there are many researchers and
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fieldworkers doing a great job investigating and
documenting endangered languages. They do it in almost
every region in the world and any effort to do so is a
valuable component to preserve the human heritage of
language diversity. The results not only document
languages for the record, but help to find out more on the
nature of human language and the connection between
human language and mind.

Hypothetically speaking, researchers in ethology,
psycolinguistics or general linguistics take the results
from the already conducted fieldwork, put them
together and can use these cases as examples for their
theories, their comparisons or their assumptions. But is it
really that easy? Imagine the different styles, methodology,
languages or traditions the research groups have we can
assume the results of all the different fieldworks are in a
way different, hence not easy to
compare.

Therefore a framework is
needed which works universal
{ and worldwide. Ideally, all
@ rcscarch groups use a certain
methodology, conduct research
#® on well defined basic principles
I and publish their results all in
~ the same language.

There are already some efforts in establishing
frameworks of that kind worldwide. One of the most
famous and successful frameworks is the DOBES

framework.

The DOBES Programme
In the year 2000, the Volkswagen Foundation,

Germany, started a programme in order to document
languages that are potentially threatened by extinction.
They named it DOBES programme: Dokumentation
Bedrohter Sprachen (German for: Documentation of
Endangered Languages). DOBES started with seven
documentation fieldwork teams and one archiving team.
The intention was to come up with recommendations of

how language documentation can work, and to find out the
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best way of archiving the resulting data. Now, every year
some selected teams can start new documentation projects,
since the first attempts there were already more than 50
documentation projects funded by the programme.

The main goals for the documentation work funded
by the programme are the following: (1) Help to maintain
or to revitalize the documented language, (2) help to
inform future generations on language diversity and the
cultural treasures of mankind.

One important point in the documentation work is
the usability of the collected data. Hence, all associated
fieldwork groups are presenting their results in a way
useful for different disciplines, e.g. anthropology,
linguistics or history and that this material can be quite
easily be understood without a certain knowledge of the
documented language. Another point is, that the results can
primarily be used for the language community of the
documented language: Since it is the cultural heritage of
their people, they should be enabled to use the
documentation work in order to maintain and to revitalize

their own language.

An example: Hocank Language
Documentation

One of the successful past documentation projects
is the Hocank Language Documentation project. The
Project was executed, during the years 2003 — 2008, in
cooperation between the Department of Linguistics of the
University of Erfurt/Germany and the Hocak Wazija
Haci Language Program in Mauston/USA. It was
conducted by Professor Christian .ehmann, Johannes
Helmbrecht and researchers on both sides, the German
and the American one.

—_ = Hocank (Winnebago) is a highly

c===-- endangered Siouan language spoken in
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Wisconsin, USA. Of the approximately

5000 tribal members there are not more

+ 4 than 200 speakers left, all of whom are

50 years and more of age. Today's
children and parents generation is no

I rusinin, longer able to speak their ancestors'
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language. Linguistically, Hocank is a poorly described and
documented language. There are, however, some useful
lexical and grammatical studies. Additionally there are
around 100 pages of mythological texts recorded by the
anthropologist Paul Radin at the beginning of the 20th
century. They have never been subject to a linguistic
analysis and are hardly accessible without a profound
knowledge of the language. Other text types have not been
recorded at all.

The overall goal of the project was the
documentation and preservation of the Hocank language
with important sub-projects, e.g. (audio- and video-)
recording, analysing, processing and archiving a
representative corpus of Hocank texts, linguistic analysis
and representation these texts, development of a
comprehensive and linguistically consistent lexicon,
linguistic training of Hocank speakers and the
development of teaching material.

An important precondition to achieve the goals of
this project was a close cooperation of the German
linguistic team with the staff and the teachers from the
"Hocank Nation Language Division". This division was
founded in 1993. The cooperation worked out very well
and was key to the success of the project. Now that the
documentation project is complete, the Language Division
still uses the results of the project to develop teaching
materials to revitalize the usage of Hocank.

This example can be used as a model for future
projects of that kind. The data and analysis of every project
can be found on the DOBES website, accessible from
everywhere in the world and free of charge. This is a great
contribution to the goal of documenting and preserving as
many languages as possible.

Since the methodology of the programme is usable
in every region of the world, it can be developed as the
main universal languages resource for future research in
the field not only for linguistics but for many more
disciplines and can create a worldwide network of
researchers.

Further reading: http://www.mpinl/DOBES/
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