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MOTIVATION: FROM THE CLASSROOM
• In many corners of the world one can hear uttered the lament that “generative grammar was invented 

only for English”, even by students. (I can understand where this impression comes from as the premiere 
textbook Core Syntax contains but three examples from non-European languages!)

•  However even early developments within generative grammar, such as Matthews (1965) and Postal 
(1963) were based on indigenous North American languages, both of which Hale (1967) evaluate as 
providing “indication of the extent to which a linguist working in the generative transformational 
framework can succeed in making interesting and significant statements about the grammatical structure 
of a language not his own" 

• Nonetheless this sentiment persists, e.g. Foley & van Valin (1984,xii) : ““much current and recent theorizing 
has depended too heavily on English and familiar European languages, with the result that this theorizing 
has been biased in favor of languages of essentially one grammatical type”

• One aim of this book was to debunk this conception, by showcasing over a dozen well-entrenched 
moments in the recent history of the field in which generative linguistic theory has actively reformulated 
the notion of possible and representative linguistic structure based on compelling findings from non-
familiar, and indeed minoritized languages — and to present these as part of a new canon for students.
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“Narrowness in observation 
protects narrowness in theory." 

– Wolfgang Köhler 

Instead of merely demonstrating that contemporary 
theory can ‘handle’ phenomena found in lesser-studied 
languages, the book brings forth cases in which data 

from such languages actually changed linguistic theory, 
creating discomfort and a reshuffling of assumptions 
that eventually leads to modifications of the theory 

itself.



AN OVERVIEW OF
 THE CASE STUDIES

• Zazaki and Uyghur forced the theory to change its semantics of indexicals in indirect speech reports

• Basque and Ch’ol required that the theory to change its assumptions about ergative as a lexical, as opposed to 
structural case

• Closest Conjunct Agreement in Slovenian and Xhosa motivate the need for linear order as indispensable in 
certain agreement phenomena

• Chichewa and Warlpiri transformed the theory of verbal structure to include applied arguments as part of a 
larger, but configurational VP

• Nasality in Maxakali and Kaingang force a rethinking of why mama and papa include the most natural of all 
consonants

• Symmetric hands in the phonology of Black ASL raise the stakes of representing allophonic two-handedness in 
sign phonology

• Hiaki and Chechen provide incontrovertible evidence that roots can supplete for number and this is distinct 
from when verbs can be turned into an uncountable mass events



CASE STUDY (CH. 4): CCA FOR 
SOUTHERN BANTU 

SUBJECTS AND OBJECTS
• Recent Sesotho, Xhosa, and Zulu experimental syntax comparison with Mark de Vos, 

Hlumela Mkabile, Hazel Mitchley, Onelisa Mcimbi, Thulani Speelman, Thasky Fatyi, 
Jochen Zeller, Andrew Bevis, Mfundo Didi, Neo Putini, Nonhlanhla Ntuli, Kristina 
Riedel, Maseanakoena Mokoaleli, Sinovuyo Manyongwana, Grace Maphisa, and Jana 
Willer-Gold 

• Four conditions: Postverbal (no second conjunct agreement possible) vs Preverbal 
Subject Agreement — even though both have demonstrably moved outside the VP 
(cf Pietraszko 2022) — forcing a reconsideration of in-situ based theories of CCA 
(e.g. van Koppen, Boskovic)

• And exactly parallel patterns with Postverbal vs Preverbal Object Agreement — 
forcing a reconsideration of whether object CCA can be clitic doubling

• The patterns strengthen the evidence for Distributed Agree, in which linear order can 
play a limited role in morphosyntactic operations (pace Chomsky 1975)



REPRESENTATIVITY AND 
MINORITIZED LANGUAGES

• Minoritized languages may not always be there ‘to work on later’, as we know. Yes, I contend that it is appropriate to use the 
verbal participle ‘minoritized’ (or marginalized)  as opposed to the adjective ‘minority’ (which is indeed, simply inaccurate for 
languages such as Xhosa or Zulu in South Africa, which have never been numerically minority, but have indeed been 
minoritized). 

• Moreover, the term ‘minority languages’ potentially suggests an inherent quality – as opposed to what is actually the case: 
languages become minoritized as the contingent result of active choices and resultant actions carried out by agents ranging from 
political leaders to members of the scientific community themselves, with intentions that may range from sinister to negligent. 

• As England (2007) points out, the Mayan languages have an unparalleled number of speaker- linguists and academic research 
output among all indigenous languages within the Americas, even though “the current state of linguistics in Guatemala must be 
understood against the background of a country that has been profoundly racist at every level”. 

• This constant state of diglossia (and one-way bilingualism) with dominant languages mean that, while signers of Black ASL must 
learn two other dominant languages – white ASL and American English within a larger sociolinguistic interactional scene, while 
the reverse does not hold.  

• Minoritized languages, when historically excluded from use in government and in formal education, sometimes end up being 
used only at home and in social situations. An immediate consequence is that they aren’t spoken in class at universities, exactly 
where academics are doing their work. 



EPISTEMIC VIGILANCE

• Segall et al. (1966) found that the famous Müller-Lyer visual illusion, in which two lines of equal length have inward and outward-facing 
arrows and the latter usually appears longer, was not an illusion at all for San foragers of the Kalahari (nor for a variety of other worldwide 
populations).  One cannot use the Müller-Lyer illusion to make broad claims about the way the human visual system works, based on the 
assumption that the illusory results for European populations represent the default, and the others as a deviation from the baseline.

•  Perhaps quite the contrary is true – the results observed with people who do experiments in Europe might be unrepresentative of many 
aspects of human nature, if we wish to make claims about human tendencies, past present and future. An one potential example of how it 
may be the Western European languages that are ‘weird’ compared to others, consider Dahl’s (1990) observation that “inversion as a 
device for marking yes-no-questions seems to be rather infrequent outside Europe”, and Kiparsky’s (1995) remarks on complementizer 
layers as but one particular historical outcome of the language lottery.

• I should stress that I do not necessarily subscribe to Henrich et al. (2010) classification of what they call ‘WEIRD’ cultures or languages as 
holding a typological cluster of common properties. But I fully embrace Henrich et al.’s (2010) methodological point, that we cannot rely on 
the convenience of samples of students and languages in our university classrooms as broadly representative of humanity, and must beware 
an all-too-easy “lack of epistemic vigilance underscores the prevalent, though implicit, assumption that the findings one derives from a 
particular sample will generalize broadly".  Wray & Grace (2007) liken making conclusions about the human language faculty 
disproportionally on the basis of the languages most easily and most often studied today to trying to work out how humans jump over 
horizontal obstacles on the sole basis of watching the high jump event at the Olympic Games.

• If the fervent syntactic theorizing of North America that happened in the 1970s had instead taken place within institutions with speakers of 
Kamaiurá (which embeds only nominalized clauses) would the theory of the complementizers may have started on a different foot? Of 
course, starting with Kamaiurá and later getting to English, as opposed to starting with English and turning to Kamaiurá later, it may (and 
ideally will!) still end up as the same complete theory when all is said and done – if Kamaiurá is still around then, that is….
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Figure 1.1: The Müller-Lyer illusion, in which the right line appears longer to some populations

dwellings than ivory towers. My greatest moments of connection with language enthusiasts have
not been the ones at All Souls’ College, the Institut Jean Nicod, Johns Hopkins University, or
Goethe University Frankfurt, but rather the ones with a group of whistling shepherds in a darkened
local mayors’ office on a Greek isle, an isolated group of deaf homesigners in the desert backlands
of northeast Brazil, and an audience of all-African academics in Mozambique struggling to cast
off a still-colonial tongue. Some of the case studies in this book reflect my personal experiences
in attempting to highlight the scientific relevance of minoritized languages to the speakers of these
languages, valorizing the pertinence of their linguistic identities even when the details may sit un-
comfortably with existing theories and require dialogue and revision. Other case studies involve
what might be considered by-now canonical, ‘greatest hits’ of successful marriages between mi-
noritized languages and linguistic theory. The goal is to provide a representative smattering of
what has been done, more than anything else, as a means of continuing to invite and point towards
what I consider to be healthy futures for continued linguistic work.

We must acknowledge that it is cavalier to pose and respond to questions of human nature on the
basis of data drawn from thin and rather unusual, slices of humanity (Henrich et al., 2010), as they
are not really representative of how the numerical majority of humans do, have, or will live, and
they may have been influenced – or I daresay corrupted – by systems that don’t apply to everyone.
As comparative and typological work has always suggested, the number of similarities across all
languages of all peoples, past and present, is quite large. But there has been a continued extension
of theoretical findings outward, on the implicit assumption that work on a handful of languages
that contingently have greater institutional access, support, and convenience to researchers will
generalize broadly. In research, the very set of questions or assumptions to be posed often originate
from implicit linguistic biases of the researchers themselves. To cite a well-known example of this
phenomenon from outside linguistics, for example, Segall et al. (1966) found that the famous
Müller-Lyer visual illusion, in which two lines of equal length have inward and outward-facing
arrows and the latter usually appears longer, was not an illusion at all for San foragers of the
Kalahari (nor for a variety of other worldwide populations).

Why did the San foragers not perceive the illusion the same way as the humans who were tested
in North America and Europe? The explanation is a matter of interest in itself. As Henrich et al.
(2010) discuss, one interpretation of these results is that “carpentered corners of modern environ-
ments favor optical calibrations and visual habits that create and perpetuate this illusion". But the
broader finding, regardless of the explanation, is that one cannot use the Müller-Lyer illusion to
make broad claims about the way the human visual system works, based on the assumption that
the illusory results for European populations represent the default, and the others as a deviation
from the baseline. Perhaps quite the contrary is true, across psychology, and our subsequent un-
derstanding of many social sciences as well – the results observed with people who do experiments
in Europe might be unrepresentative of many aspects of human nature, if we wish to make claims
about human tendencies, past present and future.

In much more subtle ways, the same may be true for the very formulation of indexical shift



ARTICLES NATURE ECOLOGY & EVOLUTION

covariation due to relationships between languages, spatial autocor-
relation and contact between language distributions, and allowing 
for interactions between predictor variables and region. We reduced 
the number of variables by grouping variables according to their 
pairwise correlations, identified independent variables with signifi-
cant predictive power on a proportion of the data (training dataset), 
then evaluated the fit of the model on the remaining data (test data-
set). We then estimated model parameters on the full dataset (see 
Methods for details).

Our best-fit model explains 34% of the variation in language 
endangerment (comparable to similar analyses on species endan-
germent26–28). These variables cannot provide a full picture of the 
processes threatening language diversity, as there will be many other 
important factors that cannot be included due to lack of appropriate 
and consistent data with global coverage, or because of the idiosyn-
cratic nature of processes of language endangerment and the influ-
ence of historical factors that cannot be captured in a broad-scale 
model. For example, patterns of human migration and past episodes 
of population expansion and contraction will not be captured fully 
in contemporary language distribution data. Furthermore, language 
endangerment and loss is an ongoing process, and there may be his-
torical factors that caused dramatic reduction in L1 speakers that 
will not be captured in current values of socioeconomic variables, 
such as massacres of Indigenous populations or ethnic groups, 
punishing people for speaking their language and separating chil-
dren from parents. Patterns of language endangerment may at least 

partially reflect past influences, such that current predictors might 
not fully capture important processes that resulted in the current 
endangerment status (a phenomenon known in conservation biol-
ogy as extinction filter effect29). Because of these unavoidable limi-
tations, no study of this kind can aim to comprehensively describe 
factors affecting vitality of all of the world’s languages. But by iden-
tifying contemporary factors that are significant predictors of cur-
rent patterns of endangerment at a global scale, we contribute to the 
understanding of the complex interaction of factors contributing to 
language endangerment.

Five predictors of language endangerment are consistently iden-
tified at global and regional scales: L1 speakers, bordering language 
richness, road density, years of schooling and the number of endan-
gered languages in the immediate neighbourhood. Each of these 
predictors highlights a different process in language endangerment; 
taken together, they paint a picture of the way interactions between 
languages shape language vitality.

Number of first-language (L1) speakers is the greatest predictor 
of endangerment. It is important to emphasize that not all small lan-
guages are endangered, and that language loss does not necessarily 
result from a reduction in number of people in a particular culture 
or population, but often occurs when people shift from using their 
heritage language to a different language1,30. Therefore the multilin-
gual setting in which each language is embedded (referred to as the 
language ecology) plays a key role in endangerment, by influenc-
ing whether speakers shift to another language or adopt additional 
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Fig. 1 | Current patterns of language endangerment expressed as the proportion of languages overlapping each hex grid that are currently rated 
threatened or above (EGIDS 6b–10; see Supplementary Information Table 1). Each hexagon represents approximately 415,000!km2. The coloured bars 
show the predictors of level of endangerment identified in the best model for a global language database of 6,511 languages, and for each of 12 regions 
any additional influences on patterns of language endangerment (see Supplementary Data 3). Dark grey areas on the map do not have data for all the 
independent variables in the best model for language endangerment level. Language distribution data are from WLMS 16 (worldgeodatasets.com).
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Five predictors of language endangerment are consistently identified: 

# of L1 speakers, bordering language richness, road density, years of schooling and the number of 
endangered languages in the immediate neighbourhood.

BROMHAM ET AL 2022

The Nine Languages that 
recurrently force 

local language shift:
Arabic, English, French, Hindi-

Urdu, Malay, Mandarin, 
Portuguese, Russian, Spanish

(And this dataset doesn’t include 
many Roma varieties in the iso)



WHAT DO HEALTHY FUTURES FOR THE 
LANGUAGE SCIENCES CONSIST OF?

• Continued work with minoritized languages, but perhaps also a rethinking of how it is done

• (Indeed, even NLP research has too often treated English as a ‘default proxy for all languages’ in 
ways that continue to perpetrate inequalities — and undermine its own goals (Bender 2019))

• There aren’t enough Kurdish, Maxakali, Black ASL, Hiaki linguists and we should ask ourselves what 
can be done to change this

• How would linguistics have to change in order for more people from various racial identities to 
actively want to study, teach, and learn linguistics? (Hudley, Mallinson & Bucholtz 2020b)

• Minoritized languages might require changes in linguists’ daily work

• Academic environments (and funding agencies) must change and refocus to (1) become more 
inclusive of minoritized linguists and (2) ‘to serve the needs of the colonized communities whose 
languages have formed the foundation of linguistics scholarship and linguists’ careers’ (Degraff 2020)

(Ch. 9; available at https://ling.auf.net/lingbuzz/007576)



COMMUNITY-BASED 
LANGUAGE RESEARCH

• Rice (2021) is one of many recent prominent voices calling for increased activism in our roles as linguists in securing continued 
rights, recognition, and representativity of languages of some of the world’s First Nations. Czaykowsa-Higgins 2009 recognizes 
the importance of fieldwork and community-based language research that is done for the language communities, where the 
linguist may have the role of a consultant for a community-defined agenda. 

• Gerdts 1990 enumerates ways that linguists can serve communities, including training teachers and helping teach the language, 
serving as mediators between speakers and universities, acting as advocates for native language programs at universities, and 
serving as expert witnesses on matters involving language, including place names for land claims, ethnobiology for land use 
studies, and labels and translations for museum exhibits. For many, this may end up leading to meaningful careers outside 
academia proper

• Field methods courses often provide minimal time for students to learn about the epistemologies of their speaker-collaborators 
and indigenous research methodologies (Tsikewa 2021) and the historical trauma that indigenous collaborators may 
experience in working on/with their languages — language archival data that the speakers themselves can access in a 
meaningful way (Seyfeddinipur et al 2019)

• Native Americans continue to be the least represented within the discipline, in contrast to the extreme presence of Native 
American languages in linguistic scholarship (Leonard 2020)

• Cojti-Cuxil 1990: “It is difficult in Guatemala for linguists to define themselves as neutral or apolitical, since they work on 
languages that are sentenced to death and officially demoted. The linguist who works on Mayan languages has the option of 
activism in favor of a new linguistic order in which equality in the rights of all the languages is made concrete”



STEPS TOWARDS INCLUSION 
AND EQUITY IN ACADEMIA

• Even as academics that are part of larger, external institutional structures, we often 
unconsciously internalize biases that perpetuate the treatment of minoritized, 
indigenous, or signed languages as afterthoughts or addenda in our teaching as well.

• How can we signal that Black Minds Matter? How can we reverse the trend of 
countless talented, valuable, intelligent young people of color who decide to ‘opt out’ of 
postgraduate careers in academia (Beasley, 2011)?

• “This disciplinary failure to recognize the racism/bias within linguistics is largely due to 
the deeply entrenched societal ideology that positions racism as ‘intentional and 
individual’, rather than structural and often below the level of awareness of those who 
enact it (Hill 2008; Hudley, Mallinson & Bucholtz 2020)

• Our everyday example sentences in linguistics — the empirical staple of the field —  
skewedly reflect a dominant white culture, far more than it does of minoritized races 
and ethnicities, often forgetting that “Who we hire, who we cite, and who we signal is a 
part of our field to our students and early career researchers has a large impact on its 
makeup.  The shape of the world our example sentences convey to readers – students 
and active researchers alike – implicitly and sometimes explicitly sends powerful signals 
about who is welcome in our field and who is less so” (Kotek et al., 2021, p. 645).



UN SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS



CLOSING REMARKS
• Paraphrasing Saussure (1916), the task of the linguist is 

to denounce and dispel the myriad of absurd ideas, 
fictions, and prejudices that arise in the domain of 
language. 

• I contend that the field has had a modicum of success 
over the past three decades or so, and that minoritized 
languages have become protagonists within this 
narrative.


