Language endangerment, community size and
typological rarity

Jan Wohlgemuth

1 Introduction

Publications on endangered languages frequently point out that endangered
languages possess features or characteristics that are cross-linguistically rare
or even unique. As Nettle and Romaine (2000: 11) put it:

In fact, from the evidence we have to date, it would appear that the most gram-
matically complex and unusual languages are [...] often spoken by small
tribes whose traditional way of life is under threat.

It is a truism that, if these languages become extinct, their rare features
vanish with them, thus diminishing the diversity of human languages. While
this loss in itself is already lamentable enough, it also has serious impact
on the field of linguistics: If these languages are not documented, our im-
pression of the range of possible human languages and possible variability
of grammatical-typological parameters becomes irreparably skewed and nar-
row. This has been discussed e. g. by Dixon (1997: 116 passim) Hale (1998),
Nettle and Romaine (2000: 11-12), Crystal (2000: 55, 64).

While it may at first seem surprising that the existence or absence of par-
ticular, cross-linguistically rare grammatical features in a language should
somehow correlate with the degree of endangerment of that language, there
seems to be at least slight evidence pointing into this direction. With a random
distribution of rare features across all of the world’s languages, one should
expect these rara to be found in endangered languages at basically the same
frequency as in non-endangered languages. It seems, however, that cross-
linguistically “exotic” features are indeed to some extent more likely to be
found in the former ones.

To my knowledge, this interrelationship has not been examined quantita-
tively yet and still warrants a plausible explanation. In this paper, I therefore
approach the question as to whether endangered languages indeed are “rarer”
or, looking at the issue from the opposite perspective, whether languages with
unusual characteristics are in fact generally endangered or more endangered
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than “average” languages. Lacking a more fine-tuned, comparative assess-
ment of the world’s languages with regard to their degree of endangerment, I
will take their speaker community size as the decisive criterion.

2 Terminology and data basis
2.1 Features and characteristics

Since the present study mainly draws upon observations which themselves
are based on data from The World Atlas of Language Structures (hereafter:
WALS; Haspelmath et al. (eds.) 2005), it seems expedient to briefly introduce
the terminology used therein at least as far as it is employed in this paper.

The 142 typological parameters analyzed in WALS are called features.
One such feature is e. g. “Position of Tense-Aspect Affixes ” (WALS chapter
and Map 69; Dryer 2005).

For each feature, between 120 and 1,370 languages are given along with
the information as to whether and / or how this feature exists in each observed
language. This information is called (feature) value, and for above example,
such values are e. g. “tense-aspect prefixes” or “no tense-aspect inflection”.

I call this combined information on feature plus feature value for a sin-
gle language a characteristic. The evaluation of rarity is based on the overall
frequency of such characteristics in the entire WALS sample, as will be ex-
plained in Section 2.3.

2.2 Rarity

In accordance with Frerick’s (2006: 10-15) criticism of Plank’s (2000) only
vaguely defined terminology and his inconsistent use thereof, I will apply the
terms rarum/ rare and unicale / unique to refer to grammatical characteristics
found only in very few languages (rara) or one language (unicalia) respec-
tively.

To be more precise, “found only in very few languages” shall, for the
purposes of this paper, mean that the feature value in question is accounted
for in less than five percent of the languages represented in WALS. To the
extent that WALS can be considered an adequate, representative depiction of
the world’s linguistic diversity, one may consequently assume that the feature
is also rare beyond the WALS sample.
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Since it is not relevant for the study at hand, I will not systematically dif-
ferentiate rara further between rara, rarissima, and unicalia. The terminol-
ogy concerning rare linguistic features is discussed in further detail on pages
1-2 of Cysouw and Wohlgemuth (this volume), anyway.

2.3 Degree of rarity

I will use the rarity index level values calculated by Cysouw (2004, 2005,
forthc.) on the basis of WALS as a measure for the cross-linguistic degree of
“rareness”, i. e. the absolute number of rare features found in a given language
and their relative rarity in a cross-linguistic perspective. Cysouw’s index has
the advantage that it is unbiased and built upon a huge amount of typological
information, as it is based on data from the extensive sample of languages
used in WALS. This is much more objective than the mere impressionistic
assumption that a quirky feature one finds in any particular language ought to
be rather rare:

The basic idea behind the rarity index is to compute the chance of occurrence
for all the characteristics of a particular language, and then take the mean over
all these chances. In essence, the lower this mean, the more rare characteris-
tics this language has. (Cysouw forthc.)

A high rarity index value therefore basically means that the language
has either a few extremely rare features or relatively many features that are
at least moderately rare on a global scale. To normalize for distortion effects
caused by the different number of characteristics coded for a language in
WALS, Cysouw calculated a rarity index level by comparing the rarity index
values with those of 1,000 fictitious languages per feature. For details on the
simulation and the generation of the fictitious languages and feature values
see Cysouw (forthc.)

A high index level value (given in percent) means that the (high) rarity
index value is robust. This is to avoid the term significant, which would imply
the result of a statistical analysis. See Cysouw (forthc.) for a discussion on
why it is nevertheless very similar to a significance test result.

Cysouw (forthc.) computed separate rarity indexes for single languages,
yielding an index of absolute rarity, and areal groups of languages, yielding
an index of relative rarity. Unless explicitly stated otherwise, I will use the
rarity index calculations for individual languages and thus discuss absolute
rara in this paper only.
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2.4 Endangerment and community size

There are numerous ways of classifying endangered languages as such and
evaluating the degree(s) of their endangerment (e. g. Krauss 1992: 101-102;
Wurm 1998: 192; Crystal 2000: 20-21; Grenoble and Whaley 1998: 24-25).
Most of these classifications incorporate a multitude of factors which can
have various grades of impact on the endangerment of a given language. For
the purposes of this paper these classifications turn out to have one major
drawback: While such a multitude reflects reality more accurately, a large
number of factors makes it difficult to account for all of them in cross-
linguistic comparison and in calculations like the ones done here.

Although I am fully aware of the pitfalls of determining the degree of
endangerment simply through looking at the number of speakers, I chose that
criterion as a proxy. As indicated above, it would have been impossible for
me to retrieve and assess the necessary information on most, let alone all,
of the proposed endangering factors for all of the 2,560 languages listed in
WALS.

For these practical considerations, I decided to use primarily the classifi-
cation as “nearly extinct” in Gordon (2005)! as the relevant criterion. This
classification is based on a community size characterized as “only a few el-
derly speakers are still living” (Gordon 2005), which essentially means that
all of these languages have less than 100, more often than not only a few
dozen, fluent native speakers, occasionally only a handful or just one last
speaker.

At any rate, community size itself has also been suggested as a relevant
factor promoting the emergence of typologically rare features e. g. by Nettle
(1999b: 138 and passim) using the example of object-initial word order:

[...] one could predict that the rare, non-optimal orders would be more likely

to be found in small communities than in large ones, since these would be
more vulnerable to drift away from optimal states. (Nettle 1999b: 139).

This point is taken up again in Section 4.

As a matter of fact, not all endangered languages are necessarily actually
“small” with respect to their community size — even languages with hun-
dreds of thousands of speakers can be in a critical situation (cf. Crystal 2000:
13). Nevertheless, one can in good conscience assume that having only a very
small community size normally means that these languages are endangered.
This, then, brings us back to the question whether rara are more likely to be
found in endangered languages.
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2.5 Data basis

To check for the correlations between rarity and endangerment, I chose the
561 languages classified as “nearly extinct” from Gordon (2005). Of these
languages, 152 are also featured in WALS and thus have a rarity index value
calculated by Cysouw. These 152 languages constitute my sample of small,
endangered languages. I refer to this sample as the small languages.

To have a control set of data, I chose from the top 550 languages with the
most speakers (all languages with more than 2,000,000 speakers; numbers
according to Gordon 2005) the first 152 which have a rarity index value cal-
culated by Cysouw. I call this set the big languages.

The rarity index itself is based on 2,489 of the 2,560 languages from
WALS, only excluding sign languages and a few other languages for the lack
of (sufficient) comparable data (cf. Cysouw forthc.). In the following sec-
tions, I will nonetheless refer to the languages of this sample as the /all WALS
languages.

For the sake of space, I will not list the names and rarity index values of
all the languages in these three samples. However, an overview of the two
152-language-samples is given in the Appendix.

3 Rarity distributions across small and big languages
3.1 Statistical analysis

In order to determine whether there are differences in the distribution of
“rare” languages between these samples, one first has to calculate the dis-
tribution within the three samples. Table 1 on the following page shows the
results of these calculations.

The histogram in Figure 1 on the next page shows the distribution of
the WALS languages across the rarity index level values, indicating that the
WALS languages show all degrees of rarity. It is essentially a design feature
of the rarity index that its median should be at exactly 50.0 and that all lan-
guages are distributed rather evenly across the entire range of the rarity scale.
One can, however, observe that the distribution is slightly shifted towards the
lower end of the rarity index scale, and the first quartile (Q;), cutting off the
lowest, i. e. first, 25 % of the data sample, is at 17.40 instead of the hypothet-
ical 25.0 where it should be in an absolutely even distribution. Similarly, the
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Table 1. Rarity index level distribution of the three samples

Sample: WALS languages small languages big languages

number of languages 2,489 152 152
minimum 0.00 0.70 0.50
first quartile 17.40 41.22 19.60
median 46.00 67.35 53.45
third quartile 75.00 88.70 78.23
maximum 100 100 99.5
mean 47.29 61.16 49.75
o
8
g _ _
>, ™
o —_—
o
S o
8§ &
T
8 |
o o

I | [ I I 1
0 20 40 60 80 100

Rarity Index Level (%)

Figure 1. Distribution of the WALS languages across the rarity index level values

median (Q;) with a value of 46 is only fairly close to the hypothetical 50, and
only the third quartile (Q3) is exactly at 75.0 where it should be by design.?

Compare this “overall distribution” to Figure 2 on the facing page, show-
ing the distribution of the small languages over the rarity scale. It can clearly
be seen that a relatively high number of the small languages show a higher
degree of rarity with 35 (i.e. 23 %) of the languages having index level val-
ues in the top segment between 90 and 100. Accordingly, the median for this
sample is rather high at 67.35.

The big languages of the control sample (cf. Figure 3 on the next page)
are distributed as follows: Qq is at 19.60, which is rather close to the value
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Figure 2. Distribution of the small languages across the rarity index level values
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Figure 3. Distribution of the big languages across the rarity index level values

found in the WALS sample, the median is at 53.45, which is also fairly near
to the design value of 50, and Q3 at 78.23 is similarly near the WALS sample
value. As can also be seen from the graph, the languages of this sample are
thus distributed rather towards both ends of the rarity scale than to one end.
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Figure 4. Comparison of the three samples’ rarity index level distributions

In Figure 4, three box plots show the rarity index level distributions of all
three samples in direct comparison. The “whiskers” and dotted lines show
the total range of values, here 0 to 100 by design, whereas the lower and
upper limits of the boxes indicate Q; and Qs respectively; the median (Q;)
is indicated by the thick horizontal line through the boxes. Comparing the
three box plots for the three samples, one can identify two fairly obvious
differences between the small languages and the two other samples: The small
languages’ box is notably shifted towards the upper end of the rarity scale
and the distance between Q; and Q3 is shorter compared to the more even
distribution of all WALS languages and the big languages. Both of these
groups appear to be very similar and are close to the normal distribution of
values intended by Cysouw.

This divergence of the small languages, which can already be seen with
the naked eye, is confirmed to be a significant one by means of a t-test which
yields a value of p =2.293 x 10~ for the WALS sample vs. the small lan-
guages, cf. Table 2 on the next page.

This result proves that the observable difference is truly a significant one.
One cannot avoid the conclusion that the small languages of our sample ac-
tually do have more cross-linguistically rare features or — in other words —
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Table 2. T-Test results compared

sample pairs p-value significance
WALS > small 0.000,000,229,3 very high
WALS > big 0.442,2 none

small > big 0.001,434 moderate

that there is a significantly higher likelihood to find small (endangered) lan-
guages in the upper end of the rarity scale.

3.2 A heterogeneous picture

Yet, the whole picture is not as simple as the last paragraph of the preced-
ing subsection could make believe. Despite the significant shift towards the
rarer end of the scale, one does find small languages across the entire range of
rarity index values, and the languages with comparably rare features display
considerable variation of speaker community sizes. To illustrate this, Table 3
on the following page shows the top and bottom 15 languages of the rarity
index scale, which is based on the results of Cysouw’s (2005, forthc.) cal-
culations of the mean rarity index and index level values for the WALS lan-
guages. The data in the table is augmented by the speaker numbers from Gor-
don (2005). The languages are sorted first by descending index level values
and second by ascending mean rarity index values.

Looking at these results and interpreting them, one has to bear a few
caveats in mind. First, the sample of small languages and the control sam-
ple just alike are both rather small and thus much less representative than
the WALS sample or the original collection of small languages from Gor-
don (2005). The 152 languages each account for only 6.1 % of the WALS
languages and 27.1 % of the endangered languages listed in Gordon (2005).
This discrepancy is due to the fact that the members of the small languages
sample were selected only by one criterion, namely whether the languages
are in WALS and hence have a rarity index value available.

This point leads to the second problem: The complete data set is likely
distorted because the WALS sample itself already includes some small lan-
guages only because of their odd characteristics, which then are coded in
WALS, while other, more “ordinary” features of such languages often do not
appear in WALS. This may also be connected with the following point inas-
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Table 3. Top and bottom 15 languages (mean rarity index level) and their size

Rank Language (Genus) Features Mean Index Speakers
in WALS Rarity Level
Index (%)

1 Wari’ (Chapacura-Wanhan) 115 2.36 100 5

2 Dinka (Nilotic) 45 3.45 100 320,000

3 Jamul Tiipay (Yuman) 44 3.76 100 220

4 Nuer (Nilotic) 28 342 100 804,000

5 Kar6 (Arara) (Tupi-Guarani) 24 6.16 100 150

6 Winnebago (Siouan) 7 11.37 100 230

7 Chalcatongo Mixtec (Mixtecan) 113 2.05 99.9 15,000

8 Kutenai (Kutenai) 113 2.02 99.9 12

9 Kombai (Awju-Dumut) 38 3.27 99.9 4,000

10 Dahalo (Southern Cushitic) 17 5.86 99.9 <400

11 Maxakali (Maxakali) 15 6.95 99.9 728

12 Warrwa (Nyulnyulan) 20 3.74 99.8 2

13 Bunuba (Bunuban) 16 421 99.8 < 100

14 Eyak (Eyak)® 16 405  99.8 0))
15 Yawuru (Nyulnyulan) 15 4.51 99.8 30
2,474 Kalam (Madang) 19 0.50 0.1 15,000
2,475 Guhu-Samane (Binanderean) 12 0.42 0.1 12,761
2,476 Shira Yughur (Mongolic) 5 0.31 0.1 3,000
2,477 Mawng (Iwaidjan) 106 0.70 0.0 200
2,478 Bagirmi (Bongo-Bagirmi) 106 0.69 0.0 44,761
2,479 Khasi (Khasian) 102 0.68 0.0 865,000
2,480 Brahui (Northern Dravidian) 93 0.67 0.0 2,000,000
2,481 Daga (Dagan) 91 0.64 0.0 6,000
2,482 West Makian (North Halma- 48 0.57 0.0 12,000

heran)

2,483 Kaliai-Kove (Oceanic) 42 0.52 0.0 6,750
2,484 Selepet (Finisterre-Huon) 36 0.49 0.0 7,000
2,485 Ndut (Northern Atlantic) 34 0.55 0.0 35,000
2,486 Cornish (Celtic)* 32 0.52 0.0 (500)
2,487 Tulu (Southern Dravidian) 29 0.51 0.0 1,949,000
2,488 Sougb (East Bird’s Head) 18 0.44 0.0 12,000
2,489 Bisa (Eastern Mande) 15 0.46 0.0 371,000
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much as there is not always information available about the “average” fea-
tures of small languages.

Furthermore, the WALS data underlying this study could also be skewed
because the scholarly papers on small languages some of the WALS data
is based on is biased. The authors of such papers tend to emphasize cross-
linguistic peculiarities for various reasons. One of them is to point out the
need to do more extensive research on that language, another one is the aim
to underscore differences with neighboring languages in order to establish it
as a separate language, or simply to make the language more “attractive” or
interesting.

These limitations notwithstanding, the difference in the mean rarity value
and rarity index level distributions is significant and calls for an explanation,
as do some particular facts: there is not only a substantial amount of unen-
dangered languages with rare characteristics but also a number of endangered
languages without rare characteristics.

3.2.1 Unendangered languages with rare characteristics

As could already be seen in Table 3, not all of the “rarest” individual lan-
guages are endangered. The first (“most exotic” or “rarest”) one — Wari’ —
definitely is endangered, and so are many others of the highest ranking lan-
guages in Cysouw’s rarity index level list. On the other hand, languages like
Dinka and Nuer, ranking similarly high in the rarity index level list, each have
hundreds of thousands of speakers and are not acutely endangered.

Table 4. Cluster of three very large languages in the top 100 by rarity index level

Rank Language (Genus) Features Mean Rar- Index Speakers
in WALS ity Index Level (%)

60 Mandarin (Chinese) 130 1.55 98.3 940,856,000

66 German (Germanic) 129 1.40 98.0 92,113,000

69 Cantonese (Chinese) 76 1.58 98.0 59,570,000

Furthermore, one also finds some of the largest languages of the world
within the top 100 languages of the rarity index level list, cf. e. g. the ones
given in Table 4. The fact that one finds several such large languages ranking
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high in the rarity index level list prohibits any generalization along the lines
that rara would only or predominantly be found in small languages.

3.2.2 Endangered/small languages without rare characteristics

A similar picture is found at the other — lower — end of the scale as it is shown
in the lower half of Table 3. Among the languages with the lowest rarity index
level values there are also some severely endangered languages like Mawng
or Cornish right next to reasonably safe languages as Tulu or Brahui. With
respect to the generalizations on endangerment and rarity this means that not
all endangered languages possess rare characteristics.

As became obvious from the data given in Section 3.2, a substantial num-
ber of the small languages is found in the upper quarter of the rarity scale.
Nevertheless, the languages of this sample are distributed over the whole
scale. This basically means that at least some of the small languages ac-
tually appear to be very “un-unusual” in cross-linguistic comparison.

This finding, of course, must not be misconstrued as a statement that such
small “average” languages were less worthy of description or that their doc-
umentation was of minor relevance or had a lower priority. Quite to the con-
trary, documentation and description is, of course, the prerequisite to any
analysis that then reveals the typological makeup of a language and thereby
allows the detection of rare characteristics. One cannot know beforehand
whether a small language contains rara or not. But — as the the data pre-
sented here show — one has some reason to expect it does.

3.2.3  Interim summary

In summary, the analysis given in this section shows that there is a signif-
icantly higher chance that a given small — and hence usually endangered —
language has cross-linguistically rare or unique features.

There is, however, no incontrovertible evidence for a direct correlation of
language endangerment and rarity or a solid implication in either direction,
as the distributions shown above also give ample counter-evidence. The state-
ment in the previous paragraph is therefore not an unconditional correlation
in either direction but rather an implication based on an increased likelihood.

The explanation of the findings presented here therefore boils down to
this basic problem: of what nature is the relationship between the degree of
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a language’s endangerment and the presence of rare or unique grammatical
features or characteristics in it? In other words: Are the significant differences
a sign of a (weak) correlation in one or the other direction between these
two factors, or are they a case of covariation and both dependent on a third,
different, factor, namely the size of the speaker community?

4 Looking for an explanation
4.1 Community size

Trudgill (2004: 318) referring to Nettle (1999b: 147) points out that small
speaker community size favors the development of unusual phonological sys-
tems. Taking up this point and applying it to all aspects of a language, one can
then argue that small communities also might be more apt to develop and / or
maintain unusual grammatical characteristics in general.

Nettle (1999a, 1999b, 1999c) has demonstrated by means of computer
simulations that in languages with very small speaker communities of un-
der 400 speakers “structures against which there is a bias in acquisition can
evolve and persist for more of the time than in large ones” (Nettle 1999a:
129). This is the case because small community size makes a language more
susceptible to language change, even if that change involves the innovation
and diffusion typologically “unexpected” or “marked” characteristics:

“If a group consists of just a few hundred people, the idiosyncrasies of one
influential individual can spread through it very easily. This is not the case
if the group consists of thousands or tens of thousands of people. In general,
the smaller the community, the greater the probability that a given variant that
has no functional advantage at all but is neutral or slightly disadvantageous,
can replace the existing item and become the norm.” (Nettle 1999b: 139)

This explains why typologically unique or rare innovations generally seem
to appear more frequently in small languages. The question whether a char-
acteristic’s rarity always means that it is “marked” or has “no functional ad-
vantage at all” must remain open here. Judging from the rara discussed in
the present volume and in Cysouw and Wohlgemuth (eds., 2010), though, I
would object to the generalization that all of them were necessarily “neutral
or slightly disadvantageous” in their nature.

Evidence for Nettle’s explanation cited above can be found in Kulick
(1992: 2 passim), who mentions several case studies from Papua New Guinea
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of deliberate manipulation of a languages’ structure in order to distinguish it
from neighboring languages by means of idiosyncratic characteristics. Such
deliberate changes could more easily diffuse to become a common standard
within a smaller community.

Another factor to be taken into consideration is that “large” languages,
even while having considerable internal variation, often tend to have one
“normalized” variant which is also learned as a foreign language by many
(adult) speakers of (small) minority languages and thus more likely subject
to simplification than small languages that are not learned by outsiders.

These factors would already go a long way to explain a co-dependency
of both, language endangerment and typological rarity, on a third factor,
namely community size — which is exactly the factor used in the calcula-
tions here.

4.2 Enclave situations

Bickel (2006) adds to this that the trend to “normalization” under contact
with other, normally larger, languages of a less rare typological profile can
only be avoided in so-called enclave situations (cf. Bickel and Nichols 2003:
30) where they may remain more or less unaffected by majority language
influence and effects of globalization. Such speech communities can be rather
small but need not necessarily be below the “critical mass” threshold of being
severely endangered.

Enclave situations can also explain the fact that some non-endangered lan-
guages, regardless of size, contain rare characteristics which did not spread
into neighboring small languages if these are in a type of location that Bickel
and Nichols (2003: 30) call “preservation enclaves”. These are situations
where the relative isolation of their speaker community allows these lan-
guages to maintain their (“usual”) typological profile because they are not
under immediate pressure from the (bigger, rara-containing) language. The
larger languages’ rara thus also stay rare because they do not diffuse into
other languages which would render them more frequent.

This view is supported by the dialectological study of Andersen (1988),
who supposes that

“there is a connection between the limited social-spatial function of a dialect,

its relative closedness, and its ability to sustain exorbitant phonetic develop-
ments” (Andersen 1988: 70).
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4.3 Endangerment and rara

Community size is thus probably not the sole decisive factor in language
death, as can be seen e. g. from languages which have only comparatively few
speakers but are nonetheless rather stable while other languages are endan-
gered despite their comparatively large speaker community. Similarly, having
a high rarity index value does not necessarily imply either endangerment or
a relatively small number of speakers, as can be seen from some of the larger
languages in Tables 3 and 4, where one also finds languages with rare char-
acteristics.

One thus has to differentiate the generalization mentioned in the beginning
and keep the notions of endangerment and rarity separate: Neither do all or
most endangered languages possess typologically unusual features, nor are
all languages with rare features endangered.

Furthermore, rara themselves can be endangered — independent from the
endangerment or safety of the language they occur in — by various other
extra-linguistic factors, among them globalization and global standardization.
These factors can endanger rare features or characteristics cross-linguistically
and in a particular language without endangering the whole language (cf.
Wohlgemuth and Kopl 2005).

An example involving rara discussed in the present volume is the intro-
duction and spread of decimal (base-10) numeral systems may already have
caused the demise of unique and rare numeral systems in at least some re-
gions of the world. It is quite evident that some of the rare(r) numeral sys-
tems were replaced as a consequence of strong cultural pressure (cf. Comrie
2005; and the remarks by Hammarstrom (this volume): 28, 32).

This kind of scenario, too, can explain why even in regions with a high
degree of genealogical diversity and lots of small languages not as many rara
are found as one might have expected.

Being small and having rara (which to a certain extent actually seems
to be favored by small speaker communities) can mean that there is a higher
probability that the language in question is endangered. Claiming, however,
that endangered languages per se are “rarer” than average appears like in-
appropriately turning the causality on its head. From being endangered, lan-
guages do not come to have rare characteristics they did not have before be-
ing endangered. If the endangerment situation has a direct impact at all, these
languages rather tend to /ose their “exotic” features during phases of attri-
tion,i. e. when they are being assimilated by a larger majority language.
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Normally, rara already exist in the language before it becomes endan-
gered. If rare features actually arise in conjunction with the language becom-
ing endangered, it is rather the small(er) size of the speaker community that
can favor the spread of innovative rara.

4.4 A multiplicity of factors

The exact mechanisms that are involved in the possible impact of extra-
linguistic factors on the emergence, maintenance, frequency, or diffusion of
linguistic (i. e. grammatical) parameters still need to be explored. Such fac-
tors besides community size are, among others, location (or degree of geo-
graphical isolation) of the speaker community (cf. the enclave situations men-
tioned above), cultural factors and community structure (cf. e. g. the study of
Giildemann et al. (in prep.) on the (historical) linguistics of hunter-gatherer
languages) or different language contact scenarios and situations (cf. e.g.
Kelkar-Stephan (2010) for an account of how a rarum emerged owing to par-
ticular circumstances of language contact).

Furthermore, any generalizations concerning the interaction of linguistic
and extra-linguistic factors need to be put on an empirical basis to be use- and
meaningful. This has already been discussed by Nettle (1999b: 138—-141), but
is nonetheless still true a decade later, as I pointed out in a different context:

Yet, so far there is no such linguistic discipline as sociolinguistic typology
[...] This means that there is no solid basis for the cross-linguistic evaluation
and comparative classification of sociolinguistic settings and contact scenar-
ios and the different parameters defining their nature. These, however, are in-
dispensable prerequisites to test for correlations of these extra-linguistic pa-
rameters with linguistic facts and factors of the languages involved. (Wohlge-
muth 2009: 298-299).

This also applies to the study and explanation of the cross-linguistic distri-
bution of rare and unusual typological characteristics and the extra-linguistic
factors having an impact on them.

5 Conclusions

The question as to whether there is a direct correlation between the degree of
endangerment and the rarity or uniqueness of a language could not clearly be
answered. There is no incontrovertible evidence for a direct and unconditional
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correlation of these two parameters. What can be observed, though, is rather
the covariation of both factors depending on another factor — the size of the
speaker community.

Yet, other extra-linguistic factors must be taken into account more system-
atically to explain the endangerment of a language and the emergence and / or
retention of rare linguistic features.

In summary it can be said that there are significant differences between the
rarity index distributions of small languages versus the huge sample of WALS
languages. However, lacking comparative data on extra-linguistic factors in a
similar fashion as the typological data of WALS, one cannot establish direct
correlations other than the rather vague implication that rare characteristics
can be found “with clearly more than chance frequency” in languages which
have a small speaker community and thus very likely are endangered.
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Appendix

Listed below are the languages in the two samples of the “smallest” and
“biggest” WALS languages having a rarity index value as discussed in Sec-
tion 2.5. Language names basically follow the form used in WALS or Ethno-
logue, however I did not append preposed adjectival parts but rather left them
in front of the (proper) name, e. g. Central Pomo, not Pomo, Central.

It is partly an artifact of sampling (e.g. the unavailability of data on
African languages® or the mean community size over the threshold of 300
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speakers) that there are very few languages from Eurasia and Africa repre-
sented. The overall geographical distribution of the small languages sample
can be seen from the map in Figure 5 on the facing page.

A final caveat: Like Eyak (cf. note 3 on page 274), some of the “small”
languages may in fact already be extinct even though they still had (few)
speakers listed in Gordon (2005).

The sample of 152 “small languages”

Ainu, Achumawi, Ahtena, Alawa, Angosturas Tunebo, A-Pucikwar, Arabana, Atsu-
gewi, Atzingo Matlatzinca, Baadi, Bddi Kanum, Badimaya, Baré, Baure, Berbice
Creole Dutch, Biri, Boruca, Cahuilla, Catawba, Central Pomo, Central Sierra Mi-
wok, Chinook, Cholon, Clallam, Coast Miwok, Coeur d’ Alene, Coos, Cupefio, Dar-
ling, Dhargari, Djingili, Dyaabugay, Dyirbal, Eyak, Gagadu, Ganggalida, Gunya,
Hupa, Itonama, Itz4, Jabuti, Kalapuya, Kalispel-Pend d’Oreille, Kamilaroi, Kamu,
Karadjeri, Kashaya, Kato, Kawaiisu, Kerek, Kiliwa, Klamath-Modoc, Kokata, Koyu-
kon, Kumbainggar, Kuwama, Lake Miwok, Lamu-Lamu, Laragia, Lardil, Limilngan,
Lushootseed, Madngele, Mandan, Mapoyo, Mara, Maranunggu, Margany, Martuy-
hunira, Menomini, Miriwung, Mogholi, Mono, Movima, Mullukmulluk, Munsee,
Muruwari, Ngadjunmaya, Ngalakan, Ngawun, Ngura, Nisenan, Northeast Maidu,
Northern Haida, Northern Sierra Miwok, Northwest Maidu, Nyawaygi, Nyulnyul,
Omagua, Ona, Osage, Pakanha, Panamint, Paulohi, Pawnee, Pipil, Pitta Pitta, Plains
Miwok, Principense, Puelche, Quileute, Rama, Resigaro, Serrano, Shasta, Sirenik
Yupik, Southeastern Pomo, Southern Haida, Southern Puget Sound Salish, Southern
Sierra Miwok, Squamish, Tanaina, Tariano, Taushiro, Tehuelche, Thao, Thaypan,
Tiibatulabal, Tuscarora, Tyaraity, Udihe, Unami, Upper Chehalis, Ura, Uradhi, Uru,
Vod, Wadjiginy, Wambaya, Wangaaybuwan-Ngiyambaa, Wappo, Waray, Warluwara,
Warrgamay, Warungu, Wasco-Wishram, Washo, Western Abnaki, Western Yiddish,
Wichita, Wintu, Wirangu, Ydmana, Yidiny, Yinggarda, Yir Yoront, Yokuts, Yuchi,
Yugh, Yuki, Yurok, Zaparo

The sample of 152 “big languages”

Afrikaans, Akan, Albanian, Alemannic, Algerian Spoken Arabic, Amharic, Arme-
nian, Assamese, Awadhi, Balochi, Belarusan, Bengali, Bhojpuri, Bokmaal Norwe-
gian, Bosnian, Bugis, Bulgarian, Bundeli, Burmese, Catalan-Valencian-Balear, Ce-
buano, Central Khmer, Chhattisgarhi, Chittagonian, Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dec-
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can, Dutch, Eastern Farsi, Eastern Oromo, Eastern Panjabi, Egyptian Spoken Ara-
bic, English, Finnish, French, Fulfulde, Gan Chinese, Georgian, German , Giku-
yu, Greek, Gujarati, Haitian Creole French, Hakka Chinese, Haryanvi, Hausa, He-
brew, Hijazi Spoken Arabic, Hiligaynon, Hindi, Hungarian, Igbo, Ilocano, Indone-
sian, Italian, Japanese, Javanese, Jinyu Chinese, Jula, Kanauji, Kannada, Kashmi-
ri, Kazakh, Kituba, Korean, Krio, Kurdi, Kurmanji, Libyan Spoken Arabic, Lingala,
Lombard, Luba-Kasai, Luri (Lri), Madura, Magahi, Maithili, Malagasy, Malay, Ma-
layalam, Marwari, Mesopotamian Spoken Arabic, Min Bei Chinese, Min Nan Chi-
nese, Minangkabau, Mooré, Moroccan Spoken Arabic, Najdi Spoken Arabic, Napo-
letano-Calabrese, Nepali, North Azerbaijani, North Levantine Spoken Arabic, North
Mesopotamian Spoken Arabic, Northeastern Thai, Northern Thai, Northern Zhuang,
Nyanja, Oriya, Paraguayan Guarani, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Rundi, Russian,
Rwanda, Sa’idi Spoken Arabic, Sanaani Spoken Arabic, Santali, Serbian, Shona, Si-
cilian, Sindhi, Sinhala, Slovak, Somali, South Azerbaijani, South Levantine Spoken
Arabic, Southern Sotho, Southern Thai, Spanish, Sudanese Spoken Arabic, Suku-
ma, Sunda, Swahili, Swedish, Sylhetti, Tagalog, Ta’izzi-Adeni Arabic, Tajiki, Tamil,
Tatar, Telugu, Thai, Tigrigna, Tunisian Spoken Arabic, Turkish, Turkmen, Ukrainian,
Umbundu, Urdu, Vietnamese, West-Central Oromo, Western Egyptian Bedawi Spo-
ken Arabic, Western Farsi, Western Panjabi, Wu Chinese, Xhosa, Xiang Chinese,
Yoruba, Yue Chinese, Zulu

Notes

1. For an updated list, see http://www.ethnologue.org/nearly_extinct.asp

2. The exact reason(s) why this shift towards the lower end occurs is a mathematical prob-
lem of the index calculation which has yet to be solved (Cysouw, p.c.), but since the
actual values rather than the hypothetical ones will be the basis for comparison in this
paper, this deviation can be disregarded here.

3. As a matter of fact, Eyak became extinct in January 2008; the calculations of this paper
were, however, done in 2006 and are based on data from 2005.

4. Cornish became extinct in 1777, but is being revived (cf. Gordon 2005), there is a chance
that the “new” version of the language is more “normal” in terms of the rarity index value,
as there has been a long break of transmission and an unknown amount of information
has probably been lost.

5. The sample of small languages contains very few languages from Africa. Apparently,
only one of the endangered languages mentioned in Gordon (2005) is also featured in
WALS and has a rarity index value: Principense. All other African languages from
WALS are simply “too big” to show up in this sample.
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