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The death cry of the world's little languages
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questions. For instance, large languages dominate small ones but why are there large languages in the first place? The
answer is closely argued in two
central chapters, a biological
account of early cultural history
(in which the switch from a
hunter-gatherer to an agricultural
society is seen as critical) and an
economic account that focuses on

the relatively recent growth of
global forces in the hands of a
few nations.
The book has a final chapter on
"sustainable futures" that shows
that, for many languages, something can be done. The picture is
not totally black. Success stories,
:>uch as Hebrew and Welsh, must
not be lightly dismissed as
"exceptions", for they show what

is possible if the will (which
means money) is there. This book
cries out for a sequel on the many
revitalisation projects around the
world.
Nettle and Romaine have
packed an enormous amount into
their book, which ranges well
beyond the specific issues surrounding endangerment. A few
topics are given cursory treat-

men!: for example, I would have
liked more on language attitudes,
especially about those endangered
communities and last speakers
who are apathetic or antagonistic
about their language. As often
with collaborations, the text is a
bit repetitive (we are told about
the last Cornish speaker three
times). And I noticed a misattribution of Dr Johnson's famous
quotation about languages being
"the pedigree of nations": it is not
from his Dictionary preface but
from the Journal of a Tour of the
Hebrides. But such minuscule
marginalia do not harm this
clear, cogent and immensely
knowledgeable book.
We are at the beginning of a
long road - one that the biodiversity groups started a century
ago for fauna and flora. ''The language endangerment crisis is
only just beginning to be taken
seriously among linguists and
This book is a welcome indication
.
that linguists are finally getting
:.
their act together.
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in the hands of every language
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needs to be quickly built up, if the i
"one dying each week" statistic is [.
to be significantly reduced VanI;
ishing Voices is a book that needs
to be chain-read, therefore: read
it, then tell someone else to.
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