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ABSTRACT

Objective evidence indicates that despite public
fears and the claims of those who would make English the official
language of the United States, it is not English, but minority
tongues that are threatened in this country today. In the last 5
years, educators have noticed a sharp decline in native language
skills among Native American children. Despite the end of punitive
English-only policies and the advent of bilingual education, the
shift to English is accelerating in many Indian communities. Seven
hypotheses related to this shift are presented, drawing on historical
research into U.S. language policy and anecdotal observations in
Native American communities. First, language shift is very difficult
to impose from without. Second, language shift is determined
primarily by internal changes from within language communities
themselves. Language choices are influenced, consciously and
unconsciously, by social changes that disrupt community. These
dislocations include demographic factors, economic forces, mass
media, and identifiers of social status. Third, language shift
reflects changes in social and cultural values, including the
encroachment of individualism, pragmatism, and materialism. Examples
of factors in language shift are offered for Navajo, Hualapai, Pasqua
Yaqui, and Mississippi Choctaw. Fourth, efforts to reverse language
shift must also involve a change in values. Fifth, language shift
cannot be reversed by outsiders but depends upon community action.
Sixth, successful strategies for reversing language shift demand an
understanding of the current stage of language loss. Finally, at this
stage, the key task is to develop indigenous leadership. (SV)
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After reporting on bilingual education and the English-only
movement for the past ten years, [ am still amazed by the enormous
gap between popular attitudes about language and scientific realities
about language, as documented by researchers and educators. Especially
ironic is the claim that the dominance of English is threatened in the
United States today by the encroachment of other tongues. Many
Anglo-Americans worry that minority language speakers are refusing to
assimilate, owing to the influence of ethnic separatists and to
government programs such as bilingual education, bilingual voting, and
bilingual social services, which appear to enable people to live here
without learning English. Since the early 1980s, such fears have
nourished a movement to declare English the official language at both
state and federal levels. Without such legislation, its advocates warn,
U.S. national unity will be eroded as language diversity continucs to
increase and the hegemony of English continues to decline. This
perception is widespread, as reflected by public opinion polls and by
statements from the new Republican leadership in Congress, which
now insists that English nceds "legal protection” — that is, legislation
to make it the sole medium of government functions.

Objective evidence, however, indicates quite the reverse. It is not
English, but minority languages that are threatened in this country.
Back in the carly 1980s, the demographer Calvin Veltman (1983)
completed the most extensive analysis of linguistic assimilation ever
conducted in the United States. He concluded that, without the
replenishing effects of immigration, all languages other than English
would gradually die out in this country, with the possible exception of
Navajo. And, [ regret to report, Veltman would probably drop that
qualifier today, following two decades of rapid erosion for Navajo and
other Native American languages.

How do we know when a language is threatened? One obvious sign
is that the number of its speakers is declining, as exemplified by most
Native American and "old immigrant" (i.c., European) languages in the
U.S.A. Other symptoms include:

This paper is adapted from a speech given on May 4, 1995, at the
second Symposium on Stabilizing Indigenous Languages held at
Northern Arizona University. Copyright © 1996 by James Crawford.
All rights reserved.
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