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1. Three questions about the death of languages 

Roughly six thousand languages are known to be spoken today in the world. Four of 
them are spoken by more than 500 million people each. Many of them -- perhaps half of 
the total number -- are spoken by less than 500 speakers. An estimated two thousand 
languages are considered, by various criteria, "endangered". That is, they are about to 
become extinct in the next decade or so.  

As we are here talking about endangered languages, the last remaining speaker of some 
language somewhere may be dying of old age. It is likely that his or her language leaves 
no written trace of its existence, no fossil record for future linguists or anthropologists 
to decipher. The rich human experience embedded in its sounds, syntax, and semantic 
categorizations, in the stories and myths transmitted through it by parents to children -- 
generation after generation -- will be lost forever. Not knowing anything about that 
language, even the silence it leaves behind will be lost for future generations. 

The questions I want to address here, on the occasion of the launching of our new 
School of Languages Building, whose erection will be possible thanks to a generous 
donation by the Webb Foundation, are these: 

A. Should we - - as human beings, Jews, and scientists - - be concerned about the fate of 
these languages ?  

B. If so, Why ?  

C. What should and could be done about it ? 

2. How many languages do we "need"?  

Six thousand living languages in the world ! 

 Too many ?  
 Too few ?  

Some people may be surprised by the number of spoken languages I mentioned. "Six 
thousand languages!" -- they might wonder -- "isn't this too much? who needs so many 
languages? wouldn't life be easier for everybody if there were only a few languages in 
the world?".  

These persons would surely be encouraged to learn that 5 languages are those of 50% of 
the world's population; another 100 languages are spoken by 45%; so that the remaining 
5,900 languages are spoken by only 5%. If present trends persist, the dominance of the 



'big languages' will increase, and further reduce the percentage of speakers of the vast 
majority of languages of the world.  

But the question, "how many languages are needed?", as all important questions, does 
not allow for a simple answer. Any answer must begin by a disappointing "It depends". 
It depends on what needs and whose needs one is considering. Suppose, for example, 
one accepts that it would be better, say, for world communication, if there were only a 
few --- perhaps even only one -- language spoken throughout the world. Would that 
person also condone the elimination of his or her own mother tongue -- the language in 
which her first emotions, thoughts, and aspirations were expressed, the language that 
shaped his first understanding of the human and physical environment, the language that 
carries its traditions and culture - for the sake of improving world communications? I 
doubt it.  

As soon as one realizes that languages are not only tools for communication, but have a 
variety of other functions -- cognitive, emotive, cultural, social, and political -- it 
becomes clear that much more than efficient communication is at stake when discussing 
how many languages the world "needs" and what should be our attitude towards 
endangered languages.  

Before we address these questions, let us have a closer look at the diversity of languages 
and their rate of disappearance.  

3. Language diversity 

Of the six thousand living languages of the world, about one thousand are spoken in a 
single island -- Papua/New Guinea (281k) 

In this map you see half of the island (the one which is an independent state; the other 
half belongs to Indonesia).  

Notice the density of different languages (98k) 

There are not only many languages, but they belong to VERY different types. Just as 
biologists classify organisms into phyla, families, genera, and species, so too linguists 
classify languages into stocks, families, groups and sub-groups. 

Language Diversity (48k)  

"Our" linguistic family -- the family where Hebrew has its  

ancestors, cousins, and other relatives, looks like this: 

The Semitic Family (49k)  

4. Language extinction in the world  

Six thousand living languages in the world 

...but there were many more 



In Meso-America, at the time of contact (77k) between European colonizers  

and natives, a wide variety of native languages were spoken. 

But they gradually ceased to be spoken, under the dominance of Spanish (61k).  

The same is true in Brazil (96k), where the originally spoken languages  

disappeared under the dominance of Portuguese (80k). 

Although there are still about 150 languages spoken in Brazil, only about 60 of which 
are documented in some way, we may soon approach a practically monolingual 
situation in this country (114k).  

Remember that it is living languages, living traditions, living cultures, and living 
peoples who disappear along with the colors in the map. 

What is an endangered language?  
What is an endangered language?  

Is TWENDI, a Bantu language spoken in Cameroon by 35 speakers - - the youngest 
being 45 years old - - endangered ?  

Is WELSH, a Celtic language spoken in Wales by half a million speakers, including 
many infants, an endangered language ? 

Is QUECHUA, a Quechuan language spoken in the Andes by about one million 
speakers - - whose number is rapidly dwindling - - an endangered language ? 

Here are some criteria for characterizing an "endangered language". 

CRITERIA FOR DEFINING AN ENDANGERED LANGUAGE 

 Number and age of speakers  
 Usage in schools  
 Attitude of government  
 Official and unofficial status  
 Broadcasting and mass media  
 Teaching as second language  
 Writing system  
 Research  

etc... 

These criteria define the danger of EXTINCTION for living languages. I would add to 
this the danger faced by the languages spoken by immigrant or other minority 
communities -- even if they remain alive and well in other countries. 

 



Immigrant and Minority Languages 

 Under pressure of adaptation or 'absorption' immigrants and small communities 
may lose their languages  

 The Totonaca in Veracruz, Mexico.  
 The Ethiopians in Israel  

The Totonaca refused to send their children to a bilingual school. They claimed that 
their children learn Totonaca at home. What they need at school is to learn Spanish - the 
language they need in order to improve their lives.  

Many Ethiopians who came to Israel were immediately drawn into the 'melting pot' by 
crash Hebrew courses. They even had their names changed to Hebrew names, in some 
cases.  

And there is also the danger of "re-extinction" of already extinct languages.  

This way seem paradoxical, but it isn't. A huge collective effort lies behind every case 
of an extinct language that 'comes alive' as an object of research : the collection, storage 
and classification of inscriptions, documents, historical evidence; decipering of storage 
writing systems; linguistic analysis of these materials; etc.  

If not transmitted from generation to generation of scientists, the complex abilities 
required to cope with each extinct language will disappear, leading to the language's 're-
extinction' ? 

EXTINCT LANGUAGES CAN ALSO BE IN DANGER OF 'RE-EXTINCTION'  

due to 

 Deterioration of historical record  
 Loss of research abilities  
 Lack of active research  etc... 

Let us now go back to the question of whether there should be language diversity and 
multiplicity or not: 

Are 6000 languages too many or too few? 

 
 

 



6. The Tower of Babel  

Nothing better than Genesis --- The Beginning - as a way to begin to discuss 
this question. The relevant passage (Genesis XI, 1-9) is the famous "Tower 
of Babel" episode. Genesis XI, 3-4 (22k)
God was not very happy with this arrogant attempt to penetrate his domain 
(Heaven). How could they dare to build a tower whose top was in heaven. 
("Bab-el". according to Babylonian etymologies, means "The gate of God"). 
And how could they dare to work against the divine design to populate all of 
the earth. He decided to take a close look at what was going on. Genesis XI, 
5-6 (18k) 
What he saw was, presumably, the great ziggurat of Babylon, with the 
temple of Marduk on its top. Needless to say, he was upset, and decided to 
punish the Babylonians. Genesis XI, 7-8 (17k) 

The Tower of Babel by 
Brueghel 

 

The Creator decided to prevent any further attempt of this kind by creating confusion 
among the builders. According to the biblical etymology "Babel" comes from the verb 
balal -- mix, confuse.Genesis XI, 9 (12k) 

The confusion was produced by making their speech unintelligible to each other. This is 
traditionally interpreted as meaning that they spoke each a different language. It could 
also be taken to mean that the "others" spoke a deteriorated version of a "pure" language 
- presumably "our" own. From this, it is easy to draw the conclusion that, on linguistic 
grounds, "we" are superior to the "others." 

Quite independently of the Biblical story, Herodotus begins his History by dividing 
humankind into Greeks and barbaroi. The latter are those who do not speak Greek, who 
babble other languages. 

So too the Mexicas feared and despised the nomadic Chichimecas they encountered in 
the Mexican plateau. For the Mexicas, the Chichimecas were barbarians or popoloca 
because they spoke an unintelligible language. 

The multiplicity of languages arises, according to the Biblical story, as a curse, a 
punishment brought upon humans due to their arrogance. Such a multiplicity has a 
negative, punishing effect, because it prevents understanding among men, thus fostering 
among them disagreement and dispute and thereby preventing their cooperation for evil 
purposes. Ever since, multiplicity of languages has been seen as a sure recipe for 
misunderstanding and quarreling. 

The Founding Fathers of the United States of America espoused this idea: 

" If there is a country in the world where 
concord, according to common calculation 
would be least expected, it is America. Made 
up, as it is, of people ... speaking different 
languages. "  

Thomas Paine 
 
At present, a lively and important public debate is taking place in the U.S.A. between 
the partisans of "English only" and the defenders of multilingualism. The former fear 



that multilingualism "fragments the national unity", and demand that English be 
proclaimed the country's sole official language (the U.S.A. has no 'official language'). 
The latter fear that such a step would imply the cultural oppression of all minorities, 
including those that speak non-standard English, like the Black and the Chicanos. 
 
The underlying political principle here is the well known maxim: "Divide and 
Conquer!".  
 
In the 17th century, the German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz, proposed a rather cruel plan to create an "invincible 
militia" presumably to be submitted to King Louis XIV of 
France. Young slaves from many nations would be gathered and 
trained in an island in order to become the toughest and most 
obedient soldiers on earth -- an early version of an all-purpose 
Rapid Deployment Force. Among the devices he proposed to 
ensure complete obedience was keeping apart speakers of the 
same language. Every platoon should be formed by slaves from 
different nations. This -- he believed -- would prevent them 
from conspiring against the commanding officers, to whose 
orders they would thus have to obey without questioning. (Later 
in his career, Leibniz realized that the diversity of languages 
might have other "uses" -e.g.., the reconstruction of the history 
of peoples and cultures.  
 
He collected linguistic information through the Catholic missionaries in India and 
China, prompted the Russian Czar to conduct a linguistic survey of his empire, and 
became the first "comparative linguist" in the West.) 
If linguistic diversity produces disunion and weakness, linguistic unity seemed to be -- 
according to the Babelian account -- a precondition for unity and power.  
 
No wonder that the rise of the centralized kingdoms in Europe was 
accompanied by the standardization of language usage and the 
promotion of certain dialects -- at the expense of all others -- to the 
status of "national languages". Repression of minority languages was 
often violent: The American Blacks had their tongues cut, if they 
dared to speak their native languages. 
The two attitudes towards the multiplicity of languages express, 
thus, one and the same principle, which underlies the Biblical 
account.  
 



Arthur Schlesinger expressed these two faces of the same coin quite explicitly when he 
wrote: 

" The national ideal has once been e 
pluribus unum. Are we now to belittle 
unum and glorify pluribus ? Will the 
center hold ? or will the MELTING POT
yield to the TOWER OF BABEL ? "  

Arthur M. Schlesinger 
7. The quest for a Universal Language.  
 
The curse represented by language multiplicity, we should remember, had not only 
political effects, but also cognitive ones. Prior to the Tower of Babel, as the first verse 
of Genesis XI(12k) emphasizes, men all spoke the same language.  
This 'adamic' language spoken in the Garden of Eden (44k) was transparent. Its words 
provided direct knowledge of the nature of things.  
With the Babelian curse, man's intimacy with the world, afforded by such a language, 
was lost. Since Knowledge too is Power (as Chancellor Francis Bacon urged his 
countrymen to realize), by losing the original language men also lost power. Nobody 
knows what the original language was , but Hebrew -- or rather, "original Hebrew" had 
a good claim to be it. Much of the appeal of the Kabbalah both for Jews and non-Jews -- 
resided in its supposed ability to disclose in the words of Hebrew that secret, pre-
Babelian, knowledge of nature characteristic of the Adamic language. 
Another way to overcome the curse was to attempt to invent a Universal Language. 
Ever since the seventeenth century such attempts were quite popular. Scientists 
considered such an endeavor very important. In the second half of the seventeenth 
century, the prestigious Royal Society of London commissioned one of its members, 
John Wilkins, to create such a language. Wilkins spent several years working in this 
project and came up with a well-designed Real Character and Philosophical Language 
(71k),published in 1668,With the imprimatur of the Royal Society(49k).Unfortunately, 
the result was extremely complicated (119k) and far fromthe alleged transparency of the 
adamic language.  
As a result, Wilkins' laborious language was barely used in a couple of letters between 
members of the Royal Society (139k). It would have fallen into total oblivion, were it 
not for Jonathan Swift's satirical account of Wilkins' and similar Universal Language 
projects in his Gulliver.  

Nevertheless, scientists continued to believe that the success of their disciplines 
depended on well-formed, transparent, and especially "non-natural" languages. 
Lavoisier's reform of chemical notation, at the end of the 18th century, was based on 
this ideology, and indeed is widely acknowledged as an important step in the 
development of chemistry.  

Several dozens of 'universal languages' have been created by scientists and non-
scientists ever since. I have written quite a lot on this matter, and my friend Umberto 
Eco has recently published a book- length study on the topic.  

The most recent attempt I know of is by a young French scholar, Eric Cattelain, who 
uses non-verbal signs for this purpose. Some of his work is exemplified in a review 
article by him, published in the journal I edit, Pragmatics & Cognition. (A bit of 



publicity never hurts). Here is how the concept "God" (15k) is represented in 
Cattellain's notation. 

8. An alternative view 
What do the Acoma of New Mexico think about the multiplicity of language? 

 

All the above efforts, be they politically or scientifically inspired, were based, as we 
have seen, on the Genesis assumption that there was something intrinsically pernicious 
in the multiplicity of natural languages. I want now to explore with you the possibility 
of an alternative view. A view that considers the multiplicity of languages beneficial to 
humankind, an asset, rather than a liability. 

latiku is the mother goddess of the Acoma tribe of New Mexico. Her name has been 
chosen --- quite appropriately, as you will see -- as the title for the Newsletter of the 
recently created Foundation for Endangered Languages, whose first issue appeared in 
May 1995.  

 

Iatiku's reason for multiplying languages -- the reduction of quarrels among men -- is, 
on the face of it, quite puzzling. Why would she think so? I can only guess -- and you 
probably too. But at least she considered linguistic multiplicity as positive rather than 
negative. Her view -- whatever her reasons -- offers a welcome alternative to the 
predominant Babelian paradigm. It is certainly worthwhile to explore the possibility 
opened by the Acoma myth. 

Regardless of Iatiku's own reasons, I think there are powerful arguments in favor of a 
positive attitude towards the multiplicity of languages. I will try to spell out some of 
them. These arguments will be of different kinds: 

 



Arguments in favor of Language multiplicity 

 Practical evidence  
 An ethical argument  
 An ontological argument  
 An Epistemological argument  
 A cognitive argument  

Practical Evidence 

 Communication across languages is possible.  
 Translation, albeit imperfect, is possible.  
 No reason to fear Babelian confusion.  

Human practice throughout human history shows that cross-linguistic communication 
has always been possible. Neighboring languages borrow and lend words from each 
other. (For example, English has borrowed heavily from French - more than French 
from English.) A language may become widely spoken in a wide area - a 'lingua franca', 
like Swahili and Hausa in Africa, Tokpisin, a 'pidgin' used in Papua/New Guinea, or 
Seaspeak, a simplified English used worldwide by the merchant marine. 

More recently, with the advent of the science of anthropology and anthropological 
linguistics, researchers (49k) have been able to 'decipher' the most remote languages and 
thereby to reach some understanding of cultures very different from ours.  

The translations they make available are no doubt imperfect, but thanks to them our 
understanding of other languages and cultures has been steadily improving. Rather than 
leading to Babelian confusion, this has been of mutual benefits : "we" can understand 
better "their" needs, worries, and ways of life; just as "they" can understand "ours".  

It is important to emphasize this double direction, that is, that understanding must be 
mutual. Whoever has done research in a remote tribal village knows perfectly well that 
s/he is as much an observer as observed. And also that not only language counts. 

When we visited the Piraha village in Brazilian Amazonia, every single movement, 
facial expression, and habit of our party was carefully observed by the villagers. When 
we wanted them to perform their ritual dances, they in turn requested us to dance as 
well. Here you can see Varda and myself dancing an Israeli folkdance (19k) for the 
Pirahas.  

They observed us attentively (24k), and only then began to dance (17k). 

In another tribe, the Tenharim, whose village has been cut by the Trans Amazonian 
highway, the stranger (myself) is invited to participate in an all-male dance (21k) 
commemorating the tribe's girls' coming of age - a sort of Bat Mitzvah, where the 
remnants of the initiation rite are apparent.  

But he had first to be made-up (17k) , in order to symbolically be on a par, be together, 
with the other dancers.  



Our efforts in such cross-linguistic and cross-cultural situations are focused on 
understanding each other, rather than on exploiting each other or quarreling with each 
other.  
Great Dialogue by Karel Napras (18k)  

Cross-linguistic communication thus enhances understanding, dialogue, tolerance, 
rather than confusion and dispute. 

An Ethical Argument 

 The condition for cross-linguistic and cross-cultural communication is to be able 
to value the other, the different.  

 Rejection of 'invidious comparison'.  
 No language is 'primitive'.  
 No human being is 'inferior'.  
 No way of life or culture is valueless.  
 No human suffering can be indifferent to us.  

What prompts anthropological and field-linguistic research, and what permits cross-
cultural communication along the pattern just described, is the assumption that the 
other, the different, are valuable, both for us and in themselves.  

This means that we should suspend -- at least temporarily -- our tendency to consider 
ourselves 'superior' to the others, a tendency that yields what I call 'invidious 
comparison': "We" tend to think that we are the representatives of Reason, of Science, 
of Progress; whereas "they" are poor 'primitives' or dangerous 'barbarians'. And we do 
so, as we have seen, partly because we consider their different language unintelligible, 
and therefore 'inferior'.  

If one adopts such a stance, what vaIue can we find in their culture and language, other 
than 'museum' value?' Only if we reject it can we understand that theirs is a way of life 
as legitimate as ours, and possibly superior to ours in many respects. But, most 
important, we must stay away of such tendentious comparisons altogether, and to 
understand that there are no such things as "primitive" languages, 'inferior' human 
beings, 'valueless' ways of life, and unimportant human suffering. 

An Ontological Argument 

 The reality of the individual depends upon social relationships.  
 There is no "I" without "Thou".  
 There is no "We" without "You".  
 The construction of alterity is also the construction of self-identity.  

Here I will rely on the twentieth century Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, who argued 
that there is no "I" without "Thou" -- that what constitutes ultimate reality is not the 
individual subject alone but rather the Zwischenmenschlich, the Inter-human, the "We", 
the community formed through the set of "I"-"Thou" dialogues (19k) .  

Identity-construction and alterity-construction of a group go hand in hand. "Everyone 
invents himself by inventing, for that purpose, the others" (Manuel Gutierrez Estevez). 



Just as a group defines its "enemies", from which it tries to differentiate itself, so too it 
defines its "ancestors" or "relatives" -- groups whose achievements are admired and to 
which "we" want to be affiliated.  

Recently arrived in a new land, unknown and "without face", the anonymous Mexica 
affiliate themselves with the grandeur of the ancient Toltec, the builders of the 
magnificent sanctuaries and cities in the Mexican highlands.  

Before writing this book, we studied the beliefs the 
ancient Maya recorded in their art and architecture as if 
they were part of the fascinating alternate reality that 
had little relevance to our personal lives. We did what 
scientists are supposed to do-keep an objective distance. 
Like the majority of our colleagues, we were secure in 
the superiority of our own worldview. Preparing this 
book has changed our attitude. We now come to this 
alien world with respect and awe, knowing that the 
worldview created by the Maya was, and is, just as 
powerful, meaningful, and viable as our own. D. 
Friedel, L. Schele, J. Parker 

I propose to extend Buber's view and claim that the "We" in fact cannot exist without 
the "You" (Plural) -- the "Other" community of dialogue (21k) which faces the "We". 
This "We" is the real, enhanced "(we)2".  

Just as the "Thou" does not threaten the "I", but complements and, to some extent, 
constitutes it, so too, the "You", the other community, is not necessarily opposed to the 
"We", but complements it.  

Just as each community is formed and enriched by the plurality of intra-community I-
Thou pairs, so too humankind as a whole results from the exponential growth of inter-
community dialogical pairs, here represented 'algebraically' by the operation of raising 
to the square power (42k).  

But, unlike what this representation suggests, I repeat: the individual subject should not 
be considered a basic, independent 'particle' of human reality, for as much as it 
constitutes social reality, it is constituted by it.  

Similarly, the separate social group should not be viewed as an independent 'molecule', 
for its very existence depends upon the interaction - cooperative as well as conflictual - 
with other social groups. 

An Epistemological Argument 

 For the science of language: To know what language is we must have data about 
as many languages as possible.  

 For science in general: The importance of alternative theories for the growth of 
knowledge. The importance of criticism and controversy for the growth of 
knowledge.  



Epistemology is the theory of knowledge, of the conditions under which we acquire 
knowledge, and under which knowledge grows.  

Let us consider first the science of language -- Linguistics. The capacity to learn and use 
language -- what has been called in a recent book "the language instinct" is one of 
man`s most important assets. As scientists, we want to know as much as we can about 
it. Even if its underlying basis is universal and shared by all men, for determining its 
nature it is essential to possess data about as many languages as possible - otherwise our 
theorizing about the human linguistic capacity would remain speculative.  

It stands to reason that the brilliant idea of the theory of evolution would not have 
occurred to Darwin if he had not collected evidence throughout the world, and 
especially if the Beagle had not hit upon the Galapagos Islands.  

Is it reasonable to wait until languages disappear, leaving -- at best -- some "fossil 
record", in order to collect linguistic data? For the sake of the science of language, it is 
essential to address the task of collecting such data before more languages die, i.e. with 
the atmost urgency. 

Let us consider now the interests of science in general, rather than of linguistics alone.  

In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill defended freedom of speech on the grounds of 
fallibilism: our best theories - he argued - are only likely to be true; there is a chance - 
albeit small - that the truth lies elsewhere, in 'minority' or 'weird' views; they should, 
therefore, be granted the right to be expressed, for the benefit of human knowledge as a 
whole.  

I am here arguing, analogously, for the freedom to preserve and express these 
presumably valuable 'other' views, in their own languages, of which they are in fact 
inseparable.  

Other languages and cultures can be considered as "alternative theories" to those we are 
familiar with. They are thus a fruitful reservoir of ideas that may help us to overcome 
difficulties in our current theories. 

As argued by many philosophers, beginning with Socrates, through Descartes and Kant, 
and up to Popper, the engine of intellectual progress is criticism.  

Criticism means the ability and courage to argue against well-established conceptions, 
and to provide alternatives to it. It means also the courage and ability to defend one's 
view against the arguments of the 'opposition'.  

The confrontation of opposed theories is, thus, the fertile ground for intellectual and 
scientific progress. It is through controversies that knowledge advances.  

True, sometimes this fertile ground becomes a battleground, where quarrels replace 
reasoned argument, where imposing one's own view is all that matters.  

But this need not be so. 



Disputes Controversies Discussions 

are are are 

dissolved resolved solved 

by by by 

'external intervention' 
application of the 'balance of 
reason' 

some established 'discussion 
procedures' 

Between violent (verbal) disputes or quarrels, on the one hand, and those cases of 
confrontation - which I call discussions - where an accepted 'decision procedure' exists 
which can assign victory to one of the parties, there is room for controversies.  

In controversies, though there is no conclusive 'decision procedure', appeal can be made 
to the relative weight of arguments pro and contra, leading to a provisional decision in 
favor of one of the contending views. 

A Cognitive Argument 

 Innovation and creativity require the ability to shift perspectives.  
 Bilingualism trains the mind for shifting perspectives.  
 Viewing things from "the other's point of view" enriches cognition.  

Innovation and creativity are essential conditions for our lives. It is because humans 
were able to improvise (e.g., to adopt different diets in different regions and under 
different conditions) that we survived, while many other species did not.  

Creativity means the ability to see things from different perspectives, rather than being 
enclosed in a single frame of mind. Humor exemplifies and enhances that ability. Non-
creative persons lack humor. Species other than homo sapiens, seem to lack humor too.  

Recent research has shown that bilingualism enhances that ability too. It trains the mind 
to shift from one way of conceptualizing something to another, often quite different one.  

The ability to "wear the shoes" of another, to try to view things as someone very 
different from oneself does, not only facilitates mutual understanding in interpersonal 
relations. It also enriches cognition, providing often unexpected alternatives.  

One such example is the alternative we have been exploring thanks to our willingness to 
consider what Iatiku (12k) had to say about the plurality of languages.  

Remote and 'exotic' cultures and languages may seem, at first, of interest to us only as 
curiosities. When studied more closely, however, they may prove to be relevant to us in 
a deeper sense. We may come to realize, through their radically different viewpoint, that 
ours is not the only way to see and interpret the world. Here is a touching testimony of 
American researchers who devoted decades of their life to studying Maya culture. 

Before writing this book, we studied the beliefs the ancient Maya recorded in their art 
and architecture as if they were part of the fascinating alternate reality that had little 
relevance to our personal lives. We did what scientists are supposed to do-keep an 
objective distance. Like the majority of our colleagues, we were secure in the 
superiority of our own worldview. Preparing this book has changed our attitude. We 



now come to this alien world with respect and awe, knowing that the worldview created 
by the Maya was, and is, just as powerful, meaningful, and viable as our own. 

D. Friedel, L. Schele, J. Parker 

What can and should be done?  
With so many philosophical arguments, you are not only tired, but certainly persuaded 
of the importance and value of preserving what is left of the diversity of human 
languages.  

Let us now, very briefly, ask ourselves what should be done, what can be done, and 
what is done about it -- as scientists, as Jews, and as human beings. 

What should we do 
. . . as scientists ?  
. . . as Jews and as Israelis ?  
. . . as human beings ?  
 
First, as scientists. 
As scientists, we should: 

 acknowledge the scientific importance of the multiplicity and diversity of 
languages.  

 Intensify and expand research in as many languages as possible.  
 Initiate and support worldwide efforts to help endangered languages.  

Some such initiatives are already operative, and accessible through the Net. For 
example: 

International Initiatives 

 The Foundation for Endangered Languages (Bristol, England).  
 International Clearing House for Endangered Languages (University of Tokyo).  
 Terralingua (Michigan, U.S.A.).  
 Language Documentation Urgency List (University of Munich, Germany).  

I would like to stress once more the urgency of these tasks. Languages are  

dying faster than field-linguists graduate from universities.  

We must find a way to speed up the training of, say, 'linguistic technicians' to perform at 
least the required preliminary work of documentation.  

I think the native speakers of the endangered languages are the best candidates for this. 
Universities in the vicinity of such languages should be the site of such programs - and 
they should be helped by other universities and by UNESCO. 

In addition, we should: 

 Provide linguistic expertise to create writing systems for endangered languages.  



 Create training programs for linguists - preferably natives - for urgent 
documentation needs.  

 Bring the issues to the attention of the media.  
 etc...  

At the Lester and Sally Entin Faculty of Humanities, we are doing a lot of research and 
teaching in many languages -- including "exotic" and "extinct" languages. This is not 
enough, to be sure, and more must be done, but here is -- briefly -- a list of what we do. 

what are we doing at the Faculty of Humanities?  

Naturally, we have a strong interest in Hebrew and its close  

relatives, the Semitic family of languages. 

Department of Hebrew and Semitic Languages 

Hebrew Linguistics  

 Ancient Hebrew  
 Mishnaic Hebrew  
 Medieval Hebrew 

Semitic Linguistics  

 Ge'ez  
 Amharic  
 Syriac  
 Akkadian  
 Phoenician  
 Aramaic 

Arabic and other Middle-Eastern and African languages also deserve  

special attention. 

Department of History of the Middle East and Africa  

 Literary Arabic  
 Persian  
 Turkish  
 Afrikaans  
 Amharic 

Department of Arabic Language and Literature  

 Classical Arabic  
 Modern Arabic  
 Judeo Arabic 



Other ancient and classical languages are investigated and studied  

as well . 

Department of Archaeology and Cultures of Ancient East  

 Hittite  
 Akkadian  
 Ugaritic  
 Egyptian  
 Tammud 

Modern languages studied and used at our Faculty include major Western European 
languages, 

Department of Classics  

 Greek  
 Latin  
 Frygian 

Department of English Literature  

 English for Humanities  

Institute of German History  

 German fot Historians  

Department of French Language and Literature  

 Conversational French  
 French for Business  

Department of Linguistics  

 African Languages  
 Roman Languages  
 Slavic Languages  
 Jewish Languages  
 English  
 Hebrew  
 Hungarian 

Eastern European and Asiatic languages, 

The Cummings Center for Russian and East European Studies  

 Russian  
 Ukrainian  



 Byelorussian  
 Azeri  
 Uzbek  
 Kazakh  
 Georgian  
 Kyrgyz  
 Turkish  
 Persian  
 English  
 German  
 French  
 Romanian  
 Hungarian  
 Arabic 

and modern (as well as classical) East Asian languages.  

Department of East Asian Studies  

 Sanskrit  
 Classical Chinese (Mandarin)  
 Japanese 

And we reserve a special place, in the heart as well as in the classrooms to the 
preservation of the Jewish languages other than Hebrew. 

Department of General Studies  

 Ladino  
 Yiddish 

We have a special Division in charge of foreign language teaching, with a rapidly 
expanding number of language courses.  

Division of Foreign Languages  

 English  
 Italian  
 German  
 Dutch  
 Yiddish  
 Japanese  
 Chinese  
 Spanish  
 Spoken Arabic  
 Portuguese  
 French  
 Russian  
 Israeli Sign Language 



In addition, our School of Education participates in the planning of language policy in 
Israel (an international conference on language policy was convened recently by our 
researchers together with those of Bar-Ilan University), as well as in research on 
language acquisition, together with the department of linguistics, which also -- of course 
-- investigates general linguistics. 

Furthermore, individual researchers deal with a variety of "exotic" languages. 

Individual researchers also perform research on languages such as  

 Syriac  
 Berber Languages  
 Various dialects of Aramaic  
 Chadic Languages  
 Gothic  
 Bantu Languages  
 Middle Persian (Pahlavi)  
 Ge'ez  
 Inscriptional South Arabian (Sabaean dialect)  
 Classical New Persian  
 Classical Georgian  
 Classical Armenian  
 Balkanic Languages 

In fact, practically all of our departments and research institutes deal in one way or 
another with languages. 

Other departments requiring specific language abilities  

 Philosophy  
 Talmud  
 Jewish History  
 Bible  
 Jewish Philosophy  
 Comparative Literature  
 General History  
 etc... 

I may have omitted some languages, but the total number I have in this quick survey is 
no less than ..... 

Total of 57 DIFFERENT LANGUAGES  

Let us consider now what we have done and we can do as Jews and Israelis. 

This question is significant because of the particular position we Jews (and especially 
Israelis) find ourselves in, regarding language(s):  

 In the Diaspora we have spoken and speak many languages.  
 We have managed to revive Hebrew, making it a 'reborn' living language.  



Israel is a multi-linguistic country, with a large Arabic speaking minority, as well as 
with many new and old immigrant linguistic communities. 

As Israelis and Jews, we should: 

 Acknowledge the national and cultural value of language.  
 Support linguistic rights, and fully implement such rights in Israel.  
 Provide expertise to other attempts at revival of languages.  

The Biblical text can be read as supporting and legitimizing language diversity.  

Wasn't it God's design to have people dispersed throughout the planet? And isn't 
geographical separation the ultimate cause of linguistic diversification?  

Anyhow, the Genesis account itself tells us that, once dispersed throughout the earth 
according to God's original design, different peoples spoke different languages de facto.  

According to prophet Zephaniah (15k), this de facto situation will only be changed in 
the Day of the Days, when the reunification of tongues will come about.  

This means that, in our world, we must learn to live with language diversity, and make 
the most of it.  

The Talmud carefully keeps record of the often contradictory interpretations of the Law 
offered by the partisans of Hillel and those of Shamai. Why doesn't the text keep only 
the winning position, the 'correct' one? Because - the Talmudic sages say - "those and 
those are the words of the Living God.  

In a sense, we might say -- borrowing the Talmudic puzzling but inspiring remark about 
the contradictory interpretations of Beth Hillel and Beth Shamai -- that all of the 
multiple languages of the world are languages of the Living God; i.e., that none of them 
can be suppressed or despised. 

Consider our own amazing achievement in reviving Hebrew. 

1882 - E. Ben Yehuda's son, born in 1882 in Palestine, is the first modern Jew to speak 
Hebrew as a "first language".  

- The first program of Hebrew language teaching is introduced at the Rishon Le Tzion 
school.  

1904 - Creation of the "Committee for the Hebrew Language".  

1906 - Foundation of the first school where Hebrew is the language of instruction. 
Census shows that 40% of the Jewish population who lived outside Jerusalem spoke 
Hebrew.  

1918 - 34,000 persons in Palestine (outside Jerusalem) speak Hebrew.  



1921 - The Hebrew language is recognized by the British Mandate in practice as one of 
the official languages of the country.  

1928 - Foundation of the first Hebrew Theater.  

1934 - Three and a half hours of daily radio broadcast in Hebrew.  

1939 - Five and a half hours of daily radio broadcast in Hebrew.  

1948 - Hebrew becomes the official language of the new born State of Israel.  

80% of the Jewish population (around 480,000 persons) know Hebrew, and 54% of 
them use it as their first language.  

1954 - The Committee for the Hebrew Language receives legal status and becomes 
"The Academy of Hebrew Language".  

861,000 Hebrew speakers in Israel.  

15 daily newspapers were published.  

1996 - 3.6 million persons use Hebrew in Israel as their first language. 
In less than seventy years, the number of speakers of Hebrew in  

Israel alone has grown a hundred times from 34.000 to more than 3.4 million! 

Recall that the revival of Hebrew went hand in hand with our national and cultural 
revival. Our achievement has been a source of inspiration for many similar attempts 
throughout the world -- Hawaiian, Welsh, Basque, Gallego, etc. -- and we should 
provide whatever help we can for the linguistic revival efforts of these and other 
peoples' languages. 

It is also important to recall that we, Jews and Israelis have had a very painful 
experience of being "constructed" by other nations as their "enemies", an experience we 
should never forget -- not in order to take revenge, but in order not to let it happen 
again to any people or nation on earth.  

As already pointed out, it is natural to construct one's identity by contrasting it with the 
despicable traits of one's "enemy". 

The Spaniards carried with them - in their heads and in their hears, in their myths, in 
their rituals and festivals, in their proverbs and novels - images and evaluations of their 
neighboring peoples, of the Mediterranean region. Among them, a special place was 
reserved for Moors and Jews. They elaborated pejorative ethnic stereotypes about 
Moors and Jews, that served to express, through various oppositions and contrasts, the 
more positive features of their than enhanced national consciousness. These two people 
are the "others" with respect to which the Spaniards felt and made themselves 
imaginarily "ones". This has been done by that they came to share - as a result of the 
living together and confrontation of Christians, Moors, and Jews of Spain. 



Manuel Gutierrez Estevez 

The result of this process of self-construction through other-destruction is dangerously 
determinant of a child's frame of mind. As Gutierrez Estevez candidly confesses, "when 
I was six years old, I already knew that Moors and Jews were my enemies."  

But this need not be so forever, as the recent development in Spain of a trend to 
acknowledge, value, and develop the triple origin of the Spanish people, demonstrates.  

We too, Jews and Israelis, should not forget what our culture owes to that of other 
peoples, with whom we have been in close contact throughout our whole history. 

Finally, what should we do as human beings? 

As human beings, we should: 

 feel and show compassion for those who are on the verge of losing their 
language.  

 And act accordingly, each one according to his/her possibilities.  

Often the success of one language means the decay of others. Guarani, the dominant 
language of Paraguay, and the only Amerindia language to have this status to the 
present day, succeeded at the expense of the decay of several other native languages in 
that country.  

Our success with Hebrew too: it implied a fight against Yiddish and other Jewish 
languages tainted - in the eyes of the Founding Fathers of Israel - with the 'diaspora' 
mark. It also implied forcing new immigrants to learn and use Hebrew, neglecting their 
mother-tongue. Even today, once Hebrew has achieved a dominant status, this "melting-
pot" ideology is put into practice vis-a-vis Russian, Ethiopian, and other immigrants. 
There is no reason to continue such a policy.  

No doubt, there is an inevitable dialectics at work in the history of languages, a struggle 
for survival. But we, the survivors and the powerful, certainly are now in a position to 
temper this struggle with a measure of compassion. After all, we don't compete any 
more with apes and gazelles or even with wolves and lions: we protect them. 

In addition to all that has been said, I think we should not be immune to a true and deep 
feeling of compassion towards those whose languages are endangered. Maybe for the 
world at large, even for science, and certainly for Judaism as such, the death of the 
Dahalo language means nothing. But we should not forget that for the Dahalo remaining 
speakers it means their self-identity, their pride, their culture. 

We certainly cannot artificially preserve all endangered languages. But we can assist, 
within the limitations of our resources, those peoples who want assistance in preserving 
their languages. 

10. Summary  



Let me conclude with a part of a poem called "Glasbuyron - An Elegy for Endangered 
Languages", by Mark Abley, published in the Net, and reproduced in Iatiku n. 2. 

Reason tells me it doesn't matter  
if the final speaker of Huron 
goes grey in a suburb of Detroit 
where nobody grasps a syllable 
of his grandmother's tongue. 
 
Reason tells me it's not important 
if Basque and Abenaki join 
the dozens of unproductive 
languages lately disposed of : what's 
the big deal, where's the beef ? 
 
Reason is scavenging the earth : 
"More, more", it cries. You can't tell it 
to use imagination. You can't 
ask it to stop and listen 
to the absence of Norn.  

                                   Mark Abley 

 


