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Abrupt Transmission Failure in Obsolescing
Languages: How Sudden the "Tip" to the Dominant
Language in Communities and Families?

Nancy C. Dorian
Bryn Mawr College

One of the regrettable but interesting things
about language death is its long history. It's any-
thing but a new phenomenon, and we have a lot of ex-
tinct languages littering the shores of linguistic
history to prove it. On the other hand. our own time
seems a little curious in one special respect, name-
ly in respect to the number of languages which have
persisted with pretty fair strength for what seems
like a long period, only to weaken in what seems like
a rather shert time and suddenly wind up in a down-
slide toward extinction.

In this countrv and Canada. for example, some long-
established populations with very distinctive cus-
toms and languages which have been secure for cen-
turies are suddenly in trouble. The geographical re-
gion doesn't seem to matter -- it's the same story
regardless of location. Cajun French in Louisiana is
in the same trouble as French Canadian in Maine.
Pennsylvania Dutch (that is, German) among the sec-
ular (non-Anabaptist) Pennsylvania Dutchmen is threat-
ened in the same fashion as Scottish Gaelic in Cape
Breton. None of these is a particularly johnnv-come-
lately immigrant language -- the oldest of them have o
been in place for several centuries, and their speak-
er poprulations have been relatively loyal and stable,
sometimes also reinforced by continuing immigration
(this is the case with Canadian reinforcement of the
French-speaking population in Maine and Highland Scot-
tish reinforcement of the Gaelic-speaking population
in Nova Scotia., whereas the Cajun and Penn Dutch pop-
ulations seem to have recruited more by absorbing in-
comers or non-native locals than by major inflows of
new immigrants).

In general the twentieth century seems to be not-
able for the large number of languages which are eith-
er obviously dving out or showing marked signs of con-
traction such as simplifying structure, functional
restriction, and loss of speakers at the margins of
the community. Whether this century is actually any
more characterized by these phenomena, or whether
we're only better informed about the number of cases
and their wide geographical distribution is unclear.

Some people are inclined to argue that this is a
particularly pernicious time for languages which are
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isolated, or enclaved, or represented by rather thin
populations, or heavily outbalanced by languages of
wider currency. People of this persuasion usually
point to ease of modern travel, the "global village"
phenomencn, the power of the modern nation-state to af-
fect the lives of even its most outlyving citizens, the
savage thoroughness of the more modern instances of
genocide or attempted genocide, the spread of literacy,
the penetration of radio and television, and so forth.

I think there is no denving any of these factors.
They are all very real and very potent. Anvone who
has worked with even a single threatened language can
attest to the force of negative policies (or even on-
ly negative attitudes) spreading out from a central
government and discouraging, or perhaps penalizing,
speakers of languages or dialects other than the of-
ficially state-promoted language. Similarly the ouster
of traditional activities which fostered minority lan-
guages -- social gatherings like the ceilidh in Scot-
land and Ireland, pedagogicallv-oriented verbal rou-
tines such as Aesopian tales, fairy tales, and rhym-
ing genres (all directed toward children) in Albanian-
speaking Greek communities (Tsitsipis 1983:27), the
most formal styles of public speaking in the Cupernio
and Luisefio communities in California (usurped by
English; Hill 1973:45) -- by passive or active verbal
events which involve only or mainly the state-pro-
moted language has a pronounced, unmistakably dele-
terious effect on the strength of the minority lan-
guages in most cases.

This is the usual outcome, more or less the pre-
dictable outceme, and it surprises no one. It's not
the inevitable outcome, however, since people seem to
be capable of quite remarkable segmentation of their
lives, including linguistic segmentation. It's hardly
encouraging for a language to be excluded from the
schools, ignored in broadcasting, discouraged in pub-
lic life, and unprovided for in any officially spon-
sored activities whatever. But in some societies it
Seems to be possible for people to accept a very re-
stricted role for their native Speech form, such that
they assume it will be used only in the hearth-and-
home sphere; they may even welcome the specialization
of their mother tongue as an in-group marker. Where
there is a deep gulf between the minority-language
group and the dominant-language group, as with certain
Native American tribes, the home language may be jea-
lously guarded from . members of the majority-
language group, treated along with things like reli-
gious ceremonials as a privileged form of in-group
knowledge, not to be casually exposed to outsiders or



shared with them. There are entire societies in which
the home language has good standing but has been tra-
ditionally restricted in use without anv threat to

its ultimate viability (German Switzerland. where
Schwyzertiitsch is seldom written and almost never

used in circumstances of any formality is a case in
point), and of course quite a lot of societies exist
in which the language of highest prestige is not the
local language -- most often where religion is involv-
ed, as in many Islamic but non-Arab societies.

Since there are recognized instances of all these
exceptions to any general tendency to succumb to cen-
tralizing dominant-language pressures, the question
may be why there aren't more such exceptions rather
than why there are any. In connection with the rela-
tively long-standing ethnic communities now experienc-
ing survival difficulties in the U.S. and Canada, it
seems to be the temper of the times which works most
against compromises which would allow continuance. De-
spite the "melting pot” myth, special provision for
certain mother-tongue rights of long-established non-
English populations was made in several cases into at
least the early twentieth century: French in Louisiana
(Kloss 1977:112-113), German in Pennsylvania (ibid.:
146-147), Spanish in New Mexico (ibid.:130-131), foar
example. Assimilative pressures have nonetheless been
strong, of course, and the great nineteenth-century
waves of European immigration undoubtedly created ten-
sions for longer-established populations as concerns
were increasingly voiced over the effect of home-
scheol bilingualism on 1nte111qence and on lovalty
to the naticnal state.

Although functional segregation in language use is
a perfectly feasible way of managing and maintaining
two or more languages, unless the wider community is
one in which this is the norm (as in German Switzer-
land and in Somalia, for example:; see Pride 1971 for
the latter case), there seems generally tc be little
support for this course and little understanding of
its frequency of occurrence in a good many parts of
the world. In most of western Europe and the areas
colonized by western European nations, the prevailing
attitudes have most definitely not been favorable to
full-fledged linguistic dualism of any sustained kind.

On the basis of my own work with two minority lan-
guages, one in Great Britain and one in the eastern
U.S., and also on the basis of reports from other re-
searchers working in similar settings, I would pro-
pose a rather widespread phenomenon which I have dub-
bed "tip"” in describing the British case (Dorian 1981:
51). This phenomenon can be conceived metaphorically
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as a gradual accretion of negative feeling toward the
subordinate group and its language. often accompanied
by legal as well as social pressure, until a critical
moment arrives and the subordinate group appears
abruptly to abandon its original mother tongue and
switch over to exclusive use of the dominant language.
Because of the seeming suddenness of the switch-over,
it's rather like watching a structure slowly eaten in-
visibly away at the bottom topple over almost without
warning. Yet when the tip has occurred and one begins
to examine the period which led up to it, the tip is
seldom if ever so sudden as it initially appeared.

The most striking level at which tip occurs is, to
my own perception, that of the family. I would like
to introduce two cases, one among the Gaelic-speaking
fisherfolk of East Sutherland in the extreme northeast
of the Highland Scottish mainland and the other among
the secular Pennsylvania Dutch of the Hamburg area in
Berks County, Pennsylvania. In each of these family
cases there were a good many children: 7 in the
Gaelic-speaking family, and 12 in the Penn Dutch-
speaking family. The parents in each family were
skilled bilinguals, but spoke Gaelic and Penn Dutch
(respectively) by habit and preference with each other
and within the home generally at the outset of their
family life. In each of these families the elder chil-
dren -- the first four of the seven in the Gaelic-
sSpeaking family, the first nine of the twelve in the
Dutch-speaking family -- were raised as, and became,
fully fluent speakers of the parents' criginal mother
tongue. In the Gaelic-speaking family no conscious
change in the parents' linguistic behavior toward the
three yvoungest children seems to have taken place,
whereas in the Dutch-speaking family there was an
acknowledged though unexplained change of that type.
In each family the three youngest children emerged as
imperfect speakers (or, in the case of the youngest
child in the Gaelic-speaking family, as a near-
passive bilingual with very little ability to generate
utterances in the parental mother tongue).

Several aspects of the two cases are especially in-
teresting. One is that the parents' intentions prob-
ably mattered relatively little, since the results
were the same in a case where the parents deliberate-
ly changed their behavior and in a case where they
didn't. The behavior of the peer group outside the
family and also the sheer number of older siblings
who had attended English-language-only schools and
were using a good deal of English among themselves in
or around the home most likely had more impact on the
language-acquisition patterns of the youngest children



than the parents® own linguistic behavior or trans-
mission plans, since in both homes the parents con-
tinued to use the original mother tongue with each
other and with the older children (and with all the
children in the Gaelic household). This means that
the yvoungest children received at least a good deal
of exposure to that language.

Another interesting facet of the two cases is the
clarity of the fully-fluent as opposed to the less-
than-fullyv-fluent demarcation line among the children,
and the unimportance of the size of the age-gap where
the demarcation line falls. No one in either family
is in any doubt about which child is the last of the
fully fluent and which is the first of the imperfect
speakers. The three youngest children in each family
are just as aware of their less-than-fully-fluent sta-
tus as the older children are, although in the Gaelic-
speaking family the three voungest are not particu-
larly sensitive about it whereas in the Penn Dutch
family the three voungest mind very much that they
are not as competent in Dutch as their older siblings.
In the Gaelic family the last of the fully-fluent chil-
dren is 2 vears younger than the next oldest fully-
fluent sibling and only one year older than the first
of his imperfect-speaker siblings. In the Dutch fam-
ily the last of the fully-fluent children is three
vears younger than the next oldest fully-fluent sib-
1ing and two vears older than the first of the
imperfect-speaker siblings.

My data from tests among the Penn Dutch-speaking
siblings are not vet fully analyzed. But I can pre-
sent here two sets of results from testing of the
Gaelic-speaking family, offering clear indication of
how sharply the fluency line can be drawn between sib-
lings only a vear apart in age. In Table 1, Speaker 1
is the mother of the family, Speaker 2 her fourth
child, and Speaker 3 her fifth child. Neither child
was married: both lived in the mother's household.
There is only a vear's difference in age between the
two siblings. The test was for analogical levelling
in four structures, the frequent use of analogically-
levelled forms being a notable marker of the imperfect
Gaelic of the less-than-fully-fluent. Identical sen-
tences were presented to each of the three speakers,
in individual elicitation sessions, for translation
from English into Gaelic. (It should be noted that
translation is a relatively natural, high-frequency
occurrence in a community where kin networks include
both bilinguals and monolinguals, since remarks or
conversations in one language will often be recounted
in translation at a later time to a kinsperson with
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Analogically- Analogically- Analogically-

levelled noun levelled verb levelled 1st pers. sing.
plural (oppor- stems (oppor- conditional verb (op-
tunities: 17) tunities: 16) portunities: 5)

a

Speaker 1 1 ] ]
Speaker 2 2 2 %]
Speaker 3 8 3 5
Analogically-levelled Total analogically-levelled

1st pers. sing. future forms:
verb (opportunities: 5) forms #_analog. % analog.

Speaker 1 2 44 1 2
Speaker 2 (7] 43 2 4.5
Speaker 3 5 A3 21 49

Table 1: Analogically-levelled forms supplied by three
members of a single Gaelic-speaking household in which
Speakers 2 and 3 differ in age by only one year

a offered in addition to the irregular, non-analogical
form,

whom the language of the original interchange is not

the normal language of social interaction). All three
of these speakers knew me well, were comfortable with
me, and had done this kind of work with me before: I

had been around the district over a period of a good

many vears, and the test sentences were couched in

a form of English which was reasonably normal for the
local English dialect.

Speakers 2 and 3 may be only a vear apart in age,
but Speaker 2 is much closer to his mother, 29 vears
older than he, than to his sister one year younger,
in his linguistic usage on this measure.

In Table 2, Speaker 2 is compared with Speaker 3
again and also with Speaker 4, the latter being the
next yvounger sibling, another sister four vears young-
er than Speaker 3 (and so five vears vyounger than
Speaker 2). The structures tested (by the same type
of elicited translation procedure) were control of
three tenses and control of three embedded struc--
tures (for discussion of the theoretical difference
in the difficulty of the structures concerned, see
Dorian 1982).

Although Speakers 3 and 4 show some marked differ-
ences in their control of the particular structures
tested (Speaker 3 being distinctly better than her
sister at using the conjunction 'that' and distinct-
ly worse at forming relative clauses and at construct-



Correctly Past Future Relative
formed # % # % # %

Speaker 2 23 of 23 100 17 of 18 94.5 8 of 8 100
Speaker 3 24 of 2? 100 15 of 18 83 3 of 8 37.5
Speaker 4 23 of 23 100 16 of 18b 39 6

of 8 75

Correctly 'that'’ 'if’ Conditional
formed # % # % # %
Speaker 2 9 of 9 100 5 of 5 100 10 of 10 100
Speaker 3 8 of 9 83 4 of 5 80 6 of 11 54.5
Speaker 4 1 of 9 11 4 of 5 80 8 of 10 80

# of errors opportunities % incorrect
Speaker 2 1 73 1
Speaker 3 15 75 20
Speaker 4 15 73 20.5

Table 2: Comparison of control of three tenses and
three embedded structures by three siblings in a single
Gaelic-speaking household

a The number of instances of a given structure some-
times differs across speakers because a particular
speaker offered two variants for a particular
structure, each of which was recorded, evaluated,
and counted in arriving at the tabulation.

b The figures here differ very slightly from those re-
corded for Speaker 3 in Dorian 1982:39, where she
appears as WR; results of testing of the future were
retabulated and recounted subsequently, with one ad-
ditional instance recognized for WR.

ing the conditional), the really striking difference
is between their performances taken together as com-
pared with their brother’'s. He in fact misproduced only
one form in the entire set of sentences, whereas his
sisters misproduced 15 each. Overall, then, they per-
formed much like each other, despite the four vears be-
tween them; the brother, though only a vear older than
Speaker 3, performed quite differently -- namely like
the fully-fluent speaker he is.

For the Berks County Pennsylvania Dutch I can't be
certain that intrafamily tip of the dramatic abruptness
1" found in the 12-sibling group is a frequent occur-
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rence, since I worked extensively with two Kin networks
only. But among the East Sutherland fisherfolk I know of
several similar cases where groups of siblings were
sharply and abruptly divisible according to full fluen-
cy versus imperfect-speaker control of the local Gaelic,
even though I undertook close testing of only this one
highly available and highly cooperative family. The
community at large was well aware of the phenomenon,

in fact, and readily identified cases in their own kin
networks or others'.

When it comes to tip on the community-wide level,
the cessation of home-language transmission can seem
equally sudden and surprisingly datable. In the smal-
lest of the East Sutherland fishing villages, for exam-
ple, I found that people were able to identify the last
primary-school class whose members regularly used
Gaelic on the playground whenever thev were let out to
play during the schoolday. The class only one vear
vounger, everyone agreed, might occasionally use Gaelic
on the playground, but did soc seldom; and they did not
typically become, or remain, fully-fluent speakers,
whereas their immediate predecessors did. No one could
give a particular reason why this change in language
behavior should have come exactly when it did. but they
agreed on its timing. It was as if a consensus had ta-
citly been reached among the children -- and that was
that. Not merely coincidentally, the brother identified
as Speaker 2 in the tables above was a member of the
last primary-school class to use Gaelic regularly on
the playground, and the sister identified as Speaker 3
was a member of the immediately following class, which
did not regularly use Gaelic on the playground. This
again suggests that even had the parents in that family
made a concerted effort to keep their last three chil-
dren in the fluent-speaker fold, the climate among the
voungsters themselves would have made it an extremely
uphill battle. Veryv strict and very determined parents
are certainly known to succeed in producing fluent-
bilingual children, and then to succeed in maintaining
that bilingual fluency in their children, within com-
munities unfavorable to the phenomenon; but in my own
experience most such cases involve either middle-class
(often intellectual) parents, or, alternatively, an
only child. (One exception which comes to mind did in-
volve a Scottish Gaelic family. They lived in a very
isolated district on the west coast of Scotland; the
parents were not middle class, nor, so far as I can re-
call, was there only one child, but the father was con-
siderably older than the norm for a parent in that com-
munity and was a formidable and demanding figure in
the household 1life.)



Reports of community-wide tip turn up with some fre-
quency in the growing literature of language shift
(see, for example, Gal 1979, Hinojosa 1980, Mertz
1980). Because parents in communities where transmis-
sion failure seems sudden often simply decline to
raise their children as bilinguals, usually citing con-
cern for the children's success in school or ability
to get ahead in the world as reasons (Denison 1971:166-
167; Dorian 1981:104; Huffines 1980:52; Pulte 1973:
426; Timm 1980:30), some scholars have raised the ques-
tion of whether the passing of such languages ought rath-
er to be considered "language suicide” than language
death (e.g., Denison 1977, Greene 1972). But this is
to ignore the long history, usually stretching cen-
turies into the past, of relentless pressure on the
non-dominant language.

The Zapotec case presented by Hinojosa (1980) is
particularly interesting, because Zapotec in fact
showed a relatively unusual degree of resistance to
the spread of Spanish among Mexican Indian popula-
tions. The Zapotec had been doubly resistant to dominant-
language pressure, what is more. since in the pre-Con-
quest period they successfully fought off the Aztecs
and retained their independence and identity to a uni-
que degree (Hinojosa 1980:28). The town of Juchitéan,
not served by the railroad and the loser in the rivalry
for capital-city status in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec,
remained strongly monolingual in Zapotec for a surpris-
ingly long time. But in the early 1970s the discovery
of 0oil in a nearby coastal area led to the creation of
a new port, Salina Cruz, relatively near to Juchitan.
For the first time there was strong economic incentive
for Juchitan natives to acquire Spanish, since good
jobs became available to those with control of Spanish
{ibid.:28, 30). It would seem that the early signs of
language shift documented by Hinojosa on the basis of
fieldwork done in Juchitéan in 1979 might be taken as
a rather unambiguous case of a sudden change in lan-
guage behavior clearly motivated bv dramatically new
economic factors. The change was sudden, and the eco-
nomic factors were new and dramatically different.

Yet when one takes into account the long and com-
plex history of language policy in Mexico meticulously
traced by Heath in her volume Telling Tongues: Lan-
guage Policy in Mexico, Colonv to Nation ¢(1972), it
seems permissible and even necessary to doubt that the
change from proud Zapotec language lovalty in Juchi-
tan to sudden willingness to embrace Spanish as the
language of economic opportunity could have taken
place quite so rapidly without a long and sustained
period in which first colonial and then state policy
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disvalued the Indian and his language. And if it is
true, as ileath reports, that "the Indian had been
locked in a caste-like system, which defined his posi-
tion at the bottom of the nation's socioeconomic hier-
archy since Independence” (1972:156), then how much
stronger the attraction of a sudden and entirelv unex-
pected opportunity to move out of the lock-in and up-
ward within the socioeconomic hierarchy? Perhaps the
abruptness of what looks like an impending tip, leading
Hinojosa to speculate on the basis of her findings
that "if this tendency continues, the whole community
will soon be bilingual and the children will begin to
be socialized in Spanish” (1980:38), is abrupt in on-
set and potential outcome, but not in gestation.

This was certainly what I found to be the case in
Gaelic East Sutherland., where the tip clearly took
Place during the nineteenth century, but the negative
attitudes which had prepared the way for that tip
could be traced within Scotland for at least six cen-
turies and readily documented for Sutherland itself
for a period of over 300 years. Just as the discovery
of 0il "opened” Juchitan to outside influences and the
attendant pressures in favor of Spanish, so the con-
struction of railroads, bridges, and roads in the ear-
1y nineteenth century and the institution of schools
toward the end of the preceding century "opened" East
Sutherland to outside influences and to massive pres-
sures disfavoring Gaelic and favering English. Remote-
ness had buffered East Sutherland, as it had Juchitan;
but with the loss of that remoteness, the buffering
rapidly proved inadequate and centuries of distaste
for the indigenous language made themselves felt. In
the East Sutherland case, I tried to express this by
suggesting that "suddenly, around the beginning of the
nineteenth centurv, Britain came to Sutherland" (Dor-
ian 1981:51).

It is the existence of a long lead-in period which
in the end effectively belies the apparent abruptness
of transmission failure in communities where a lan-
guage outside the national linguistic mainstream seem -
ingly turns up its toes So dramatically after persist-
ing with anomalous strength for so long. The failure
of linguistic will under these circumstances is a mea-
sure of the potency of long-brewing negative pressures
and the fragility of isolation as a buffer, since a ser-
ious breaching of that isolative buffer can produce
such rapid decline in a previously resistant popula-
tion. It's possible that less isolated communities,
with longer experience of compromise (for example,
such a compromise as the linguistic domain -separation
discussed above), have an advantage in survival poten-



tial precisely because they have had a prolonged per- -
ijod in which to learn to cope with pressures for lin-
guistic assimilation. Metaphorically speaking. the
more isolated linguistic groups may resemble North
Aamerican Indian tribes or South Pacific island poru-
lations exposed to measles for the first time and car-
ried off in disastrous numbers by the unfamiliar con-
tagion. The measles virus was long in existence, but
slow to reach them:; when it did. they succumbed with
terrible swiftness. In something of the same fashion,
the "virus” of hostility to non-mainstream languages
may gather strength for a very long time and when it
finally breaks through to an isolated community, car-
ry the minority language off in an equally swift and
deadly wave of social contagion, producing the phe-
nomenon of linguistic tip.
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