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Refusing “Endangered Languages” 
Narratives

Wesley Y. Leonard

Indigenous language endangerment is a global crisis, and in response, a normative 
“endangered languages” narrative about the crisis has developed. Though seeming-
ly beneficent and accurate in many of its points, this narrative can also cause harm 
to language communities by furthering colonial logics that repurpose Indigenous lan-
guages as objects for wider society’s consumption, while deemphasizing or even out-
right omitting the extreme injustices that beget language endangerment. The objective 
of this essay is to promote social justice praxis first by detailing how language shift 
results from major injustices, and then by offering possible interventions that are ac-
countable to the communities whose languages are endangered. Drawing from my ex-
periences as a member of a Native American community whose language was wrong-
ly labeled “extinct” within this narrative, I begin with an overview of how language 
endangerment is described to general audiences in the United States and critique the 
way it is framed and shared. From there, I shift to an alternative that draws from In-
digenous ways of knowing to promote social justice through language reclamation.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) declared 2022–2032 as the International Decade of Indigenous 
Languages (IDIL), noting that “[o]ptimistic estimates suggest that at least 

50 percent of today’s spoken languages will be extinct or seriously endangered by 
2100. More pessimistic, but also realistic estimates claim that 90–95 percent will 
become extinct or seriously endangered. . . . Most of these languages are Indige-
nous languages.”1 In this summary, UNESCO correctly identifies a major crisis: 
the world’s language diversity has drastically diminished in the last several de-
cades, many languages are not being transmitted to new generations, and the ma-
jority of these languages are Indigenous.2 This phenomenon, referred to techni-
cally in language sciences as community language shift or just language shift but more 
commonly framed with metaphors for the endangerment of biological species, is 
particularly serious in North America, the focus of this essay.

Native American and other Indigenous language shift has increasingly become 
a focus of scientific and social concern, and the collective response has had many 
effects, several of which are positive. These include increased awareness, research, 
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community language programs, and new networks of scholar-practitioners and  
activists. Language policy has shifted accordingly, both at the level of individual 
Indigenous communities and by non-Indigenous governments and organizations, 
with many calls to support language maintenance and revitalization. The IDIL, for 
example, “aims at ensuring [I]ndigenous peoples’ right to preserve, revitalize and 
promote their languages, and mainstreaming linguistic diversity and multilin-
gualism aspects into the sustainable development efforts.”3 Organizations geared 
toward this work, along with several language documentation initiatives, have 
been created. Even the U.S. government, long an agent of violence toward Native 
American nations and languages, passed in 1990 the Native American Languages 
Act, which established as policy that the United States will “preserve, protect, and 
promote the rights and freedom of Native Americans to use, practice, and develop 
Native American languages.”4 Most important, many Native American commu-
nities are working hard for language maintenance and recovery.

I come from a Native American nation that is engaged in such work. I am a cit-
izen of the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma, and our language, myaamiaataweenki, fell 
into almost complete dormancy during the 1960s, having been replaced by English 
until community efforts began in the 1990s to bring our language back by learning 
it from historical documentation. I am proud to report that myaamiaataweenki is 
used by many Miami people today. In this essay, I draw from my experiences in Mi-
ami language work, as well as my training and research as a linguist who specializes 
in language reclamation, a decolonial approach to language revitalization that cen-
ters community needs and goals and focuses on addressing the underlying causes 
of language shift.5 The way language reclamation brought my community together 
corroborates, alongside similar examples from other communities, the assertion 
in the aforementioned Native American Languages Act that “the traditional lan-
guages of Native Americans are an integral part of their cultures and identities and 
form the basic medium for the transmission, and thus survival, of Native American 
cultures, literatures, histories, religions, political institutions, and values.”

What happened among Miami people–a story of extreme language shift but 
also, and crucially, of language recovery–is shared by other Native American 
communities. Indeed, as summarized by Indigenous education scholars Onowa 
McIvor (maskiko-nehinaw) and Teresa L. McCarty, “the sociolinguistic land-
scape in Native North America is defined by the dual realities of language loss and 
reclamation.”6 However, accounts of reclamation are not widely reflected in aca-
demic and popular descriptions of language shift, which instead emphasize only 
the loss. I collectively refer to these as dominant endangered languages narratives, the 
core parts of which I refer to in the singular as the narrative. As I detail below by 
drawing upon tools and principles from Linguistics and Native American Studies,7  
the narrative contains several truths and is framed as beneficent, but draws atten-
tion away from the injustices that underlie language endangerment.
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Linguistics, the discipline described as “the scientific study of language” 
though better characterized as a set of particular approaches to studying 
language, is predicated on the inherent value of language. Linguists recog-

nize that all humans use language, and that languages meet the communicative 
needs of their users and evolve as needed. For this reason, claims about intrinsic 
deficiencies in a given language variety–for example, that it “doesn’t have gram-
mar” or “is primitive”–are linguistically baseless. Instead, they are manifesta-
tions of a sociopolitical principle exemplified throughout this volume: that beliefs 
about people get transferred to the language(s) with which those people are asso-
ciated. Beliefs about a given language variety’s alleged superiority or inferiority 
relative to others, along with other language myths, strongly affect language prac-
tices and policies. In contexts where Indigenous peoples are rendered as “savage” 
or even less than human, related ideologies about Indigenous languages follow.

Related to the point above is the notion that accounts of languages and language 
use are contextually embedded in historical and contemporary social relations 
and power structures. As a corollary, public narratives about oppressed language 
communities are likely to 1) privilege the needs, wants, and perspectives of domi-
nant groups and 2) discount the roles of dominant groups and institutions in this 
oppression. Following this logic, dominant narratives warrant careful scrutiny, 
both in terms of their content and who is relating them for whom. Even “descrip-
tions” can become speech acts–statements that perform an action–especially  
when they come from people with power. As discussed throughout this essay, it is 
common for non-Indigenous agents who have considerable power due to their so-
cial positions to describe Native American languages in ways that are not account-
able to Native American communities.

Conversely, the field of Native American Studies frames issues, linguistic and 
otherwise, through Native American experiences and points of view, and strong-
ly emphasizes accountability to Native American nations. Though a principle of 
Native American Studies is that respect for tribal sovereignty entails identifying 
differences among tribal nations, the field also recognizes common experiences 
across multiple nations, especially those with shared relationships to a particular 
colonial government. For this reason, alongside attention to particular tribal his-
tories and circumstances, it is common for structures of oppression, and strategies 
to end them, to be theorized in general ways as I do in this essay. Native American 
Studies responds to a variety of oppressions such as racism and sexism, recogniz-
ing the need for an intersectional analytic as elaborated by Aris Moreno Clemons 
and Jessica A. Grieser in this volume, but stresses the major role of colonization 
in contemporary Native American experiences.8 To this end, Tribal Critical Race 
Theory, a framework that draws upon general principles of Critical Race Theory 
but adds and highlights the political status (nationhood) and experiences of Na-
tive Americans, asserts as a foundational principle that colonization is endemic in 
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wider society.9 Particularly important for this essay is settler colonialism, the project 
and supporting logics whereby governments such as those of the United States 
and Canada try to replace Indigenous peoples–and by extension our languages, 
lifeways, intellectual traditions, and futures–through resettling Indigenous lands 
with new polities and linguistic landscapes.

Given the violence of settler colonialism, scholarship in Native American Stud-
ies frequently references oppression and trauma. As these accounts are crucial for 
understanding realities such as the current status of Native American languages, 
I include them. At the same time, I share Unangax̂ scholar Eve Tuck’s observation 
that “damage-centered” accounts can promote problematic views of contempo-
rary Indigenous peoples and mask our resilience and successes.10 My response is 
to refuse the assumptions of inferiority that often accompany such accounts and 
instead to promote reclamation, with emphasis on how Indigenous cultural and 
intellectual traditions provide tools to support this work. For example, the focus 
on relationships that is core to Miami and other Native American communities’ 
ways of knowing is hugely important for language reclamation. A relational ap-
proach to understanding the world illuminates how language shift occurs when 
something ruptures the relationships people have to languages; language recov-
ery thus requires rebuilding these relationships.

Though linguists certainly consider relationships such as how multiple lan-
guages may derive from a common source, it is not a disciplinary norm of Linguis-
tics to follow the relational model described above. Instead, aligning with dom-
inant academic practices of conceptualizing knowledge as universal and disem-
bodied, it is common for linguists to focus on discrete elements, such as sounds, 
words, and clauses. Moreover, it is common practice for researchers to present 
linguistic analyses without mentioning their relationships to the communities 
whose languages are under discussion or engaging the question of who is licensed 
to make or share a given analysis. According to this logic, the quality of research 
conclusions lies in their reasoning, evidence, and impact. In Native American 
Studies, conversely, these metrics apply, but there is also emphasis on how knowl-
edge is produced in particular places and contexts, with significant attention paid 
not only to what knowledge should be produced but also if, how, and by whom it 
should be shared.

As a Miami person whose lived experiences with language shift and recovery 
primarily involve my own and other North American Indigenous communities, 
and whose professional training occurred at U.S. institutions, my analysis draws 
on global trends but focuses on North American (particularly U.S.) dynamics. For 
this reason, the points I offer in this essay should not be taken as universal, though 
I draw attention to two themes that I believe are true for most Indigenous com-
munities. First, members of Indigenous communities (as with minoritized com-
munities in general) share the experience of being the characters, rather than the 
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narrators, of stories and theories about language shift. Second, although many 
language scholars and activists center social justice when responding to language 
endangerment, this is not true for dominant endangered languages narratives. 
While the sharing of these narratives has supported some important interven-
tions in research, education, and policy, their framing can harm Indigenous com-
munities and the language reclamation work we do.

Widely referenced by linguists as a call to action is the 1992 “Endangered 
Languages” collection of papers published in Language, a flagship 
journal in Linguistics. This series includes linguist Michael Krauss’s 

essay “The World’s Languages in Crisis,” which claims that “[l]anguages no lon-
ger being learned as mother-tongue by children are beyond mere endangerment, 
for, unless the course is somehow dramatically reversed, they are already doomed 
to extinction, like species lacking reproductive capacity.”11 While such a break in 
intergenerational transmission actually applies to an array of languages and dia-
lects, several of which are not Indigenous, Indigenous languages have become the 
prototype in discussions of language shift. This theme of doom and gloom, with 
Indigenous language “extinction” as the presumed endpoint, anchors many pop-
ular as well as scientific discussions of language endangerment, and is central to 
dominant endangered languages narratives.

For instance, the teleological trajectory toward complete nonuse of a given 
language, described in the narrative as “extinction,” is almost always anchored 
in predictions with specific numbers. In general, this is operationalized through a 
statement that some percentage of the world’s roughly seven thousand languages 
will disappear within a specified time frame, often one hundred years, as with the 
IDIL statement quoted earlier. Sometimes the narrative mentions that “languages 
have always died,” but with an accompanying explanation that this phenomenon 
has greatly accelerated in recent times. Especially frequent in reference to current 
trends is the specific claim that “a language dies every two weeks.” Though em-
pirical research reported on in the Catalogue of Endangered Languages finds instead 
that this rate is actually about every twelve weeks, the crux of the idea holds.12

Even though the narrative often ignores major types of linguistic diversity–
for example, the glaring omission of endangered sign languages–it normally in-
cludes a statement about the value of linguistic diversity, or of human diversity 
more broadly. If framed within human rights, the narrative could offer compelling 
support for social justice. However, the narrative instead too easily evokes neolib-
eral discourses of diversity, in which examples that are lesser known by dominant 
groups–the assumed baseline–are rendered “diverse” and become repurposed 
as resources. This is exemplified by the narrative’s lamentation of cultural and 
scientific losses when languages “disappear,” emphasizing how “we” (who is the 
pronoun referring to?) are losing this knowledge or “our” heritage.
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Particularly when shared with academic audiences, these claims of imminent 
loss frequently reference how language diversity is crucial to science. For instance, 
a major research framework in Linguistics aims to uncover universals of human 
languages, a task that requires data from many languages, including, of course, 
those that are endangered. Especially when related by linguists, the narrative may 
include details about how concepts are encoded in grammar, or how ecological 
knowledge may be gleaned from words. Longer versions might include examples 
of concepts known only because “we discovered them before it was too late.”

Although the basic idea is true–that different groups, and by extension differ-
ent languages, encode different types of information and showcase human linguis-
tic potential in different ways–the problems in this section of the narrative are nu-
merous. As elaborated throughout this essay, the framing of Indigenous languages 
as resources to extract, whose value lies in what they can provide for “us” (non- 
Indigenous publics), and whose embedded information becomes true “knowl-
edge” only after it has been described and curated within scientific circles, is Co-
lonialism 101.

Most important, and also a reflection of colonialism, is that the narrative de-
emphasizes why language endangerment is occurring on the unprecedented scale 
that it is. Indeed, a common statement is that Native American languages are 
“quickly disappearing,” and that “a language dies when people stop speaking it.” 
Such tautologies are not helpful. Borrowing conceptually from Newton’s princi-
ple that objects in motion stay in motion unless an external force acts upon them, 
Chikasaw linguist Jenny L. Davis observes that intergenerational transmission 
of languages continues over time unless an external force disrupts this process.13 
By extension, the external forces should be the focus, yet the dominant narrative 
largely does not reflect this.

The narrative often does provide some explanation for current trends in lan-
guage “loss” by referencing broad factors such as globalization, education, or lan-
guage shame. Some narrators identify unequal power relations explicitly. Howev-
er, the narrative rarely engages the deeper forces that facilitate these unequal power 
relations and related inequities. Missing, for instance, is critical engagement with 
how globalization is not merely a story of the world’s populations getting closer 
due to travel and technologies, but crucially also a story of colonialism and imperi-
alism. Missing are critical examinations of how policies, such as what languages are 
used and taught in schools, are indexed to nation-building and nation- eradicating 
practices that are themselves linked to colonialism and imperialism. Language at-
titudes, particularly shame toward one’s language(s) of heritage, can have large ef-
fects and are worth studying. The problem occurs when the narrative presents lan-
guage shame as the source of language shift, rather than an outcome of oppression.

Sometimes the narrative includes explanations that superficially may come 
across as reasonable or self-evident. Referencing “economic pressures,” for ex-
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ample, some versions explain that members of minoritized language communi-
ties adopt languages of wider use to get jobs. However, beyond failing to query 
the economic injustices that often characterize these situations, the narrative fre-
quently omits key linguistic principles that bring such explanations into question. 
Multilingualism is the historical and contemporary norm in most parts of the 
world, and people can and do learn additional languages while maintaining those 
they already have. Nevertheless, the narrative naturalizes Native American com-
munities’ wholesale replacement of their original languages. Along with “wouldn’t 
it be better if we all spoke one language?”-type arguments that dismiss the harms 
of language shift, the narrative misses how language maintenance and reclama-
tion occur in contexts of multilingualism, which has long been the norm across 
Native North America.14

And sometimes the implied reason for communities such as my own shifting 
entirely to English is that it just happened. Native American language loss is a natural 
result of progress–unfortunate, yet inevitable, and in Native Americans’ best interest, help-
ing them to be part of modern American society. This colonial rationale evokes logics of 
Social Darwinism that have long been debunked in anthropological sciences but 
remain robust in wider society, as a quick perusal of reader comments for popular 
articles about “dying” languages shows.

The truth is that contemporary Native American language shift is primarily an 
outcome of oppression, a point that many members of Native American commu-
nities can explain easily because we experience the effects of settler colonialism, 
racism, and other -isms daily. Major examples include land dispossession through 
forced relocations and environmental degradation, policies aimed toward lan-
guage eradication, violent disruptions to cultural practices (with some even made 
illegal), and assimilatory education through missions and boarding schools. Add-
ed to these are wider issues that adversely affect language maintenance in general, 
such as the hegemony of English and other pressures discussed by other authors 
in this volume.

In critical scholarship, language endangerment is theorized and responded to 
in complex ways, engaging issues such as those summarized above. Recent Na-
tive American language shift reflects what critical language scholars such as Tove 
Skutnabb-Kangas refer to as linguicide, which is anchored in linguicism: “ideologies, 
structures and practices which are used to legitimate, effectuate, regulate, and re-
produce an unequal division of power and resources (both material and immate-
rial) between groups which are defined on the basis of language.”15 But linguicism 
is not the frame that the narrative espouses. Instead, it focuses on the “disappear-
ance” of Native American languages, with little attention to the oppressions that 
created and reinforce this outcome.

In response, I next explore these stories of oppression and linguicide–those 
that are not prominent in the narrative but that regularly come up in my discus-
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sions with other Native Americans. These are the stories that must be shared, hon-
estly acknowledged, and responded to. Again, owing to my experiences and rela-
tions as a Miami person, I draw heavily on examples from my own community.

I begin with literal displacement via land theft. Despite a series of treaties by 
Miami leaders with the U.S. government stating that the original Miami 
homelands in Indiana and surrounding areas would remain Miami forev-

er, our community was split in 1846 when many families–including my direct 
 ancestors–were forcibly removed from these lands to a reservation in Kansas by 
U.S. agents. Traditional Miami cultural practices, which reflect relationships to 
particular homelands, were, of course, disrupted. And then in a second removal in 
the late 1860s, several Miamis, though not all–again, splitting the community be-
yond what had already occurred in 1846–were sent to Indian Territory (present- 
day Oklahoma), further disrupting community lifeways. This second removal was 
followed by individual land allotments through legislation similar to the broader 
U.S. policy (Dawes Act) to socialize Native Americans into Euro-Western rela-
tionships with land as individual property and capital.16 As with this allotment 
policy, which applied to members of many Native American nations, the Miami 
removals themselves also reflected a broader policy: the U.S. government’s Indi-
an Removal Act of 1830.17 For this reason, though the details vary, the examples 
from my community parallel those of many Native American nations, particular-
ly those whose homelands are in what is now the eastern part of the United States.

Shortly after the bulk of removals and displacements, the U.S. government 
 adopted a policy of assimilatory education of tribal youth via federally operated 
Indian boarding schools, which several of my Miami ancestors attended. When 
these institutions are (sometimes) mentioned in the dominant narrative, the illus-
trative detail is that they forbade the use of Indian languages and physically pun-
ished children who broke this rule. This is true and clearly important, but there is 
much more to consider. The fundamental assumption underlying these institu-
tions was that Indian cultures and knowledge systems were “savage” and needed 
to be eradicated. In addition to their practices of blatant cultural genocide along 
with additional abuses, these schools ruptured tribal relationships; children were 
literally removed from their homes and kinship networks.

Although there are many stories of resistance, Indian boarding schools’ objec-
tives were largely realized. Not only did the use and transmission of many chil-
dren’s tribal languages end, these children were also inculcated with ideologies 
to justify this linguicide. I have long been haunted by an interview with a Miami 
Elder who had gone to boarding school in the early 1900s and stated that “it done 
the Indian children just a lot of good.” She explained that visitors came from the 
eastern part of the United States to make sure the children were speaking En-
glish, and that she worked in the sewing room at the school five days a week but 
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on weekends went to church and Sunday school. She emphasized how on Sun-
days, they didn’t get supper but instead got a piece of apple pie and gingerbread, 
and that she would never forget that apple pie!18 But she did forget–perhaps was 
forced to “forget”–our tribal language.

Other boarding school survivors share their experiences of language oppres-
sion more directly, as with the following story from a Warm Springs Elder:

Before I went to the boarding school, I was speaking [a Native American language], 
and all my sisters and brothers were speaking it. That’s all we spoke, and then we got 
into boarding school and we were not allowed to speak. And I grew up believing that it 
was something very bad, because we got punished, or switched, and so they just kind 
of beat it out of me. . . . That boarding school did bad stuff to us, and they took the most 
important thing, which was our language.19

As Diné scholar James McKenzie explains in an essay directed to applied linguists, 
trauma experienced directly by boarding school survivors, which in many cases 
extends far beyond language oppression to include physical and sexual violence, 
does not end with the survivors themselves.20 Instead, the trauma can be passed 
on to subsequent generations, continuing to harm individual and community 
well-being until something intervenes. Language reclamation can address this 
trauma by helping people to (re)establish healthy relationships with their lan-
guages and what those languages represent in their respective community con-
texts and cosmologies.

Around the same time as the development and spread of Indian boarding 
schools in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the U.S. government 
increasingly adopted policies and promoted nationalist narratives that furthered 
an ideal of English monolingualism. Even though the earlier historical record of 
settler life in the United States documents a landscape of many languages and 
more acceptance of language diversity, the notion that English was the language of 
the United States became increasingly promoted as an imagined original Ameri-
can trait.21 This belief, which remains strong today, impedes the maintenance of 
Native American (and other) languages.

Linguistic justice calls for sharing stories such as those above, which though 
highly abridged can at least point to recurring themes of oppression, thereby facil-
itating the detailed discussions that need to occur. But sharing stories of colonial 
violence or the hegemony of English disrupts contemporary power structures, so 
stories such as those of boarding school survivors tend to be pushed to the margins. 
Whether by misattributing fault onto language communities or by just ignoring 
the agents of language oppression entirely, the narrative often works against jus-
tice by engaging a strategy that Davis calls erasure of colonial agency. Complement-
ing this is a strategy of removing languages from their relational contexts. Davis 
describes the latter as linguistic extraction, the process of documenting, describ ing, 
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preserving, or otherwise engaging with languages separately from the social and 
political contexts of their historical and contemporary use and users.22

Both strategies occur in dominant endangered languages narratives, which 
adopt and naturalize “endangered languages” as the unit of focus as opposed to 
the broader process of endangerment. This frame of “endangered languages” re-
inforces a theory of languages as objects: named, bounded sets of grammatical 
patterns and vocabulary that can be counted, analyzed, or lost. Indeed, research 
by language scientists, which as shown throughout the essays in this volume has 
great potential to promote social justice, can also foster harm by rendering lan-
guages into disembodied data or objects whose primary value lies in what they 
contribute to science. I emphasize that it is common in Native American commu-
nities for languages and peoplehood to be heavily intertwined.23 In such contexts, 
objectifying the language by emphasizing, for example, what its grammar reveals 
for science easily objectifies the people who claim the language.

Unfortunately, as extractive models of Indigenous language research remain 
sanctioned in normative research practices, associated framing is common in the 
dominant narrative. For instance, it regularly includes queries about how Native 
American languages contribute to “our knowledge,” where “our” is contextual-
ly referring to members of dominant groups, such as language scientists. Asking 
“What do we lose when a language dies?” has a similar overtone, especially when 
relayed in a context with few or no Indigenous people. This noted, it is not my 
opinion that wider society cannot or should not appreciate and learn from Indige-
nous languages. The problem is rather that these queries too often lack important 
counterparts, such as “What does colonialism have to do with it?”

It is common in Linguistics to categorize and theorize “endangered languag-
es” through biological metaphors such as living and dying. This practice, which 
also occurs in Indigenous communities, is not surprising, given that using lan-

guage is so intertwined with human life experience. Moreover, language endan-
germent, like biological species endangerment, occurs when environments have 
been seriously disrupted. If employed to express these links, the use of biologi-
cal metaphors could facilitate social justice by calling attention to the issues that 
must be addressed to reverse language shift. In general, however, use of biologi-
cal metaphors warrants great caution. In the narrative, Native American language 
shift is normally framed unidirectionally (only away from the original languages) 
using categories that represent increasingly severe stages of endangerment and 
end at extinction. This is highly problematic.24

Actual extinction of a biological species is normally understood as a lost cause, 
an irreversible eventuality. By extension, if a language is “extinct,” interventions 
that could promote its future use, such as funding language programs, are illogi-
cal, hopeless, and unlikely to be supported. But here the species extinction meta-
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phor fails. Using language is an action, not an object. A community may stop us-
ing its original language, but they can also start using it again so long as there are 
records of the language to learn from and people who are able and empowered to 
do this work.

In masking these and related possibilities, extinction narratives are a form of 
oppression. They are also entrenched. I have on many occasions related the story 
of how my tribal language had been declared “extinct” by linguists before the Mi-
ami people reclaimed it as a language of everyday use. Although Miami people as-
sert our linguistic sovereignty by explaining that our language was just “sleeping” 
for about thirty years, some scholars continue to describe myaamiaataweenki as 
“extinct.” This is just one of the many contradictions supported by the dominant 
endangered languages narrative, whose strength in guiding theory likely at least 
partly explains why public sources such as Wikipedia have continued to describe 
my community’s language as “extinct,” despite ample evidence otherwise.25

Even more serious than masking possibilities for language reclamation, the 
logic of language extinction intersects with the dominant narrative’s focus on 
“endangered languages” in a way that goes beyond erasing the underlying oppres-
sions of language endangerment to also erase their continued presence. That lan-
guage shift is “complete” does not mean these oppressions have even been iden-
tified, let alone corrected. The intergenerational trauma from boarding school 
experiences, for example, does not stop when a community’s language has gone 
out of use. Rather, it stops when communities can engage in and are supported in 
healing, and in rebuilding the relationships that boarding schools violently sev-
ered. Similarly, ruptures between communities and their lands do not stop when 
language shift is complete. Rather, they stop through interventions that restore 
those relationships, a process that requires decolonization and supporting activ-
ism such as the LandBack movement.26

T he dominant endangered languages narrative fails to support language re-
covery because it puts the focus on results of oppressions, rather than on 
identifying and dismantling the oppressions. But it does not have to be 

this way. I conclude with possible changes and actions.
First, rather than lamenting how languages “disappear” or “vanish,” I propose 

highlighting the agents of language shift through queries such as, “Who or what 
is oppressing these language communities?” From this vantage, the central ques-
tion is no longer about what an undefined “we” lose when languages go out of use, 
but instead about changing social dynamics, a process that requires identifying 
structures of oppression and stopping them. This is a social justice approach, situ-
ated in an honest account of the historical and contemporary factors that underlie 
language shift in places like North America. Anthropologist Gerald Roche gets to 
the heart of what a social justice–oriented narrative could emphasize:
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Speakers and signers of Indigenous and minoritized languages have repeatedly ex-
plained that their languages are endangered due to failures of social justice–the  
oppression, marginalization, stigmatization, exclusion, deprivation, and so on–that 
take place in the context of imperial, colonial, and nationalist domination.27

Beyond working to reverse the injustices created by this domination, the 
second key to an alternative narrative is a focus on reclamation, and what non- 
Indigenous agents and institutions can do to support it. Shifting the unit of anal-
ysis away from “endangered languages,” which focuses on languages rather than 
the peoples who claim them, is crucial to this narrative. “Language endanger-
ment” is an improvement, as it references a process rather than objects, but bet-
ter yet would be to position community language ecologies as the anchor for the 
story. Language ecologies are the ways in which languages exist in their environ-
ments, and an ecological approach thus inherently emphasizes place (which is es-
pecially fundamental to Indigenous communities) along with sociopolitical, eco-
nomic, and other factors in language shift and recovery. An ecological approach 
emphasizes relationships, which as noted earlier must in some way have been se-
verely changed or damaged in order for language shift to have occurred. Unlike 
the dominant narrative’s focus, this approach firmly engages the multiple oppres-
sions those communities have experienced and continue to experience, while also 
drawing attention to their rights, needs, goals, and futures.

Finally, following from the last point is the importance of prioritizing the lived 
experiences of members of Native American language communities when plan-
ning and executing language work. Roche notes that dominant approaches to 
theorizing language endangerment largely miss the political factors and lead to 
“a  refusal to sincerely hear the voices of the linguistically oppressed.”28 I follow 
Roche’s observation that many members of oppressed language communities are 
already explaining the causes of language endangerment and sharing stories of 
language reclamation, and yet we are not fully being heard or seen.29 In Native 
North America, where settler colonial logics teach that Native Americans for the 
most part no longer really exist, this is to be expected; and by extension, the sto-
ries we relate and the needs we articulate are easily dismissed by dominant dis-
courses and the actions they promote. As shown throughout the essays in this vol-
ume, however, many tools to address these injustices already exist. The question 
is whether people with power are willing to engage them.
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