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More than half the
worid's languages are

n

endangered, including
one right here in
New Zealand.

CCORDING to one website,

“a shocking 12 per cent of alt

bird species” were threai-
ened with extinction in 2000, A
later report from 2005 suggests that
the figure had then risen to 20 per
cent. Though a smaller number
will have been considered en-
dangered at that time (“endang-
ered” being nearer extinction than
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“threatened™), this number seems
frighteningty high. We should be
pleased about the amount of work
heing done in New Zealand to save
the kakapo, the saddleback, the
robin, the takahe and other
threatened or endangered birds,
and we quite rightly support this
work with donations. We probably

feel our iives are enhanced by the
range of natwral species in our en
vironment.

S0 it may come as a surprise to
learn that more than 50 per cent of
the world’s languages are en-
dangered, in the sense that they are
not being effectively passed on fo
the next generation. The pro-
portion is far greater than the pro-
portion of endangered birds.
Though a great effort is being made
worldwide to rescue some of these
languages, most are doomed, and in
many cases all we are able to do is
note down some of their vocabu-
lary and grammar, gathered from
the last handfut of people who once
spoke the language every day, If
our lives are enhanced by the range
of species that are in our environ-

ment, the lives of our grandchild-
ren are going fo be considerably
impoverished by the reduced range
of species that will greet them
where languages are concerned.

‘We have one of these endang-
ared langnages right here in New
Zegland. Despite the encouraging
figures recently released on the use
of Maori in New Zealand, the fut-
ure of the Maori language is far
from being secure. It may not sur-
vive, I it does siuwvive, it willbe a
very different language from what
it once was, We should be pleased if
we hear Maori spoken in ifs natu-
ral habitat, New Zealand, and sup-
port atterepts to help it.

The other side of this alarming
statistic is that about half of the
world’s popuiation speak only 10

languages. As speakers of one of
the 10, we may feel guite smug be-
cause our langutage has a
guaranteed future. In one sense,
that is clearly true. But there is
another sense in which the very
size of the English language is lead-
ing to a potential probiem. The last
time a language was used over
most of the then known world, it
was Latin, and it split up into a
number of daughter languages
whose speakérs can now no longer
understand one another; French,
Portuguese, Romanian, and so on.

‘We have plenty of signs that the
same could be happening fo Bng
iigh, It iz very hard for New Zea-
landers to understand speakers
from Tyneside in England, who
think they are speaking English,

and it is very hard for Texans to
understand New Zealanders who
think they are speaking Boglish.
We could, of course, write mess-
ages down and be understood. But
we do have to wonder to what ex-
tent the fate of English will be the
fate of Latin, and the great unifying
force of the English language will
be lost. This will not happen in our
lifetimes, but it probably wili hap-
pex eventually, as history repeats
itself. So perhaps we will then start
to get new languages emerging,
This will add to the tally of
languages in the world, so perhaps
we should net worry about the cur-
rent reduction in the number of
languages — clearly just a blip in
the stafistics, historically speaking.
Buf the new languages that

emerge from English, when they
do, will have a lot in common with
prasent English, and will be far less
interesting and diverse than the
range of languages which are in the
process of dying out today. They do
not provide an excuse for doing
nothing about today’s endangered
languages, any more than new
cross-breeds of chicken shouid pre.
vent us from trying to save the
kakapo,
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