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ABSTRACT

Although American Indian and Alaska Native
communities have largely won the legal right to maintain their
languages and cultures, they lack the "effective right" to do so. The
effective right means access to the tools for getting the job
done--the knowledge, strategies, and resources necessary to resist
destruction of languages and cultures. This rationale and needs
statement documents the importance of indigenous languages as an
irreplaceable cultural knowledge and as a cornerstone of indigenous
community and family values. It reviews past government policies to
eradicate indigenous languages and the reversal of those policies
with the new federal policy of Indian self-determination over the
last quarter century. In the 1990s, support for self-determination
and for the maintenance of Native languages and cultures has been
demonstrated by the Native American Languages Act of 1990, the work
of the Indian Nations At Risk Task Force and the White House
Conference on Indian Education, and the United Nations International
Year for the World's Indigenous People. Following a summary of tribal
educational and language policies, several courses of action are
recommended to assist Native communities in developing the effective
right to maintain their languages. These actions focus on fostering
innovative community-based strategies, directing research toward
analyzing community-based successes, fostering cooperation between
communities and organizations, and promoting heightened consciousness
of the catastrophic effects of language loss for both language

minorities and the mainstream population. Contains 27 references.
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Stabilizing Indigenous Languages

Pationale and Needs
for Stabilizing Indigenous Languages!
Jon Reyhner

Despite ongoing challenges and setbacks, the struggle of American
Indian and Alaska Native communities for the legal right to maintain
their languages and cultures has been won for the most part. An
cxtensive body of legislation and litigation continues to fortify tribal
rights. Our efforts in the United States are being strengthened
internationally by actions of the United Nations aimed at protecting the
lands, rights, languages, and cultures of indigenous peoples worldwide.

Most American Indian tribes, however, like many other indigenous
peoples of the world, lack what may be termed the effective right to
save their languages and cultures. The effective right as it is used here
means access to the knowledge, strategies, and resources necessary to
resist destruction of languages and cultures. Stated more simply, the
effective right means access to the tools for getting the job done. The
legal right without the effective right is of little value. Effective
solutions for reversing the loss of American Indian and Alaska Native
languages must be found and implemented soon. Both indecision and
ineffective action will not reverse the current rapid loss of surviving
indigenous languages.

This rationale and needs statement documents the importance of
indigenous languages as an ireplaceable cultural knowledge and as a
cornerstone of indigenous community and family values. It gives an
overview of past government policies to eradicate indigenous languages
and then describes the reversal of those policies with the new policy of
Indian self-determination over the last quarter century. Tribal language
policies are cited as evidence of the desire of American Indians and
Alaska Natives to preserve and renew their languages.

The rationale and needs working group was in agrecment with the
Roundtable's keynoter Joshua Fishman that efforts to save languages
must ultimately deal with the intergenerational transmission of mother-
tongues. This is, to a large extent, a family and community issue.

['This paper reflects the input of the Rationale and Necds Group, which
met on November 17, 1994, and consisted of Elizabeth Brandt, Arizona
State University; Damon Clarke, Northern Arizona University; Willard
Gilbert, Northern Arizona University; Juana Jose, Office of Indian
Education, Arizona Department of Education; Alvin Kelly, Quechan
Nation, Yuma; Paul Platero, Navajo Division of Education; Kathryn
Stevens, Director, Office of Indian Education, Arizona Department of
Education. Thanks also go to Gary D. McLean and Ed Tennant for their
contributions to this document.
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