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Abstract 1

Since 1972 I have tried to elaborate various mother tongue 
definitions; Table 1 (from 1984) shows a systematisation in 
English. My work with Linguistic Human Rights (LHRs), 
together with Deaf and Indigenous friends/colleagues has 
convinced me that internal identification is in many situations 
the only definition that respects LHRs. There are many 
researcher voices questioning concepts such as “mother 
tongue” and “language”, claiming that the boundedness of 
them essentialises and isolates people and belongs to an 
outmoded ideology which smells of purism, glorification of 
authenticity and a forcible construction for them (not by them) 
of a romanticised traditional ethnolinguistic identity that 
prevents progress, change, modernisation and dialogue. 



Definitions of mother tongue
Criterion Definition
ORIGIN The language learned first

IDENTIFI-
CATION

a. Internal  (own)
b. External (by 

others)

a. The language one identifies with
b. The language one is identified as a 

native speaker of by others

Competence The language one knows best

Function The language one uses most



Abstract 2

In a book called New World of Indigenous Resistance. Noam 
Chomsky and voices from North, South and Central 
America, Meyer & Maldonado, May 2010), Benjamín 
Maldonado Alvarado criticizes Chomsky for holding “the 
erroneous view that comunalidad inevitably reduces or seeks 
to reduce itself to that which is local. Or even worse, that it 
excludes anything from the outside, or anything global, 
regardless of how valuable, useful and necessary it might be. 
This view holds that those who appreciate communal ways 
and fight to strengthen them want to isolate their people 
from the world, and lock themselves up in a nonexistent 
world free of evil” (Maldonado 2010: 368). 



Abstract 3

Maldonado continues: “Isolation or purism is not 
at all what the communalists have in mind. 
Rather, they focus on the need to equip their 
people to circulate in the world, confident in their 
identity and with a strong sense of belonging to 
their community. In other words, they strive to 
overcome the vulnerability and dependence 
generated by postmodern nomadism” (ibid.).

I agree totally. And mother tongues are mostly an 
important aspect of that strong identity.



Abstract 4

The paper will discuss mother tongues 
as one part of LHRs, and present some 
examples of (re)vitalization efforts from 
the Saami and several tribal peoples in 
India and Nepal where mother tongue 
medium day care and education play a 
vital role.
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Languages are today being killed faster 
than ever before in human history.
We may have only 5-10% of today’s 

spoken languages left in 90 years’ time.
 Or just  a hundred fully digitalised ones? 

And maybe NO Sign languages... 



Marie Smith Jones, last speaker of Eyak

Marie Smith Jones, Udachʼ 
Kuqaxʼaʼaʼchʼ (“a sound that 
calls people from far away”; 
her Eyak name) the last 
known speaker of the Indi-
genous language Eyak, died 
in her home in Alaska, 21st 
January 2008, at the age of 
89. Every two weeks a last 
speaker of a language is 
estimated to die. Photo: Marc

 Lester/AP



Boa Sr, 
the last 
speaker 
of the Bo 
language,
died in 
January 
2010
Photo: 
Alok Das, 
30 March 
2004



Great Andamanese languages
• Boa Sr, who died at the end of January 2010, aged around 85, 

was the last speaker of ‘Bo’, one of the ten Great 
Andamanese languages (India). The Bo are thought to have 
lived in the Andaman Islands for as much as 65,000 years, 
making them the descendants of one of the oldest human 
cultures on Earth.

• Boa Sr was the oldest of the Great Andamanese, who now 
number just 52. Originally ten distinct tribes, the Great 
Andamanese were 5,000 strong when the British colonized the 
Andaman Islands in 1858. Most were killed or died of diseases 
brought by the colonizers.

• Professor Anvita Abbi, Jawaharlal Nehru University, India, 
has worked many years with the Andamanese people and 
languages (see www.andamanese.net) 

http://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/jarawa/greatandamanese#main
http://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/jarawa/greatandamanese#main
http://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/jarawa/greatandamanese#main
http://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/jarawa/greatandamanese#main
http://www.andamanese.net/
http://www.andamanese.net/


Boa Sr, last speaker of the Bo language, 
with prof. Anvita Abbi, 25 Dec 2005

Thanks for photo, 
Anvita!



One of the world’s oldest languages
“The death of Boa Senior, was highly significant because one of the world's oldest 
languages, Bo, had come to an end”, Professor Anvita Abbi said. “India has lost an 
irreplaceable part of its heritage. Languages in the Andamans are thought to originate 
from Africa. Some may be up to 70,000 years old. The islands are often called an 
"anthropologist's dream" and are one of the most linguistically diverse areas of the world. 
It is generally believed that all Andamanese languages might be the last representatives of 
those languages which go back to pre-Neolithic times. The Andamanese are believed to be 
among our earliest ancestors. Two languages in the Andamans have now died out over the 
last three months and this is a major cause for concern. Academics have divided 
Andamanese tribes into four major groups, the Great Andamanese, the Jarawa, the Onge 
and the Sentinelese. All apart from the Sentinelese have come into contact with 
‘mainlanders’”

Professor Abbi and Boa Sr became firm friends. She explaines: "After the death of her 
parents, Boa was the last Bo speaker for 30 to 40 years. She was often very lonely and had 
to learn an Andamanese version of Hindi in order to communicate with people. But 
throughout her life she had a very good sense of humour and her smile and full-throated 
laughter were infectious." She said that Boa Sr's death was also a loss for intellectuals 
wanting to study more about the origins of ancient languages, because they had lost ‘a 
vital piece of the jigsaw’".
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But why are there no more any Eyak or 
Andamanese Bo speakers? Why did Marie and 

Boa not transmit their languages to their 
children? Why did Ture’s (see abstract, 

Appendix) parents not speak Saami to him? 
Why do most Canadian and Californian and 

Australian Indigenous parents not speak their 
languages to their children?   

Ture



Parents choose?
• Isn’t it up to parents to choose what language(s) 

to speak to their children and what language(s) 
their school should be in? Obviously the parents 
see that it is better for their children to learn 
the big dominant language (even at the cost of 
the mother tongue)? The small languages have 
not been able to adapt to the modern world? 
They are  useless on the labour market? That 
must be why they are being left behind? They 
have had their life-span and are giving space to 
more useful languages? The parents are 
themselves voluntarily killing the languages!!!

• Isn’t this correct? NO NO NO NO NO!



Do parents really
 choose

 to kill their mother 
tongues? 



“Hopi Teens Worry about Loss of Culture”
       h=p://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122018480

Mr. COOCHYAMPTEWA: This problem isn't new to our generation.
Ms. ELOISE COOCHYAMPTEWA: I'm 66 years old.
Mr. COOCHYAMPTEWA: Hopis stopped learning our language..
Ms. COOCHYAMPTEWA: I wasn't allowed to speak my language.
Mr. COOCHYAMPTEWA: when they were punished for speaking it in 
schools.
Ms. COOCHYAMPTEWA: You're afraid, you're ashamed and you're crying 
and they tell you to stop crying and hit you but how can you stop crying 
when they hit you.
Mr. COOCHYAMPTEWA: That's what happened to my grandmother, 
Eloise Coochyamptewa... She stopped teaching her children...
Ms. COOCHYAMPTEWA: I regret it now.
Mr. COOCHYAMPTEWA: to protect them from suffering the same 
humiliation that she had to endure when she was in school.
 (Copyright © 2009 National Public Radio®)

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122018480
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122018480


But even those with good intentions...
“For nearly 1,000 years, the Hopi people have 
lived on the same three mesas, land now 
considered part of northeastern Arizona. For all 
that time, they have been speaking the Hopi 
language, which is slowly dying. There are many 
hurdles standing in the way of preserving Hopi, 
including, for Hopi teens, the choice between 
preserving their culture and adopting a 
modern lifestyle.” Copyright © 2009 National 
Public Radio®, 29 December 2009.
Again, either/or - and it is NOT necessary!!!!



Trying to relearn Saami
In November 2009 I was in the Saami country, on the 
Norwegian side, in a village called Unjárga (Nesseby 
in Norwegian), a one-day seminar. I had several 
hours with a Saami man, my age (70) who fetched 
me from the airport and drove me back again. 
   His parents were Saami and spoke Saami to each 
other but only Norwegian to the children, with 
exactly the same motivation as in the Hopi story: to 
help the children, to save them from being teased. He 
learned Saami anyway, to some extent, but is 
struggling now to learn more. 



Children & grandchildren blame
He married a Norwegian woman who doesn't speak 
Saami, and Norwegian was the only language in their 
home. Now his children ask him why he did not speak 
Saami to them, and some of them blame him. He 
speaks Saami now to four of his grandchildren.
   He cannot read or write Saami. He loves walking in 
the woods, hunting, fishing - but he knows very few 
names of plants or mushrooms in any language - he 
never learned them in Saami - or in Norwegian. He is 
learning new words now in Saami; he learned for 
instance "swan" in Saami only a couple of years ago.



A difference between generations
His grandchildren can have all or some of their 
schooling in Saami, or study Saami as a subject. 
They can read Saami children’s books, 
sometimes in both Saami and Norwegian or 
Finnish. Torkel Rasmussen’s fantastic book 
Áigin Lávra for children and young adults, 
where a selected group of Saami children with 
several Saami mother tongues get initial 
shaman training, is here in Saami, and I have it 
in Norwegian. 



A difference between generations



A difference between generations
Even Norwegian-speaking children with 
completely Norwegian background can now 
study Saami in Unjárga. There are courses in 
Saami for adults, at different levels, for 
beginners, and for those who can speak but not 
read and write. I really tried to encourage my 
Saami friend to attend one, and he promised! 
  He was very proud of his Saami heritage, told 
me about the Saami museum, Saami traditions, 
etc.



T

Three generations of Saami women. The youngest have had 
Saami medium education. The middle generation has had to 

relearn Saami as adults. Third from right is Gáppe Piera Jovnna 
Ulla/ Ulla Aikio-Puoskari, the Education and Information Secretary of 

the Saami Parliament, Finland. Thanks, Ulla, for family photo!



The role of grandparents - different “choices”
I had dinner in the home of two old Saami; he was 86, she 
78.

Both had been married earlier but both spouses had 
died long ago. The man HAD spoken Saami to his 
children. One of them, the youngest of his children, 
was my hostess: principal of a Saami school. She 
speaks Saami only to her children, and her 
Norwegian husband has learned enough Saami to 
understand, and he approves completely. Of the old 
man's grandchildren, five do not speak any Saami, 
the others do to varying extent, and this daughter's 
children are the most fluent ones.



The role of grandparents - different “choices”

Dinner in the home of two old Saami; he was 
86, she 78.

 The 78-year old woman had not spoken any 
Saami to her children, and now they are really 
blaming her. She was crying when telling this, 
saying she of course thought she was doing 
what was best for her children; she was trying 
to save them from the shame - and now she 
gets the blame (November 2009).



Most parents have no choice!
For a choice to exist

• alternatives need to exist. Mother-tongue-based 
multilingual education (MLE) does not exist today 
for most ITMs (Indigenous/Tribal or Minority 
children) - they HAVE to accept dominant-
language-medium education

• parents need to have solid, research-based 
knowledge about the long-term consequences of 
their choices

• parents need to know that all languages are fit for 
education, and that either/or is a false ideology. 
Children can learn BOTH their own language AND 
one or several dominant languages well if the 
education is organised to make this possible.



The United Nation’s 2004 Human Development 
Report linked cultural liberty to language rights 

and human development

It argued that there is “no more powerful 
means of ‘encouraging’ individuals to 
assimilate to a dominant culture than 
having the economic, social and political 
returns stacked against their mother 
tongue.  Such assimilation is not freely 
chosen if the choice is between one’s 
mother tongue and one’s future”.



It is NOT too late!
We often discuss this type of issues at seminars. There 

are so many stories out there. Many of them are 
extremely painful. But as the old Hopi woman says: 
it's not too late. For several of the Saami languages, 

things have really changed - but it is a constant 
struggle. It is wonderful to see how much strength and 
knowledge there is now! I have met people at seminars 
who attended seminars and lectures with me 40 years 
ago. We talk about how different it was then, with the 
assimilationist ideology penetrating everything. When 
they, after my seminars, had decided to speak Saami 
to their children, it was unusual - and very courage-

ous. Now they have multilingual grandchildren! 
There is a lot of hope. It is NOT too late!



Historically, Indigenous (and 
minority) parents have not 

“chosen” for the children to learn 
the dominant languages at the 

cost of the mother tongues.
Their languages have disappeared 
as a result of linguistic genocide.

This linguistic genocide continues 
today in most of the world.
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ONE REASON  WHY  LINGUISTIC 
HUMAN  RIGHTS  IN  EDUCATION 
AND  MAINTENANCE  OF ALL  THE 

WORLD’S  LANGUAGES/MOTHER 
TONGUES ARE NECESSARY:

 Counteract linguistic 
genocide and crimes 
against humanity in 

education!





Genocide?
Is the term not 

too strong?
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UN International Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 

Genocide (E793, 1948).
 Two of the five definitions of genocide 

Article II(e): 'forcibly transferring 
children of the group to another group'; 
and 

Article II(b): 'causing serious bodily or 
mental harm to members of the group'; 
(emphasis added). 



EUROPE, Pirjo Janulf, 1998
Janulf  (longitudinal study): of those Finnish 

immigrant minority members in Sweden who 
had had Swedish-medium education,

NOT ONE SPOKE ANY FINNISH TO 
THEIR OWN CHILDREN. 

Even if they themselves might not have 
forgotten their Finnish completely, their 

children were certainly forcibly transferred to 
the majority group, at least linguistically. 
Assimilationist education is genocidal.



AFRICA, Edward Williams, 1995
 Zambia and Malawi, 1,500 students, grades 1-7

Zambian pupils had all education in English) ‘Large 
numbers of them have very weak or zero reading 
competence in two languages’.
The Malawi children were taught in local languages during 
the first 4 years, with English as a subject). They had slightly 
better test results in the English language than the Zambian 
students. In addition they read and wrote their own 
languages. Conclusion: ‘there is a clear risk that the 
policy of using English as a vehicular language may 
contribute to stunting, rather than promoting, 
academic and cognitive growth’. This fits the UN 
genocide definition of “causing mental harm”.



CANADA, Katherine Zozula & Simon Ford, 1985
• Report ‘Keewatin Perspective on Bilingual 

Education’ 

• tells about Canadian Inuit ‘students (taught 
in English) who are neither fluent nor literate 
in either language’ and 

• presents statistics showing that the students 
‘end up at only Grade 4 level of achievement 
after 9 years of schooling’.  

•Causing mental harm?



Can most Indigenous and minority 
education in the world be claimed to 

participate in committing linguistic and 
cultural genocide, according to the 

genocide definitions in the UN Genocide 
Convention? 



 Rober Dunbar (human rights lawyer) and 
I have asked this question in several 

publications. 
 Magga et al. 2005, Expert paper written 

for the United Nations Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues, looked at violations 

of the (human) right to education.





Magga, Ole Henrik, Nicolaisen, Ida, 
Trask, Mililani, Dunbar, Robert  and 
Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove (2005). 
Indigenous Children’s Education and 
Indigenous Languages. Expert paper 
written for the United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues. New York: United Nations.



The Expert paper contains sociological and 
legal argumentation where we show that to 
educate Indigenous/tribal and minority (ITM) 
children through a dominant language in a 
submersion or even early-exit transitional 
programme violates the human right to 
education. This right is in many international 
human rights documents, also in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (Art. 29). 
The Convention has been ratified by ALL other UN 
member states except two: Somalia and the USA... 



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children

•prevents access to education, 
because of the linguistic, 
pedagogical and 
psychological barriers it 
creates. Thus it violates the 
right to education. 



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children

often curtails the development of 
the children’s capabilities, and  
perpetuates thus poverty (see 
economics Nobel laureate 
Amartya Sen). 



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children

is organized against solid research 
evidence about how best to reach 
high levels of bilingualism or 
multilingualism and how to enable 
these children to achieve 
academically in school.



New Research Shows that Prop 227 was a Mistake

Two studies have just appeared that show that children in bilingual 
programs learn about as much English as do children in English-only 
programs.

One study, headed by Robert Slavin of Johns Hopkins University, 
compared English learners in five states over five years who had the 
same program of instruction, except that one group was taught entirely 
in Spanish in kindergarten, with more English gradually introduced 
until the program was entirely in English by grade three. The 
researchers found only very small differences between the groups on 
English tests given in grades three and four. The second study, done by 
Christopher Jepsen of the University of Kentucky, looked at children in 
California: Those who had bilingual education did just as well as 
similar children who did not on tests of English in grades four and five. 
(Steve Krashen, Sent to the Capitol Weekly (Sacramento, CA), April 18, 
2010)



New Research Shows that Prop 227 was a Mistake
Both studies show that the children in the bilingual programs made 
the same progress as comparisons in English literacy despite having 
less exposure to English. This means that the time spent in Spanish 
made a real contribution to English language development.

These two studies are only the most recent showing that bilingual 
education works. In most of the previous research, in fact, children in 
bilingual education did better on tests of English reading than 
comparison students did.

Bilingual programs also help children develop their first language, 
which is beneficial to the individual as well as society: Bilinguals do 
better than monolinguals on several kinds of tests of intelligence, and 
bilingualism appears to reduce some of the negative effects of aging. 
Also bilingualism is an obvious asset to business as well as national 
security.



New Research Shows that Prop 227 was a Mistake

In light of these findings, it is clear that 
approving Proposition 227, which 
dismantled bilingual education in 
California 1997 was a mistake. The use of 
the first language in school can help 
English language development, and at the 
same time provides the advantages of 
bilingualism.
(Steve Krashen, Sent to the Capitol Weekly (Sacramento, CA), April 18, 
2010)



 Our second Expert paper (2008):
Robert Dunbar & Tove Skutnabb-Kangas 

Forms of Education of Indigenous 
Children as Crimes Against Humanity?
[In the UN system: Expert paper for the United 
Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
presented by Lars-Anders Baer, in collaboration 
with Robert Dunbar, Tove Skutnabb-Kangas & 
Ole-Henrik Magga]. New York: United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. 2008.



Genocide?

In Dunbar & Skutnabb-Kangas 2008, we again 
considered the possibility that such subtractive 
educational policies, implemented in the full knowledge 
of their devastating effects on those who suffer them, 
may constitute international crimes, including 
genocide, within the meaning of the United Nations’ 
1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 
the Crime of Genocide (the “Genocide Convention”). 
That States persist in such policies, given such 
knowledge, can, we conclude, from an educational and 
sociological point of view be described as a form of 
linguistic and cultural genocide.



Dominant-language medium education 
for ITM children

can cause serious physical 
and mental harm. 



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children can have 

harmful consequences 
socially,psychologically, economically, 
politically:

• very serious mental harm: social dislocation, 
psychological, cognitive, linguistic and educational 
harm, and, partially through this, also economic, social 
and political marginalization

• often also serious physical harm, e.g. in residential 
schools, and as a long-term result of marginaliza-
tion - e.g. alcoholism, suicides, incest, violence.



 Our 2008 paper contains legal argumentation 
which shows that forcibly (i.e. when 

alternatives do not exist) educating ITM 
children in a dominant language in submersion 
and even early-exit transitional programmes is 

at least sociologically and educationally 
genocide. We need some more court cases to 
ascertain the precise interpretations of some 

concepts in the Genocide Convention’s 
definitions. In any case this education can 

most probably be legally labelled
 a crime against humanity. 



Conclusion in Dunbar & Skutnabb-Kangas 2008
Expert paper for the United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues

• “The various forms of subtractive education to 
which indigenous children have been and 
continue to be subject results in very serious and 
often permanent harmful mental and physical 
consequences.

•  It is now at odds with and in clear violation of a 
range of human rights standards, and in our view 
amount to ongoing violations of fundamental 
rights. It is at odds with contemporary standards 
of minority protection”.



Crime against humanity?

• “In our view, the concept of “crime against 
humanity” is less restrictive [than genocide], and 
can also be applied to these forms of education.
•  In our view, the destructive consequences of 
subtractive education, not only for indigenous 
languages and cultures but also in terms of the 
lives of indigenous people/s, are now clear.
• The concept of “crimes against humanity” 
provides a good basis for an evolution that will 
ultimately lead to the stigmatisation through law 
of subtractive educational practices and policies”.



Our new book Skutnabb-
Kangas, Tove & Dunbar, 

Robert (2010) Indigenous 
Children’s Education as 
Linguistic Genocide and 

a Crime Against 
Humanity? A Global 

View has many examples of 
education that violates 

children’s right to 
education. It examines 

whether subtractive 
education can be seen as 
genocide or crime against 

humanity educationally and 
sociologically (YES) and 
legally (perhaps not yet - 

court cases needed!). 
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Linguistic Human Rights (LHRs)

Linguistic Human Rights 
(LHRs) in education are ONE 
necessary (but not sufficient) 
prerequisite in the struggle to 
prevent linguistic genocide 
and crimes against humanity.



LHRs in education necessary for group 
maintenance and for linguistic diversity

• When all children attend school, LHRs in 
education are necessary for any group to 
reproduce itself as a group.

• LHRs are necessary for maintaining 
linguistic and cultural diversity (and, as a 
mediating factor, biodiversity) on earth.

• The most central LHR in education is the 
right to mother-tongue-medium education 
in non-fee state schools. 
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Linguistic Human Rights might be one way of

 preventing linguistic genocide; 
 promoting integration and defending people 

against forced assimilation;
 promoting positive state policies towards 

minority languages
 promoting the maintenance of  the world’s 

linguistic diversity; 
 promoting conflict prevention; and
 promoting self-determination.
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Historical physical violence continues...
In many countries, states are still trying to kill 
languages through direct physical violence which is 
often sanctioned by laws in the country. Turkey is a 
prominent example.
Remember, USA is a great friend of Turkey (NATO 
ally; Lockheed Martin weapon contracts; oil pipes 
through Turkey, etc);
See Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove & Fernandes, Desmond 
(2008). Kurds in Turkey and in (Iraqi) Kurdistan: A 
Comparison of Kurdish Educational Language 
Policy in Two Situations of Occupation. Genocide 
Studies and Prevention 3:1, 43-73.
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performing at 

"Culture and Arts 
Festival" in 

Diyarbakır, 27-30 
May 2009 festival 
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Imprisonment for Performing Kurdish Song. Prosecutor: 
"Posters of Öcalan were shown while Rojda was singing"

The Diyarbakır 4th High Criminal Court decided her case on 25 
March 2010. The prosecutor said in his final submission, "Rojda 
performed the song 'Heval Kamuran' in two different concerts at 
last year's Diyarbakır Culture and Arts Festival. During the 
performances, some people in the audience displayed banners of 
the PPK [militant Kurdistan Workers' Party] and Abdullah Öcalan 
[imprisoned leader of the PKK] and shouted slogans".
   The prosecutor quoted both the Kurdish and the Turkish lyrics of 
the song and demanded a twofold five-year prison sentence under 
article 7/2 of the Anti-Terror Act on "spreading propaganda for a 
terrorist organization". The court accepted the charges of 
"propaganda for a terrorist organization" and decreed for 
imprisonment of two years. The sentence was mitigated to one 
year and eight months due to "good conduct" of the defendant. 
(BÇ/VK)
   Bawer ÇAKIR <http://bianet.org/yazar/bawer-cakir>  Bianet, 29 
March 2010

http://bianet.org/yazar/bawer-cakir
http://bianet.org/yazar/bawer-cakir
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Four Politicians on Trial for Speaking Kurdish
Bedirhanoğlu: Speaking in mother tongue is a virtue, not a crime

The Court of First Instance of Hakkari in the south-
east of Turkey tries four politicians from the closed 
pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party (DTP) on the 
grounds of having addressed their electorate in 
Kurdish in the run-up to the local elections on 29 
March 2009. The second hearing of the case against 
Hakkari Mayor Fadıl Bedirhanoğlu, former mayor 
Kazım Kurt, former DTP Provincial Chair Fahri 
Kurt and former DTP executive Rahmi Temel was 
held on 31 March 2010. They face charges of 
opposing the Political Parties Law because they 
gave speeches in Kurdish in public meetings during 
their election campaigns.



Four Politicians on Trial for Speaking Kurdish
Bedirhanoğlu: Speaking in mother tongue is a virtue, not a crime

According to the HakkariNews.com website, 
Bedirhanoğlu said in a statement given after the hearing 
that the case was opened because speaking in one's own 
mother tongue was considered a crime:

"We think that speaking in the mother tongue with your 
own people, regardless if it is Kurdish or any other 
language, is not a crime but a necessity and a virtue. This 
is not against the law at all. Even if there is a 
corresponding law, it certainly is not legal. I think there 
are many conflicts like this one. There is TRT 6 which is 
broadcasting in Kurdish 24 hours a day. This is permitted. 
Yet, it is considered a crime if a mayor speaks Kurdish. 
This is a disgrace for the legal system. Turkey should get 
rid of this sort of disgrace". 
 
Erol ÖNDEROĞLU <http://bianet.org/yazar/erol-onderoglu> 

http://bianet.org/yazar/erol-onderoglu
http://bianet.org/yazar/erol-onderoglu


Kurdish Peshmergas (freedom fighters) on Iraqi side of 
Kurdistan, March 2006, photo Tove Skutnabb-Kangas



Kurds celebrating Newroz (New Year) 21 March 2006, Erbil, 
Iraqi Kurdistan (photo Tove Skutnabb-Kangas)



Kurdish women, two generations, March 
21  2007, photo Robert Phillipson



Physical violence continues...
• In Turkish Kurdistan, in Burma (e.g. the 

Karen), in Sri Lanka (e.g. the Tamils), in 
China (e.g. the Uyghurs, the Tibetans, etc), 
and other countries, people are imprisoned, 
tortured, beaten up or killed, for demanding 
simple basic linguistic human rights. In all 
these contexts, OF COURSE, also because 
they are demanding other human rights. But 
demanding the right to learn and maintain 
their languages and cultures, IN ADDITION 
to learning an/the official language, a central 
demand for all the groups, is seen as a crime.  



Still, parents want BOTH /AND

Most Indigenous/tribal and minority 
parents OF COURSE want their 
children to learn the power language in 
the country - it is needed for good (or 
often: any) jobs and for democratic (or 
even “undemocratic”) participation in 
society. Most of them ALSO want the 
children to learn their mother tongue(s).



Reject replacing Tibetan with Chinese
In an article about Tibetan-Chinese bilingual 
education (Wan & Zhang 2007, 128-129), an 
investigation from 1996 (Wan & Wang 1997) is 
reported. It revealed that “most bilingual speakers 
are emotionally attached to their native language 
and have a strong desire to maintain it. While 
holding this attitude toward their native language, 
they rationally accept the social and economic 
significance of Chinese. They firmly reject the 
idea to replace Tibetan with Chinese” 



Photos from Trace Foundation; 
thanks to Eveline Yang!







Abolition of mother tongue hurts
In an article about Tibetan-Chinese “bilingual 
education” a small empirical study is included. One 
of the questions to Tibetans is "If Tibetan is 
completely abolished and only Chinese is 
allowed in teaching, how will you feel?" Of the 
two alternatives, "It is good to students", gets 
10.9% of the replies, and "It is hurting", gets 
89.1% (Wan & Zhang 2007, 134), The figure might 
be even higher if the researchers were Tibetan 
themselves...



Photos from Trace
 Foundation;

 thanks to Eveline Yang!
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The intention with physical violence: 
maintain injustice

What are the reasons for this physical 
violence? It has been and IS very clear 
to power holders what the aim of the 
physical violence is: to maintain unjust 
divisions of power and resources, 
locally and globally. It was equally 
clear for Winston Churchill  in 1914 
and George Kennan in 1948 as it is to 
today’s power holders. 



Churchill 1914: UK disproportionate share, 
acquired by violence, maintained by force

Political leaders were well aware of the injustices of 
imperialism, classical or neo-. Winston Churchill told his 
British cabinet colleagues in January 1914 (cited in Darwin 
2009: 268):

We have engrossed to ourselves an altogether 
disproportionate share of the wealth and traffic of the 
world. We have got all we want in territory, and our claim 
to be left in the unmolested enjoyment of vast and splendid 
possessions, mainly acquired by violence, largely 
maintained by force, often seems less reasonable to others 
than to us. 

Darwin, John 2009. The empire project. The rise and fall of the British 
world-system 1830-1970. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press



Guidelines for USA foreign policy from 1948 
Bretton Woods, (George Kennan, main USA 
negotiator); to World Bank & IMF to GATT to WTO

     ’We have 50% of the world’s wealth, but only 6,3% 
of its population. In this situation, our real job in 
the coming period is to devise a pattern of 
relationships which permit us to maintain this 
position of disparity. To do so, we have to 
dispense with all sentimentality ... we should cease 
thinking about human rights, the raising of 
living standards, and democratisation’ 

PS Kennan changed some of his views later...
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In addition to physical violence (and 
sometimes instead of it), today there 

is structural and ideological 
violence. In terms of LHRs: in 

addition to physical genocide, there is 
linguistic and cultural genocide.



 Structurally: organise schools so that 
Indigenous/tribal and minority mother 

tongues are excluded.

 Ideologically: stigmatise these languages 
and cultures, glorify power languages, and 
rationalise their relationship. Either /or, 

instead of both /and /and. “We” are “helping” 
“them”, and they want it, for their  own good. 

They benefit (we claim...). 



 The Uyghurs
“East Turkistan (officially “Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region”) where the Turkic 
Uyghur people (an estimated 10-15 million; 
the official figure is 8.5 million) live was 
occupied by Communist China in 1949, and 
has since then been seen as part of 
China“ (Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar 2010:55)



Uyghurs - combination of structural, ideological 
and physical violence in killing the language
“The State-sponsored systematic linguistic and cultural 
assimilation process that the Uyghur people are 
currently being subjected to started in early 1990’s and 
has all the ingredients of cultural genocide described in 
Skutnabb-Kangas 2000. Some examples include stopping 
the use of Uyghur language as the medium of education 
from kindergarden to university, creating residential 
schools everywhere and far away from home and moving 
the Uyghur students to those schools, and sending the 
Uyghur middle and high school students to schools in the 
inner Chinese proper (Han Chinese regions) thousands 
of kilometers away from the Uyghur homeland (Bilge 
Tarim, pseudonym, personal communication, March 
2009).” (Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar 2010:55). 



Uyghur teachers removed; monolingual Chinese 
teachers even in Kindergarten and daycare

“All the Uyghur elementary and middle school 
teachers were forced to take Han Chinese language 
tests after about 2006, and those who “were not 
qualified” were laid off, transferred to other jobs, 
or forced to retire early. They are all very 
experienced teachers, usually having 20-30 years of 
teaching experience. The positions of those 
teachers were filled with Han Chinese people who 
were born and went to schools in Han Chinese 
regions of China, who do not speak a single word 
of Uyghur, and who do not understand Uyghurs 
and their homeland.” (Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar 
2010, p. 55)



Uyghur teachers fired for peaceful opposition 
and wanting to promote the Uyghur language

The Uyghur kids are losing self-esteem and self-
confidence, are not able to learn any subjects, and 
the government only cares about their learning of 
the Han Chinese language; the rest doesn’t matter 
for them. That is, the Uyghur kids are now being 
educated to be qualified slaves who master the Han 
Chinese language but nothing else. Many Uyghur 
teachers were fired from their jobs for peacefully 
expressing opposition to the so-called “bilingual 
education”, and for signing a petition to promote 
the use of Uyghur language in official government 
dealings and on government websites (Skutnabb-
Kangas & Dunbar 2010, p. 55-56)



Ideological violence: glorification and 
stigmatisation  

Mandarin is a developing language; on the 
other hand, dialect is a stagnant language  
(Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew, The Straits Times, 10 Jan 
1980)
  Unlike Mandarin which “has cultural value and 
will also have economic value twenty years later, 
dialects have no economic value in Singapore. 
Their cultural value is also very low” (17 Oct 1980)
“Dialect will hinder the learning of the child if he 
uses dialect ... to speak dialect with your child is to 
ruin his future” (ibid., 17 Nov 1980).
(All quoted in Lim 2009, p. 55)



School children from Singapore



"In  the first place, we should insist 
that if the immigrant who comes here 
in  good faith becomes an American 

and assimilates himself to us, he 
shall be  treated on an exact equality 

with everyone else, for it is an 
outrage to  discriminate against any 

such man because of creed, or 
birthplace, or  origin. But this is 
predicated upon the person's 
becoming in every facet an  

American, and nothing but an 
American...There can be no divided 
allegiance  here. Any man who says 

he is an American, but something 
else also, isn't an  American at all. 
We have room for but one flag, the 
American flag... We have  room for 
but one language here, and that is 

the English language... and we  have 
room for but one sole loyalty and 
that is a loyalty to the American  

people." 
 (Theodore Roosevelt, 1919)

Theodore 
Roosevelt

Ideological 
violence: 

rationalisa-
tion of 

either/or



Why does USA support Kurdish genocide in 
Turkey: 1. the arms industry benefits; 2. oil pipes 

through Turkey not Russia; 3. secure Turkey’s 
support in restructuring the Middle East

The Turkish ideologies of genocide vis-à-vis Kurds fit old 
USA physically genocidal (indigenous peoples) and 
culturally and linguistically genocidal assimilationist 
(immigrants) policies anyway... 

Change “immigrant” to “Kurdish”,
“American” to Turkish”, and 
“English” to “Turkish”
in the Roosevelt quote, and you have the present-day 
Turkish ideology (since 1923).
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such man because of creed, or 
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USA/Turkey and Kurds - similarities 
‘We have no ethnic minorities’, a ‘high official in 
Ankara’ told Alan Cowell of The New York Times in 
February 1990”. 
“In May 1989, the National Security Council 
launched a campaign denying the existence of a 
distinct Kurdish nation and a Kurdish language. 
Pamphlets were issued and distributed to schools in 
the south-east, claiming that Kurdish is not a 
distinct language, but a dialect of Turkish”. 
“There is no such thing as the Kurdish people or 
nation. They are merely carriers of Turkish culture 
and habits. The imagined region proposed as the 
new Kurdistan is the region that was settled by the 
proto-Turks … Kurdish is a border dialect of 
Turkish” – Professor Dr. Orhan Turkdogan. 
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USA/Turkey and Kurds - similarities 
‘“In response to [former Mayor of Diyarbakir] 
Mehdi Zana’s insistence on speaking Kurdish, 
Military Prosecutor Vedat Erkan stated that there 
was no such language as Kurdish in the Turkish 
state. In his words, ‘Kurdish is not a language. It 
is a heap of words. It is a restricted mass of 
words from words of pure Turkish origin which 
developed from ancient Turkish. Spoken by an 
insignificant number and encouraged by hostile 
forces outside the nation, calling this Kurdish is no 
indication that a separate Kurdish race and Kurdish 
language exists among the Turkish citizens living 
on Turkish soil’ 103



Globalisation is
‘a pseudo-concept that … incarnates the most 

accomplished form of

the imperialism of the universal,

 which consists of 

one society (USA) universalising its 
own particularity covertly

 as a universal model.’ 
(Pierre Bourdieu 2001)



Rationalisation: Danish comment: so what?

• Hvad er problemet, hvis hele menneskeheden taler bare ét sprog, engelsk? Der er 
ikke noget problem, blot nostalgisk længsel efter noget der var engang. Som med 
blåhvalerne. De var interessante og imponerende, men kunne bare ikke klare det 
hektiske og stressende liv i et moderne industrisamfund.

What is the problem, if the whole of humanity 
speaks just one language, English? It is no problem 
at all, only nostalgic longing for something “once 
upon a time” that once existed. Just like the blue 
whales. They were interesting and impressive but 
they simply could not manage the hectic and 
stressful life in a modern industrial society.
Comment in a blog about the death  of the last speaker of Bo,, 11 March 2010, 
http://www.180grader.dk/vis/bo-sproget-er-doedt-lad-det-hvile-i-fred-1



Kurds, Uyghurs and Tibetans (and 
others mentioned) want their 

children to learn BOTH their mother 
tongues (e.g. Kurdish, Uyghur and 

Tibetan), AND a dominant language 
in the country (e.g. Turkish, Chinese). 

This would be perfectly possible if 
schools did not participate in 

linguistic genocide. 
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The most important PEDAGOGICAL
reason for both languages disappearing 

and for ”illiteracy” in the world is
 the wrong medium of teaching. 

 Indigenous and minority children and 
children from dominated groups are 

taught in dominant languages, 
SUBTRACTIVELY.

 They have few Linguistic Human 
Rights (LHRs).



MLE shows good results
Subtractive teaching in many cases 
shows poor results in terms of both 
content and language learning. It can 
kill languages in a few generations. 

Mother-tongue-based multilingual 
education (MLE) shows very good 
results. We have enough knowledge 
about how MLE can be organised. 
Still, it is not done on a large scale. 



Text

Articles from all over 
the world on how 

multilingual education 
has been and can be 

organised (2006). 
See  

www.multilingual-
matters.com/

multi/display.asp?
isb=1853598941

http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941
http://www.multilingual-matters.com/multi/display.asp?isb=1853598941


Late exit transition Tibetan-Chinese?
“In primary schools that follow the “Tibetan plus 
Chinese” model, Tibetan is the medium of instruction for 
all the subjects from Grade 1 to Grade 3. Chinese is 
taught as a school subject. From Grade 4 onward, 4-5 
teaching hours are added to Chinese language teaching 
each week while the time used for the Tibetan languages 
subject is proportionally reduced. By the end of Grade 6, 
the Chinese proficiency of minority pupils is expected to 
reach the level a Chinese mainstream pupil can achieve 
after lower primary school (Grades 1-3) with other 
subjects to reach the same level as their peers in 
mainstream schools” (Wan & Zhang 2007, 138)



Late exit transition Chinese-Tibetan?

“The procedure and expectations are the same with those 
schools that follow the “Chinese plus Tibetan” model, 
again with only the roles of the two languages 
reversed” (Wan & Zhang 2007, 138)

One wonders: are the “Chinese plus Tibetan” 
programmes ALSO for ethnic Han-Chinese? Or only 
for ethnic Tibetans? And is the aim of the late-exit 
programmes really high-level  academic functioning, 
including CALP, in BOTH languages? 



Ultimate aim is thinking in Chinese?
 “With a good command of native language, most 
minority students are more able to develop Chinese 
language skills, with effective methods [...] in 
developing students’ Chinese skills, we should not 
only pay attention to their linguistic competence in 
Chinese, but more importantly, we should put 
emphasis on developing their academic language 
proficiency in thinking and expressing thoughts in 
Chinese. That is the ultimate aim of Tibetan-
Chinese bilingual education” (Wan & Zhang 2007, 
141; emphasis added).



Early-exit transitional programmes?
The two US studies mentioned earlier represent weak 
forms of bilingual education; they exited the children to 
English-only very early (by grade 3). 

Thomas & Collier (2002:7) state in the conclusions of 
their massive study of various forms of Spanish-English 
bilingual education (some 210,000 students) that ”the 
strongest predictor of L2 student achievement is the 
amount of formal L1 schooling. The more L1 grade-
level schooling, the higher L2 achievement”. 

There are few quantitative studies of late-exit (grades 
5-6)  and even fewer of VERY late exit programmes. But 
there are many small (and some large) programmes.



Dr. Kathleen Heugh
School of 
International Studies,
University of South 
Australia,
GPO, BOX 2471,
Adelaide, SA, 5001,
Australia
Kathleen.Heugh@
unisa.edu.au



Early transition to the international language of  
wider communication/ILWC across Africa
(from Heugh, Kathleen, 2009)
is accompanied by:
 Poor literacy in L1 and L2
 SACMEQ 11 2005; UIE-ADEA study 2006; HSRC 

studies in S Africa 2007
 Poor numeracy/mathematics & science
 HSRC 2005; 2007
 High failure and drop-out rates
 Obanya 1999; Bamgbose 2000
 High costs/ wastage of expenditure
 Alidou et al 2006
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Burkina Faso - the usual situation

• Burkina Faso has 59 local languages in a 
population of almost 13 million. 46 languages are 
spoken by fewer than 100,000 people; only one 
has over one million speakers.

• The same problems as in most African countries 
were present: many children did not attend school 
at all; most who did, “dropped out “ (= were 
pushed out by an inappropriate system) in the first 
few grades; few passed the school leaving exam; 
most ended up not knowing how to read or write 
any language (their own, or French) properly. 



Burkina Faso - the usual excuses
• “When bilingual education, with the use of mother tongues in 

primary school, was suggested [in 1979], there were objections 
on several grounds:
• there was strong scepticism as to the possibility of teaching 

mathematics and the sciences in the local languages;
• many were also convinced that mother tongue education is 

low quality education and that the use of the mother tongues 
of the children would hinder their mastery of French, which 
in turn would have detrimental effects on learning, since 
French is the sole medium of instruction and learning in 
formal education;

• given the multiplicity of national languages it was objected 
that bilingual education would be unfair, since it cannot be 
offered in all 59 languages, and would be too costly and 
unaffordable any way, no matter how many languages are 
used” (Ilboudo & Nikiema, in press).



Burkina Faso - the usual results
(compare with Papua New Guinea, Peru, etc)
What has been learned now when thousands of 

children have been through 5 years of MLE is similar 
to many other countries:

-  using the mother tongue facilitates the learning of 
the various subjects, including French;

-  parental participation is enhanced by the 
multilingual policy;

- multilingual education is implementable, sustainable, 
affordable and not more costly than monolingual 
education in a foreign language, French (Ilboudo & 
Nikiema, in press).  
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Strong models for both ITM and 
dominant group children

• Immersion programmes for majorities
•Language maintenance (language 

shelter) programmes for minorities
•Revitalisation immersion programmes 

for language-dispossessed Indigenous 
peoples



Any strong model evaluations? Ethiopia
Ethiopia has an innovative and progressive national 

education policy which is based on 8 years of 
mother-tongue medium (MTM) education. Regions 
have the authority to make their own decentralized 
implementation plans. Some regions transfer to 
English medium already after 4 or 6 years. There is 
an efficient collection of system-wide assessment 
data. A study across all the regions was 
commissioned by the Ethiopian Ministry of 
Education (Heugh, Kathleen, Benson, Carol, 
Berhanu, Bogale & Mekonnen, Alemu Gebre  
Yohannes (22 January 2007). Final Report. Study on 
Medium of Instruction in Primary Schools in 
Ethiopia, Commissioned by the Ministry of 
Education, September to December 2006).  



Ethiopia: 8 years of MLE best
The country-wide evaluation data show very 
clear patterns of learner achievement at Grade/
Year 8, 10 and 12. The Grade 8 data show that 
those learners who have 8 years of MTM 
education plus English as a subject perform 
better across the curriculum (including in 
English) than those with 6 years or 4 years of 
mother tongue medium. The exception is the 
capital of Ethiopia where children hear and use 
English outside school and get slightly better 
results in English than rural children, despite 
fewer years of MTM education.



Ethiopia: 8 years of MLE best

The data have been analysed 
and updated in several articles 
by the original authors, and put 
in a global context by the 
editors, in Heugh & Skutnabb-
Kangas, in press.
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press (2010). For a list of 
contents, see www.Tove-
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Some other examples of (changes 
from poor to) good practices

• South Kurdistan (Iraqi Kurdistan)
• Scottish Gaelic
• Nepal
• Orissa, India
• Arizona
• Saami (Norway, Finland)

• (there are MANY more...)



She is Kurdish 
and has never

attended
  school  

 or had any
 teaching    

 in or through
 Kurdish in Iraqphoto Tove

Skutnabb-
Kangas



These women have never had teaching in Kurdish 



“Every child in the world 
has the right to education
through the medium of
 their mother tongue”

Ex Minister of Education in KurdistanAbdul-Aziz Taib, 
interview 15 March 2006, photo Tove Skutnabb-Kangas



Text

But these Kurdish 
children have Kurdish 

as the teaching 
language 



And so do these children



Scottish Gaelic
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PRESS RELEASE Inverness Altram/Bumps & Babies Course 
"Free Taster Day" Please pass onto 150 couples/parents learn 
Gaelic before the child is born. They can cut down from 100 
years to 5 years Intergenerational Transfer time.

CNSA/Taic would very like to invite everyone to come 
along and sample

a “Free Taster Day” on Wednesday April 28th 2010 
from 10am-3pm.

This day is the precursor to what will then be on offer 
when their new and exciting Inverness based Atram/
Bumps & Babies Course comes on stream. Moreover, all 
the sessions throughout the “Free Taster Day” will be 
completely free. Now, one cannot say fairer than that!



PRESS RELEASE Inverness Altram/Bumps & Babies Course 
"Free Taster Day" Please pass onto 150 couples/parents learn 
Gaelic before the child is born. They can cut down from 100 
years to 5 years Intergenerational Transfer time.
 On the “Free Taster Day” we want particularly to see on the day and 
then when the Atram/Bumps & Babies Course, does happen, those 
considering parenthood, prospective parents, expectant parents, 
parents of a 0-9 month old child, grandparents, relatives, friends, 
neighbours etc. In addition, it would be a real bonus if we found on 
the day, some learners and fluent Gaelic speakers among the visitors.

The overriding objective of an Atram/Bumps & Babies Course is to 
provide those mentioned above, with everyday conversational Gaelic 
language apropos looking after the baby; feeding the child; the 
language of affection; out and about with the baby in the wider 
community and so on.

Once they have this child centred language fluency under their belt, 
they can then pass it on to their newly born child; remembering that 
the earlier in the child’s life this begins the better.

If nothing else, I can assure you of a stimulating time with plenty to 
think about, not forgetting the fun that the day will provide.



PRESS RELEASE Inverness Altram/Bumps & Babies Course 
"Free Taster Day" Please pass onto 150 couples/parents learn 
Gaelic before the child is born. They can cut down from 100 
years to 5 years Intergenerational Transfer time.

For further information regarding the 
above press release please contact: Finlay 
Macleoid                                                                                            

92 Academy Street, Inverness, IV1 1LU. UK                     

Mobile   …07789-826934

Home     …01542-836322                                                                        

Email     finlay@cnsa.org.uk

mailto:finlay@cnsa.org.uk
mailto:finlay@cnsa.org.uk


FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN , THE 
PARENTS HANDBOOK (from the Introduction) 

We have created this Family Language Action Plan Parents 
Handbook in order to serve the needs of those in the process of 
embracing their own action plan. 
The handbook’s objectives are to help and guide parents through the 
various processes of creating a plan, its implementation, 
personalising, review, evaluation and finally the updating and 
amending of the material. 
As to the longer term, the big picture objective is the taking of as 
many parents as possible to a Gaelic conversational fluency in the 
shortest time. 
Apropos the short term, it is our intention that children should have 
the opportunity to learn Gaelic as a first language in homes where 
both parents are fluent Gaelic speakers. While in homes where one 
or both parents are non Gaelic speakers, we want to assist and 
encourage children as much as possible, in learning to speak Gaelic. 



FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN , THE 
PARENTS HANDBOOK (from the Introduction) 

Although many things happen in life through chance and 
good luck, it is best not to rely on such occurrences. 
Accordingly, in pursuit of the above two objectives, of 
having their own personal action plan and appropriate 
support, which in the end, is the surest way of ultimately 
having a family, not only conversationally fluent in Gaelic, 
but also using it continuously. 

In conclusion, I look forward to hearing from any parents 
etc., apropos comments, thoughts and suggestions. 
Finally, my thanks to Derek Farber for his help and 
support with this handbook which was first issued in 1987. 

Fionnlagh M. Macleoid 
E-mail: finlay@cnsa.org.uk,  http://www.ti-plus.com 

mailto:finlay@cnsa.org.uk
mailto:finlay@cnsa.org.uk
http://www.ti-plus.com
http://www.ti-plus.com


FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN , THE 
PARENTS HANDBOOK   Contents

INTRODUCTION 
AIMS & OBJECTIVES 
PARENTS GOING TO A FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN 
MEETING 
THE FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN MEETING 
THE LANGUAGE GUIDELINES COVERING THE THREE 
FAMILY SITUATIONS 
PREPARING A FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN 
HELP & RESOURCES FOR PARENTS 
DISCUSSION GROUPS  
IMPLEMENTING A FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN 
REVIEWING THE FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN 
THE NEXT STAGE FOR FLUENT GAELIC SPEAKERS 
CLOSING THE FAMILY LANGUAGE ACTION PLAN MEETING 
APPENDICES



Some examples of positive programmes (even if 
some are so far early-exit - but are developing) 

Both Indigenous/tribal and minority education can be 
organised so as to promote high levels of multilingualism. 
Examples: Indigenous education in Nepal (Hough et al, 
Yonjan-Tamang et al, both 2009, Nurmela et al. in press,) and 
Orissa, India (Mohanty & Panda, 2007, Mohanty et al., 2009),
the Saami country in Norway and Finland (Aikio-Puoskari 
2009), Navajo education in Arizona, USA (McCarty, 2009, in 
press); national minority education in Ethiopia (Heugh 
2009, Heugh et al. 2007, Benson et al. in press, Heugh & 
Skutnabb-Kangas, eds,in press), Burkina Faso (Ilboudo & 
Nikiema, in press), Finland  (Swedish-speakers); immigrant 
minority education of Finnish children in Sweden (Peura), 
etc.



Nepal
In spring 2010 an 'MLE Society Nepal' was 
registered, "to implement MLE throughout 
Nepal. We are working to support detailed 
MLE plans and programs".
  New MLE Implementation Guidelines 
were also approved by the Ministry of 
Education, Government of Nepal, in April 
2010 ( source: Amrit Yonjan Tamang, email,
1 May 2010).



 Nepal
The project Multilingual Education 
Programme for all non-Nepali 
Speaking Students of Primary 
Schools of Nepal (Ministry of 
Education, Nepal, Dr. Lava Deo 
Awasthi; Dr. Amrit Yonjang-Tamang) 
was running 7 pilot projects where 
Indigenous and minority children are 
being taught mainly  in their mother 
tongues in primary school. Materials 
& curriculum are bottom-up, largely 
planned by villagers. The plan is to 
extend this to ALL non-Nepali 
mother tongue children in Nepal. 
Nepal has over 100 languages. 

Lava Deo Awasthi

Amrit Yonjan-
Tamang



!Children listening to a story told by the village Elder in Athaparya 
Rai language, Dhankuta, Nepal (copyright: Iina Nurmela)

Thanks for
 photo, Iina



!Children are producing their own learning materials in Rana Tharu 
language, based on a story by the Village Elder (copyright: Nepal 
MLE project; thanks for photo, Iina, Amrit!)



Orissa, India



 Orissa, India

National Workshop on 

MLE 14-15 Feb'07 6 

Dropout Rates at Elementary level 
(Source : DEE, Orissa) 

Category Overall 

Children 

S.T. Children Gap 

Year Total Girls Total Girls Total Girls 

2002-03 59.0 60.5 77.7 80.3 18 20 

2003-04 57.5 58.6 70.3 73 13 15 

2004-05 49.2 50.0 69.5 72 20 22 



 Orissa, India
• In July 2007, a project started in Orissa, India. In 200 schools, 

Indigenous (“tribal”) children from 10 language groups are 
being taught through their mother tongues in the first grades. 
The coordinatoror is dr. Mahendra Kumar Mishra. 16 more 
languages have been added in 2008. Several more have been 
added in 2009. Adult education, teacher training, materials 
development etc are part of the programme.

•  The research project FROM MOTHER TONGUE TO 
OTHER TONGUE: FACILITATING TRANSITION IN 
MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION OF TRIBAL CHILDREN 
IN INDIA, directed by professors Ajit K. Mohanty and Minati 
Panda (Zakir Husain Centre for Educational Studies, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, Delhi), follows some of the 
children (see http://www.nmrc-jnu.org).

• There are similar projects on a smaller scale in a couple of 
other states (e.g. Andra Pradesh). Several other states are 
starting them, and there is a strong Indigenous movement.

http://www.nmrc-jnu.org
http://www.nmrc-jnu.org


Orissa Study 
Programme, 
Community 
participation in 
the Gajapati 
district

Thanks to 
NMRC, Ajit 
Mohanty & 

Minati 
Panda, for 

photos!

ORISSA, India



Text

EVS test in Gajapati district



Group 
evaluation 
in the 
Gajapati 
district



National MLE Resource Centre (NMRC)
• A new National Multilingual Education Resource 

Consortium, directed by professors Ajit K. Mohanty and 
Minati Panda was opened in July 2009 at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, Delhi, India (http://www.nmrc-
jnu.org/).

• “The NMRC will work towards realizing a broader 
vision of an inclusive education for equity and 
excellence that maximizes development of linguistic 
human resources, respects linguistic human rights and 
fosters positive cultural-linguistic identity through 
quality MLE.  With this broad vision, the MRC will 
strive towards a long term goal of a national policy of 
MLE for all with special focus on tribal education and 
education of minorities”.

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


(http://www.nmrc-
jnu.org/

Professors Ajit Mohanty and Minati Panda

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


National MLE Resource Centre (NMRC)
The specific objectives of NMRC, can be seen as follows:

• To function as a national resource center for dissemination and 
sharing of value added information on MLE and providing 
consultative help and guidance for planning, implementation and 
trouble shooting of MLE programs in different states in India.
• To work in close collaboration with key institutions and stake-
holders in India and abroad, for necessary resource support to 
optimize multi-pronged engagement in providing quality MLE in 
India.
• To promote and undertake short term and long term research 
projects in areas of relevance for innovative and quality MLE in 
India
• To take up and coordinate projects for formative evaluation of 
various MLE practices in order to identify and promote positive 
practices and to modify non-effective/weak practices wherever 
necessary.



National MLE Resource Centre (NMRC)
• To facilitate coordination between different MLE activities in 

the states and at the national level through documentation and 
information resources, networking of various MLE interest 
groups, institutions and individuals and establishing linkages to 
optimize effective utilization of expertise and materials for 
MLE programs.

• To provide necessary technical support to all activities related 
to training, development of indigenous human resources and 
effective pedagogic strategies for planning and implemen-tation 
of sustainable MLE programs and to develop training modules 
for various activities pertaining to MLE in India.

• To undertake activities for policy advocacy and networking for 
promotion of MLE as an effective model of quality education 
for ALL

• Piloting innovative MLE model in collaboration with UNICEF 
State offices and respective State Education Authority.

•



Arizona, USA



(copyright Teresa McCarty; thanks, Terri!)

Writing in Navajo and English, Rough Rock, USA 



Navajo students at Rough Rock  (copyright Teresa McCarty)



Sápmi
(in Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia, 

between 70,000 and 120,000)

Saami
(10 Saami languages,)



 The Saami
In Sápmi (the Saami country) in the core Saami 
administrative areas in Norway and Finland, 
Indigenous Saami children have the right to have 
their first 9 years of education through the medium 
of Saami (there are 10 Saami languages). They learn 
Norwegian/Finnish as a second language, and 
English and other languages as foreign languages. 
There are some Saami-medium upper secondary 
schools, and a Saami-medium University College. 
The results are excellent linguistically, 
academically, in terms of  identities. See Aikio-
Puoskari (2009), Skutnabb-Kangas & Aikio-
Puoskari (2003) and references to Aikio-Puoskari 
in http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/en/Tove-
Skutnabb-Kangas-Bibliography.html

http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/en/Tove-Skutnabb-Kangas-Bibliography.html
http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/en/Tove-Skutnabb-Kangas-Bibliography.html
http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/en/Tove-Skutnabb-Kangas-Bibliography.html
http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/en/Tove-Skutnabb-Kangas-Bibliography.html


Youth culture - rock band SomBy
SomBy is a Saami rockband. Their first album "Čáhppes 
Lasttat" was released in May 2008. In the spring 2009, 
SomBy won the Saami Grand Prix. This made SomBy very 
popular as Saami artists. In Oktober 2009, SomBy got a 
culture award from the Saami Parliament of Finland for 
promoting the Saami culture and language. SomBy's 
successful year continued in Netherlands on 31.10.2009, 
when the band won Liet International, an international 
song contest for minority languages in Europe. Currently 
SomBy is preparing a new album. A single with two new 
songs was released 2.12.2009. It hit the official Finnish 
single chart's top 10. SomBy's album “Alas Eana" was 
released on 24th Februari 2010. http://www.myspace.com/
sombyfinland. Hear them: http://www.territorioscuola.com/
youtube/view.php?

http://www.myspace.com/sombyfinland
http://www.myspace.com/sombyfinland
http://www.myspace.com/sombyfinland
http://www.myspace.com/sombyfinland
http://www.territorioscuola.com/youtube/view.php?video=Oa64CsYprjA&feature=youtube_gdata&title=SomBy%3A+the+winner+of+Liet+International+2009
http://www.territorioscuola.com/youtube/view.php?video=Oa64CsYprjA&feature=youtube_gdata&title=SomBy%3A+the+winner+of+Liet+International+2009
http://www.territorioscuola.com/youtube/view.php?video=Oa64CsYprjA&feature=youtube_gdata&title=SomBy%3A+the+winner+of+Liet+International+2009
http://www.territorioscuola.com/youtube/view.php?video=Oa64CsYprjA&feature=youtube_gdata&title=SomBy%3A+the+winner+of+Liet+International+2009


Miira, thanks 
for photo!

SomBy 
rock 
band



Ánar Saami
Amoc, Mikkal Morottaja

rapper, teacher 
 Marja-Liisa Olthuis

researcher



Amoc is rapping the Sámi language 
onto the map
News, 12/7/2006 | Embassy of Finland, Washington

“Rapper Amoc alias Mikkal Morottaja, 21, 
raps intense rhymes in one of the most 
endangered languages in the world. Young 
people who speak Inari Sámi, comprise only 
about 20 people but his music attracts 
attention from a much wider audience.”



• Mikkal Morottaja was born and raised in Inari, the 
home of his father's family. His father is an Inari Sámi, 
and his mother is from Turku. Mikkal learnt both 
languages as a child as did his two brothers. The 
family's common languages are both Finnish and Inari 
Sámi; his mother understands Inari Sámi and can even 
speak the language a little. Mikkal is recorded in the 
population register as an Inari Sámi speaker from birth. 
  At the moment there are about 350 people who can 
speak Inari Sámi — most of them over middle age. 
  "When I went to school I was the only child in my 
age-group who spoke Inari Sámi," explains Mikkal. 
Morottaja. 



He was, however, educated at school in the Inari Sámi 
language and took his matriculation exam native language 
test in Inari Sámi, and he believes he is one of the first ten 
students to have done this. 
  Mikkal Morottaja currently teaches Inari Sámi at the upper 
secondary school in Inari. He has a total of five pupils. 
  "More and more pupils want to study Inari Sámi with each 
new year group. The future looks bright," he says. 
  He believes this development is a result of the 'language 
nest' method. 'Language nests' are child day care groups 
where Sámi children who speak Finnish as their mother 
tongue learn the language of their tribal unit naturally. There 
are now teaching groups at school where all the teaching is 
provided in Inari Sámi, while only a few years ago no Sámi 
children under the age of 7 could speak Inari Sámi.



Mythical rhymes about the Arctic wilderness
Mikkal Morottaja claims that he could even write a love letter in Inari Sámi. He 
says he has written text messages in Inari Sámi even though some of the 
characters used in Inari Sámi are missing on mobile phones. Some words do not 
even exist in Sámi. Mikkal's dad, Matti Morottaja, who is a retired teacher, 
actively works to preserve and develop the language and has helped Mikkal find 
and think up expressions for his raps. 
  Mikkal Morottaja's interest in rap started in his early teens around the same time 
that the first Finnish rap albums came out. 
  "At first I just came up with some rather amusing rhymes in Finnish. When I 
was in the 6th form I decided to try and see if it was possible to come up with 
rhymes in Sámi. When my friends told me they thought this worked well, I 
started writing almost all my raps in Sámi," explains Mikkal Morottaja. 
  The inspiration for Morottaja's Sámi raps is the Arctic wilderness; the mindscape 
is rugged and mythical. He raps about a golden axe, heaven and hell. Even 
though few understand his lyrics, Amoc's live gigs are popular amongst Nordic 
audiences. 
  "Young people who can speak other Sámi languages understand some of my 
lyrics. I want my rap to have a good beat and flow, my voice control to sound 
good and my stage show to be interesting. Those who are curious can find the 
Finnish versions of my raps on the Internet”. Amoc's first CD was released in 2006.



. 
Language preservation is self protection
If Morottaja becomes a father, he will definitely speak Inari 
Sámi to his children and carry on the ancient culture to the next 
generation. He believes he is not the only one to think this way 
and that there are other young people who value language and 
traditions and want to stay in Lapland. 
  How does Mikkal Morottaja explain the motive for putting so 
much effort into preserving the archaic language of one small 
community? 
  "It is important to me as it is part of the fight for self preservation 
which is a part of human nature. It would be very sad if the 
language died out," he explains. 
  "I hope that this type of popular music will promote this cause. And 
if other people listen to this music then young Sámi can feel 
proud of their language and culture. Thank goodness music is 
eternal." 



 The Ánar Saami - revitalisation
Example: Ánar Saami (anarâškielâ) in Finland has some 350 
speakers, many of then old, plus children who have been in a Saami 
language nest. There is an urgent need of speakers, especially teachers, 
translators, day care staff for language nests, youth workers, media 
specialists. 17 August 2009 a one-year training was started with 18 
participants, a cooperation between the Giellagas Institute, Saami 
Language and Culture Department of the University of Oulu, 
Anarâškielâ Servi (the Ánar Saami Association), and the Education 
Centre for the Saami Area. The goal is that all participants learn Ánar 
Saami so well, orally and in writing, that they can use it in their work. 
The Master-Apprentice approach (Leanne Hinton, Berkeley) is used. 
The leader of the programme is Dr. Marja-Liisa Olthuis - the only 
person in the world who has written a doctoral dissertation in Ánar 
Saami. Annika Pasanen (annika.pasanen@helsinki.fi) is the contact 
person - her mother tongue is Finnish but she is fluent in both Ánar 
and North Saami and her two children are in the Ánar Saami language 
nest. She is almost finished with her PhD on revitalisation.

mailto:annika.pasanen@helsinki.fi
mailto:annika.pasanen@helsinki.fi


Annika 
Pasanen
(thanks for 

photo Annika!)



Photo: Marja-Liisa’s husband Henkjan Olthuis,
 4 May 2010 - thanks!



December 2009, from a Finnish-language private 
letter from Dr. Marja-Liisa Olthuis, the director of 
the Ánar Saami revitalisation project. They started a 
one-year full-time training of people in the language, 
many but by no means all with Ánar-Saami 
background so that they can become teachers, social 
workers, etc. 

“I have been thinking with great warmth of the 
recommendation that you wrote. Now the results 
have started coming. Our students have been in 
intensive Ánar Saami training for four months, and 
they are all speaking Ánar Saami! The “passive 
speakers” got their mouths open already in two 
weeks.”



“Now we also have our first experiences of a Master/
Apprenticeship programme which has been realised 
in a structured way. The Language Masters took 
their work really seriously and were very proud of 
their linguistic and cultural skills. They were happy 
that they were the ones who were able to do 
something concrete for a brighter future for their 
own language. The students were satisfied with a 
different way of learning and especially with the fact 
that they also heard another type of speech, in 
addition to what their teacher used in class. The 
Ánar Saami remained the language of 
communication everywhere in a fantastic way, and 
everybody thought that the timing, going to the 
Masters at this point, was good. I’ll try to publish 
something about this when the programme finishes.”



“Here is something concrete from us: One 5-person student 
group spent four days in the handicraft workshop with their 
two Language Masters and a few visiting native speakers of 
the target language. One finished skin shoes, another one 
male “paulat” XXX [Tove: I have no idea of what these 
products would be in English and don’t have time to start 
looking them up, sorry, but here is an image of female 
“paulat”
http://www.tkukoulu.fi/~mvarrio/paulanauha/
paulanauhoista.htm], the third a Christmas stocking with an 
Ánar Saami pattern, the fourth was doing the knots in a silk 
scarf, and the fifth knitted half a mitten. Learning by doing 
at its best, when one does it in the target language and at the 
same time holds a concrete thing in one’s fingers. Two 
Language Masters would have been too few for this 
linguistically, but fortunately we got reinforcement in the 
form of the visitors. Thinking of the handicraft only, two 
teachers is enough, but there would have been less talking.” 

http://%22
http://%22
http://%22
http://%22


“Another group (two students) stayed two days with their 
Language Master baking Carelian pastries, doing a “himmeli” 
Tove: see http://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Himmeli.JPG) 
and learning how to put shoe grass into the shoes in the right 
way.
  The third case was one single student who went to an old 
acquaintance. The Language Master was the cook from the 
school that the student had attended as a child. All they did was 
to talk talk talk, after not having met each other for decades.
  The fourth case was also a single male student who returned 
to his Language Master to his old home area. They had earlier 
been hunting together, and then the communication language 
had been Finnish. Now they reminisced of everything in Saami. 
The Language Master had taught his  student how to make a 
proper broom. The student also taped his Language Master.
  Our idea was also that the students will not be sent to the field 
with deficient linguistic competence. The plan to teach them the 
basics of the language in the classroom was an ideal solution 
from everybody’s point of view.”

http://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Himmeli.JPG
http://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Himmeli.JPG


The Ánar Saami revitalisation; language immersion 
children listening to a lecture by TSK in Inari/Ánar



“I have really been travelling a lot and been away from 
home [Tove: Marja-Liisa lives in the Netherlands] but 
the reward next August will probably be a group who 
have learned the language well and who will in their 
own field of work take the language further. The model 
is good, and functional, but the realisation is really 
expensive: the total budget is 650,000 Euros [Tove: 
930,000 US dollars]. It took two whole years to hunt for 
the money, but then we did succeed to get a full 100% 
financing for the project.
  For the Language Master part I also employed a film-
maker who shot some parts for teaching materials and 
for future generations. The goal is to get as good 
descriptions as possible, phase by phase, certain 
culture-dependent (culture-specific) work that are in 
danger of disappearing in today’s society.” 



Ánar Saami children’s delegation in front of the Finnish 
Parliament, on the way to meet the President Tarja Halonen. 
The children want more mother tongue medium materials.



Ánar Saami children with Finnish President Tarja Halonen
20 February 2010

Joonas 
Saari, 

thanks!



Many of the 
experiments and 
programmes 
mentioned are 
described in this book, 
published in India by 
Orient BlackSwan for 
Southeast Asia; see 
http://uri.fi/EO/; 

http://uri.fi/EO/
http://uri.fi/EO/


The four editors finishing the book, Ajit 
Mohanty and Minati Panda on the left



Almost the same 
book was published 

in 2009 by 
Multilingual 

Matters in UK in my 
series Linguistic 

Diversity and 
Language Rights; 

see 

http://tiny.cc/6eRkp

http://tiny.cc/6eRkp
http://tiny.cc/6eRkp


List of contents
• Some last speakers
• Do parents choose to kill their mother tongues, 

through not transmitting them to the children?
• Genocide and crimes against humanity?
• Linguistic human rights (LHRs) are necessary.
• Historical physical violence continues.
• Why physical violence?
• Today, structural & ideological violence accom-

plish what physical violence alone cannot do.
• Subtractive education OUT - MLE in
• Examples of maintenance and revitalisation
• Biodiversity and linguistic diversity - relations
• Concluding remarks



AN IMPORTANT REASON FOR 
MAINTAINING ALL THE WORLD’S 

LANGUAGES

• Linguistic diversity and biodiversity are 
correlationally and causally related.

•  Knowledge about how to maintain 
biodiversity is encoded in small languages. 

• Through killing them we kill the 
prerequisites for maintaining biodiversity.

• (see Skutnabb-Kangas 2000, 2002, 2004, in press, for details) 



The role of indigenous peoples
• Most of the world’s megabiodiversity is in areas 

under the management or guardianship of 
indigenous peoples.

• Most of the world’s linguistic diversity resides in 
the small languages of indigenous peoples. Much 
of the detailed knowledge of how to maintain 
biodiversity is encoded in the languages of 
indigenous peoples.

• If we continue as now, most of the world’s 
Indigenous languages will be gone by 2100.



This booklet discusses the 
relationship between 
biodiversity and linguistic 
diversity: Skutnabb-
Kangas, Tove, Maffi, Luisa 
and Harmon, Dave (2003). 
Sharing A World of 
Difference. The Earth’s 
Linguistic, Cultural, and 
Biological Diversity. Paris: 
UNESCO Publishing. 
UNESCO, Terralingua, 
and World Wide Fund for 
Nature. 56 pp. (ISBN 
UNESCO 92-3-103917-2). 
Download at 
www.terralingua.org/
RecPublications.htm

http://www.terralingua.org/RecPublications.htm
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Strongest ecosystems are most 
diverse (Baker 2001)

• In the language of ecology, the strongest 
ecosystems are those that are the most diverse. 
That is, diversity is directly related to stability; 
variety is important for long-term survival. Our 
success on this planet has been due to an ability to 
adapt to different kinds of environment over 
thousands of years (atmospheric as well as 
cultural). Such ability is born out of diversity. Thus 
language and cultural diversity maximises chances 
of human success and adaptability .’ (from Colin 
Baker's (2001: 281) review of Skutnabb-Kangas 2000)



Biocultural diversity 
(= biodiversity + linguistic diversity + 

cultural diversity)
 is essential for long-term 

planetary survival
 because it enhances  creativity and 

adaptability and thus stability.
 Today we are killing biocultural 
diversity faster than ever before.



Vandana Shiva 2008
“Ecological multiples are 
insurance. In any crisis, 

uniformity is the worst way to 
respond; diversity is 

resilience”.
Shiva, Vandana (2008). Making Waves. Interview with 
Vandana Shiva. Environmentalist extraordinaire. By 

Rowenna Davis. New Internationalist, April 2008, p. 29.
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Education is the most crucial 
input in fighting poverty

The question, if we are interested in more equity 
in the world, in reducing the gaps, is, in Misra & 
Mohanty's view: "What is the most critical (and 
cost effective) input to change the conditions of 
poverty, or rather [in Amartya Sen’s sense], to 
expand human capabilities?" 

There is "a general consensus among the 
economists, psychologists and other social 
scientists that education is perhaps the most 
crucial input" (ibid., 265).



Plurilingual competences on the labour market 
(1998-2000, random sample panel, 8,232 individuals, aged 20-64)

“The advantages of commanding 
English will tend to diminish when 
these competencies become more and 
more abundant” (Klein 2007, 278). 

Klein, Carlo (2007). The Valuation of Plurilingual Competences 
in an Open European Labour Market. International Journal 



Results of  lack of LHRs in education for 
Indigenous and minority children  

• Lack of LHRs, especially in education, is co-
responsible for

• - “illiteracy”, lack of school achievement, 
educational waste, poor life chances;

•  - disappearance of groups/nations/peoples 
(through forced assimilation); 

• - killing of the world’s languages and linguistic 
diversity,  and TEK (Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge) as prerequisites for the 
maintenance of biodiversity.



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children

• may lead to the extinction of Indigenous 
languages: 

• thus contributing to the disappearance of 
the world's linguistic diversity.

• A partial result of this can be the 
disappearance of the knowledge about 
biodiversity and its maintenance, and, 
through this, diminishing prerequisites for 
human life on earth.



Summing up 1
The education of Indigenous and minority children in most 
countries today violates the right to education (Magga et al., 
2005). It can sociologically and educationally be termed 
genocide, according to the UN Genocide Convention; legally, 
it can be seen as a crime against humanity (Dunbar & 
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2008). The maintenance of diversity is 
counteracted by the increasing dominance of English 
(Phillipson 2008) and other killer languages. These are often 
learned subtractively, at the cost of the mother tongues 
(Skutnabb-Kangas 2000), instead of additively, in addition to 
mother tongues. Schools participate, through assimilationist 
genocidal education, in processes of linguistic capital 
dispossession (Harvey2005, Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 
forthcoming), and reproduction of poverty (Sen  1985, Misra 
& Mohanty 2000, Mohanty 2000, Mohanty & Minati 2007). 



Summing up 2
The most important Linguistic Human Right (LHR) in 
education for Indigenous/tribal peoples and minorities, if 
they want to reproduce themselves as peoples/minorities, is 
an unconditional right to mainly mother tongue medium 
education in non-fee state schools. This education (of course 
including teaching of a dominant language as a subject, by 
bilingual teachers) should continue minimally 8 years, 
preferably longer (Skutnabb-Kangas 2000, 2009a,b, 
Mohanty, Panda, Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009; 
Heugh, 2009, Skutnabb-Kangas & Heugh, in press). Today, 
binding educational LHRs are more or less non-existent. 
According to pessimistic but realistic estimates, 90-95% of 
today’s spoken languages may be very seriously endangered 
or extinct by the year 2100 (Krauss, Maffi & Yamamoto 
2004). 



Summing up 3
If this scenario is not counteracted strongly  and 
immediately, the estimate could also be that most 
languages to go would be Indigenous, and most of the 
world’s Indigenous languages would no longer be 
learned by children in 2100 or be completely extinct. 
Since much of the knowledge about how to maintain 
the world’s biodiversity is encoded in the small 
Indigenous and local languages, with the 
disappearance of the languages this knowledge (which 
is often more accurate and sophisticated than 
“western” “scientific” knowledge, see ICSU 2002) will 
also disappear; this means destroying many of the 
prerequisites for human life on earth.

 Is this what we want?



Some positive examples ...
 but more hypocricy

• Some promising developments are taking 
place in many parts of the world, as 
exemplified, and also including, Peru, 
Bolivia, Bangladesh, Congo, etc, etc

• Still, in today’s situation there is a lot of nice 
talk and far too little action. Most 
countries are hypocritical. This certainly 
includes the United States.



Too little - and too late?
When states, including the ones who voted 
AGAINST the UN DRIP (Australia, Canada, 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, USA), refuse to grant 
Indigenous peoples and (both “national” and 
immigrated) minorities an unconditional right 
to the most decisive LHR in education, the right 
to be educated in one’s own language in a non-
fee state school, they are seriously harming 
both the children concerned and themselves - 
and our planet.  PS Australia and Aotearoa have 
changed their minds a bit...



States follow emotional common sense
 and harm the children  - and themselves – for 

short-sighted and wrong political reasons
To under-educate or mis-educate children, to 

prevent them from reaching the potential 
that they have, is economically enormously 
costly both for the individuals concerned 
and for the states.

Quite apart from moral and ethical human 
rights arguments (which are compelling), 
this wastage is what states should be 
concerned about if they want to follow any 
kind of economic rationality.



Rationality?
We are among the rarest of the rare not because of our 
numbers, but because of the unlikeliness of our being 
here at all, the pace of our evolution, our powerful grip 
on the whole planet, and the precariousness of our 
future. We are evolutionary whiz kids who are better 
able to transform the world than to understand it. 
Other animals cannot evolve fast enough to cope with 
us. It is possible that we may also become extinct, and 
if we do, we will not be the only species that 
sabotaged itself, merely the only one that could have 
prevented it. Diane Ackerman (1997: xviii-xix)



It is NOT too late!

I just wish that people around the world could share their 
stories, so that the false belief in linguistic assimilation as a 
panacea would be finally exposed, and people who still have 
their languages and bring up their children with those 
languages would not need to go through everything that other 
Indigenous peoples have suffered. In lots of places in Asia and 
Africa the Indigenous languages are still being learned by 
children - but the regional/national/international languages 
lobbies are incredibly strong, and they are still spreading the 
false either/or messages, instead of both/and/and.



It is NOT too late!

Many Indigenous peoples still transmit their 
languages to their children, so that these learn the 
parents’ mother tongues  as their first languages and 
identify with them.
Sometimes they also know these languages best, and 
in some cases even use them most, even if many of 
them are multilingual, some even from birth.



Definitions of mother tongue
Criterion Definition
ORIGIN The language learned first

IDENTIFI-
CATION

a. Internal  (own)
b. External (by 

others)

a. The language one identifies with
b. The language one is identified as a 

native speaker of by others

Competence The language one knows best

Function The language one uses most



Subtractive dominant-language medium 
education for ITM children leads to a 
situation where the languages are no 

longer transmitted to the next 
generations. In the best case what is 

left is an identification with the 
ancestral mother tongue and a wish to 

learn it - and a need for revitalisation or 
even revival of the languages. This is a 

gross violation of human rights!



Definitions of mother tongue
Criterion Definition
ORIGIN The language learned first

IDENTIFI-
CATION

a. Internal  (own)
b. External (by 

others)

a. The language one identifies with
b. The language one is identified as a 

native speaker of by others

Competence The language one knows best

Function The language one uses most



It is NOT too late!
Do we need to kill languages,
 cause insufferable pain and
harm to several generations

 - and then start rescue work?

 Are we incapable of learning?

We CAN change the situation
 - but it has to be NOW!


