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Abstract 

This article examines various factors in the revitalization of several 
endangered languages of Brazil and Papua New Guinea in which the people 
were in imminent danger of dying out as a group. Among these factors were 
access to consistent medical care and a heightened self-respect. 
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“The only person I have left to talk to is a linguist and talking to a linguist is no 
fun.” 
Amerindian woman’s comment to Joshua Fishman (Fishman 2000:24) 

1. Introduction 

In 1976, a professor in London was expounding on why no object-initial languages 
existed in the world.1 A student in the class hesitantly raised his hand and said, “Excuse 
me, but I speak an object-initial language.” The professor was Geoffrey Pullum, and the 
student was SIL field-linguist Desmond Derbyshire. Up to that time, an object-initial 
language had never been documented, but Derbyshire had been living and working 
among the Hixkaryana people of Brazil and had documented his facts thoroughly. His 
dissertation was later published as Derbyshire 1985. 

As this demonstrates, one of the benefits of investigating small or endangered 
languages is the discovery of previously unknown linguistic phenomena. However, 
another motivation for investigating endangered languages is that they may be 
preserved and maintained, and that there be a new vitality in using the language. 

Krauss (1992) and Hale (1992), among others, have brought the phenomenon of 
endangered languages forcefully to the attention of the wider linguistic community with 
their respective articles in Language. Like the parallel term “endangered species,” a 
language is considered endangered if it is in fairly imminent danger of dying out. 
Krauss, in a widely-quoted figure, estimated that half of the world’s 6000+ languages 
are in danger of becoming extinct in the next century.2 Much of the research and firm 
statistics on endangered languages has been carried out in a North American context, 
with Amerindian languages. These languages, along with many others in the world, are 
on the verge of extinction because parents have chosen for various reasons not to pass 
on their language to their children. When children do not learn a language, that 
language is on its way to death, even though there may be a multitude of biological 
descendants of the speakers. 

However, there is another mechanism for a language to become extinct, and that is that 
the entire people group who speaks that language dies off. When this happens, it is 
often in more isolated areas. Disease, warfare, and perhaps other factors can kill off an 
entire people group. The language dies because the entire people group dies. In this 
report, I examine several cases in which an entire people was on the verge of 
extinction; their numbers were dangerously low and declining. Nonetheless, these 
groups have increased their numbers and are thriving today. These languages all are 
ones in which SIL personnel have done substantial field work, but the lessons may be 
applied to other organizations as well. 

My own field work has been with the Koma people (Konni language) of northern Ghana 
in west Africa, a group of only 2,500. They might be considered endangered, but they 
use Konni in all domains, they have a strong sense of their own identity as a people, 
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women they marry from other groups all learn Konni and, crucially, the children all learn 
Konni. Size, though important, is not the best measure of language vitality. Rather than 
talk about these people, then, I will report on several people groups of Brazil and Papua 
New Guinea, in which the situation of the people has been much more precarious. My 
sources for the Brazilian languages are personal and e-mail interviews with the SIL 
personnel who have had long-term exposure through living with the people. For the 
Papua New Guinea situation, I have a combination of written sources and interviews. 

One of SIL’s major contributions to the endangered languages cause has been the 
ongoing language database known as the Ethnologue. Krauss (1992:4) called it “by far 
the best single source available” for documenting the number of languages and their 
speakers. It is updated every few years and published in book form, and on the internet 
(http://www.ethnologue.com/). A good portion of my population figures, especially in the 
table in the final section, come from the 1996 edition of the Ethnologue (Grimes 1996). 

My goal is to present cases of languages in which the people were in danger of dying 
out as a people, but the situation has been reversed. For each case, I present the 
situation that existed when the SIL workers entered the scene, the present situation, 
factors that led to the decline of the people, and the factors that led to a reversal of the 
decline. We start with several cases in Brazil. 

2. Brazil 

The number of languages of Brazil has been decreasing for some time. One particularly 
common factor in the decline of these people groups has been the diseases such as 
measles that the Europeans brought to the country and to which the Amazonian 
dwellers were particularly susceptible. Besides the SIL workers, a significant force in 
combatting disease has been the governmental agency Fundacão Nacional do Indio 
(FUNAI). 

SIL has done work in over 30 Brazilian languages, many of which are quite small. 
Twenty-four of these languages are under 1,000 in population today, and 14 are under 
500, according to the Ethnologue (1996). Some of these language groups were much 
smaller yet when SIL first started work in them, and it is four of these I want to 
concentrate on here. After a fairly brief look at the Hixkaryana, Pirahã, and Mamaindé, I 
will give a few more details on the Paumarí. Readers interested in linguistic and 
anthropological publications on these languages, including those in Portuguese, are 
referred to the Bibliography on SIL’s web site 
(http://www.ethnologue.com/bibliography.asp). 

2.1 Hixkaryana 

The Hixkaryana language belongs to the Carib family and speakers are located on the 
Nhamundá river. When SIL workers Desmond and Grace Derbyshire arrived in 1959 to 
begin work with the Hixkaryana, the population was about 100, with very few children. 
By 1977 there were 237, and they now number about 600. The low population in 1959 
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was largely due to a very high infant mortality rate, but a contributing factor for many 
was a very low will to live. For example, a woman would be given medicine that should 
have made her recover, but since her psychological resistance was low, the disease 
overcame her. 

The Derbyshires began medical work, and this drastically reduced the infant mortality 
rate. They mention this as the single biggest factor to account for the population 
increase. (FUNAI took over this medical work in the 1970s.) The Hixkaryana also 
started intermarrying with the neighboring Wai Wai group, and both groups have 
increased in numbers. A third factor which should not be overlooked is the increased 
self-confidence of the Hixkaryana since the New Testament was translated into their 
language. Fourth, five Hixkaryana teachers, trained by Brazilian workers with Missão 
Novas Tribos, now run a school for children aged 5–14 under the auspices of the 
Secretary of Education who is in the nearest city downriver. Finally, FUNAI also 
encouraged the Hixkaryana to set up their own Brazil nut industry, harvesting the nuts 
and transporting them downriver to sell to traders in towns on or near the Amazon 
River. That annual industry continues and has no doubt been another way in which their 
confidence to deal with outsiders has increased. 

2.2 Pirahã 

The Pirahã have had a long history of contact with outsiders, since the 1700s. By the 
time SIL workers Steve and Linda Sheldon arrived in 1966, the Pirahã had declined to 
only 80 people. Though some local Brazilians considered them animals (and were not 
shy in telling them so), the Pirahã have always retained a pride in their language, and 
language use has always been vigorous and still is at the present time. In the 1960s, a 
vicious cycle existed with respect to childbirth. There was a high rate of infant mortality 
and also death in childbirth. This led to fewer women of marriageable age, which led to 
younger marriages, which led to more hazardous childbirth, which again led to more 
infant and mother mortality. Marriage outside the group was and is forbidden. Also, 
measles complicated with pneumonia was a problem and could have wiped out the 
whole people. By 1978, the population had climbed to 120, then Daniel and Keren 
Everett replaced the Sheldons in the project, and now the population is approximately 
250. The major factor here in accounting for the increased population has again been 
access to medicine, which the SIL workers supplied over the years that they were there. 

2.3 Mamaindé 

At the turn of the century, there were an estimated 3000 Mamaindé people (also called 
northern Nambikuára in the Ethnologue). By 1965, when SIL workers Peter and Shirley 
Kingston started to study their language, the population was down to exactly 50 people. 
There were two main causes. First, there were a number of intertribal wars and 
massacres in the 1930s and 1940s. Second, and even more devastating, were several 
sequential outbreaks of measles brought by contacts with encroaching Brazilians. The 
inability to cope with Western-carried sickness as well as the power of these outsiders 
thoroughly demoralized the Mamaindé; they believed they were going to die as a group. 



At one point in time, they were desperate enough that some went to a nearby highway 
and were giving their babies away to any Brazilian who would take them, just so the 
babies would have a chance to survive. 

By 1990, however, when Dave and Julie Eberhard replaced the Kingstons, the trend 
had reversed. There were now 115 people, and in 1999, there were 136. The population 
is presently in a steady growth mode. The reversal in population is largely due to the 
medical work the Kingstons did, as well as aid such as vaccination programs supplied 
later by the governmental agency FUNAI. The Kingstons and the Eberhards have also 
helped the Mamaindé learn to cope with pressures from outside cultures. Literacy has 
given them a new dignity—their language is not just animal talk, but can be written. The 
message of an all-powerful God who loves and cares for the Mamaindé has also been 
significant in helping them to regain a large measure of self-confidence as a group. 

2.4 Paumarí 

The same themes that have been alluded to above also are present in full force with the 
Paumarí people, which I will present in slightly more detail than the previous cases. The 
Paumarí live in the State of Amazonas, mainly on the Purús River. They were and still 
are to a great extent fishermen. Long before any contact with SIL workers, they had 
numerous contact with river traders. These traders despised the Paumarí and looked at 
them as inferior beings. They said their language was not a real human language, but 
rather an animal language. After 40 or more years of this, the Paumarí did not speak 
their language in front of outsiders; they had become ashamed of it. Most of them knew 
enough Portuguese to handle talk of trading, fishing, and other simple subjects with 
outsiders, but the group as a whole felt quite inferior and were not teaching their 
children that Paumarí had a high value. Alcohol, not a part of traditional Paumarí 
culture, but brought in by river traders, became a significant social problem. Most men 
had alcohol problems, and fighting among themselves was a constant feature of life. In 
1964, when SIL workers Shirley Chapman and Mary Ann Odmark started living among 
the Paumarí, there were only 96 people left. Many of them had died of measles and 
tuberculosis brought in by outsiders. It was a decimated, demoralized group, with little 
hope of surviving. 

However, by 1996 the Paumarí population had increased to about 600 people. The 
single village had expanded to several villages in the area of the Purús river. The 
Paumarí are no longer ashamed to be called by that name, and some are quite proud of 
it. They speak their language in public now, although some do mix it with Portuguese. 

The turn-around not only in population but in general morale can be attributed to the 
actions of some remarkable women who had a long-term presence in the area. Besides 
those mentioned above, Meinke Salzer joined the team in 1978. Factors relevant to the 
revitalization of the Paumarí people and language may be divided into three broad 
categories: health work, literacy, and scripture translation. 



Medical work was the major factor in the increase of the population. The Paumarí had 
enormous health needs. The Brazilian government agency FUNAI vaccinated the 
Paumarí against measles, and this disease has now been eradicated among the 
Paumarí. The SIL workers have treated tuberculosis to the point where it is quite rare 
now. The SIL team did quite a lot of medical work, but also trained some of the Paumarí 
to be health workers themselves. These Paumarí learned how to treat simple everyday 
problems, such as intestinal infections, pneumonia, malaria, and others. This training 
was done locally in the Paumarí villages and, following the usual Paumarí teaching 
practices, was mostly on a one-on-one basis. In recent years, because of higher 
population and higher demand for training, four or five people at a time have been 
trained. 

When the Paumarí saw that their language could be written down, they were quite 
excited. This showed them that Paumarí had the same value as Portuguese, and they 
kept on asking when the SIL women would teach them, long before the necessary 
foundational linguistic analysis was done. Reading was introduced and was immediately 
popular, for purposes of language prestige and for the fact that now the river traders 
could no longer cheat them. For this reason, they also wanted to learn some math. 
When the first books in the Paumarí language were printed, some of the people took 
them and showed them to the river traders. They asked them if they could read it. Of 
course they couldn’t, so the Paumarí read it to them! This was the beginning of a 
turnaround in the negative attitude which they had of themselves and their language. 
They began to speak their language in front of outsiders and sometimes even took 
advantage of the fact that these outsiders could not understand what they were saying. 
The Paumarí now say “Our language is just like Portuguese.” 

After quite a few of the adults had learned to read and write, Chapman and Salzer 
began training Paumarí bilingual teachers, who then taught their own people. Like the 
health training, this started as a one-on-one mentoring-style training, but has expanded 
to teaching four or five at a time due to increased demand and population. In this local-
based schooling, a child learns to read and write first in his mother tongue and then in 
Portuguese. The reading materials for the Paumarí schools are mainly produced by the 
Paumarí themselves. Some of them consist of their own legends and others are a 
variety of subjects such as stories about animals and other subjects of interest to them. 
The teachers and older students have written many of these stories. Currently the 
literacy rate in Paumarí older than 12 is about 70%. 

If literacy began a turnaround in the Paumarí’s attitude toward themselves and their 
language, reading the translated scriptures completed the job. The self-esteem of the 
Paumarí started to grow visibly when they started reading the Paumarí scriptures about 
a God who cares about them as people (not animals), and is the creator of their 
language. Drunkenness has lessened significantly among all Paumarí and is non-
existent among the Christian segment of the population. Their outlook on life has 
become decidedly more optimistic, from an outlook of hopelessness 35 years ago. 



The Paumarí are still a small language group in the midst of encroachment by outside 
forces. There is increasing bilingualism in Portuguese, and it is reasonable to ask about 
the future of the language. There is a distinct possibility of language loss in several 
decades, but for the next few decades at least, it seems secure; children are learning 
Paumarí, there is a thriving and functional literacy, and people are proud of their 
language. 

3. Papua New Guinea: Binumarien 

“The Summer Institute of Linguistics has been very active in both parts of New Guinea, 
and their work in Bible translation and literacy instruction is in many areas having a 
beneficial effect...the Urat language was clearly in decline in favor of Tok Pisin, but has 
undergone a strong revival, largely as a result of the work of SIL’s Robert and Dawn 
Barnes” (Dixon 1991:246–247). 

“The most important event in the history of New Guinea research was the establishment 
in the mid-1950s of the Summer Institute of Linguistics, Papua New Guinea 
branch….The overwhelming majority of descriptive linguistic studies of Papuan 
languages have been provided by SIL workers. Most of the references in the back of 
this book are by authors working within SIL. Without their exemplary efforts, our 
knowledge of Papuan languages would be much poorer indeed, and this book would 
certainly not have been possible” (Foley 1986:13). 

Papua New Guinea is home to at least 850 of what Dixon (1991:247) calls “the most 
interesting and least known languages in the world (the thirteenth edition of 
the Ethnologue lists 826, but new ones have been discovered since 1996). While the 
main enemy of survival in Brazil was disease, in at least some parts of Papua New 
Guinea it has been warfare. Here I examine the case of the Binumarien. Most of the 
information presented here can be found in Oates (1992), and linguistic publications on 
Binumarien may be found at the SIL bibliographic web site 
(http://www.ethnologue.com/bibliography.asp). 

The Binumarien are an isolated people, “behind the elbow,” as their idiom puts it. In the 
early 1900s they numbered approximately 3,000. Revenge killings were common and 
could escalate quickly. For example, in one case, a man taunted his rivals from a 
neighboring village. That village attacked and killed him. Then the first man’s village 
attacked and killed almost everyone in that village, even though all of them were 
Binumariens. There was also frequent warfare between the Binumarien and other 
groups such as the Gadsup people. Cannibalism was practiced on enemies; the 
Binumarien told how they used to cut people in half in order to more easily carry them 
home to eat. Sorcery was an integral part of the cycle. If a death was thought to be due 
to sorcery, and the guilty person or village was identified through divination, then that 
was cause for an attack, and the cycle of killing started again. Since it was thought that 
sorcery could be performed against people if someone had their bodily excretions, the 
Binumarien dug quite deep holes for latrines, unusual for the area. One strategy for 



exacting revenge on someone was to pretend to be friends, and once the friendship 
was firmly established, to kill him. 

In the early 1900s, the Binumarien had started to decline and were driven as a group 
from their traditional lands and settled in a lowland area. Many died of malaria, and 
eventually moved back to a higher elevation. In 1929, the Australian government 
outlawed warfare, and arrested violators. This did not stop the fighting altogether, but 
did drastically reduce it. Over the next few decades, however, the Binumarien continued 
a steady decline, with few children being born, and many of those dying before they 
reached their first year. In their depression, many of the women used a local method of 
contraception to prevent new births. By the time that SIL workers Des and Jenny 
Oatridge started work among the Binumarien in 1959, their numbers had declined to 
111, from the 3,000 of several decades earlier. 

The Oatridges’ attempts at medical help were initially accepted with reluctance and 
suspicion; altruism was completely foreign to Binumarien culture. They decided the 
Oatridges were learning their language in order to sell it, and secretly decided “not to 
give them all the language.” What they did give them was “baby talk”—verbs with no 
inflectional suffixes. Their paid language helper did the same. Meanwhile, lives were 
being saved by the Oatridge’s medical help, and the population was steadily starting to 
climb. And one day, a man with a village-wide reputation for not keeping his mouth shut 
let slip a full verb form to Des, and this started the breakthrough in language fluency for 
the Oatridges. 

One cultural attitude which in particular influenced many aspects of Binumarien society 
was the absolute inferiority of women. In the Binumarien mind, anything having to do 
with femaleness was dirty, shameful, inferior. Sex was something that degraded a man. 
Wives were beaten as a matter of course. When a birth was imminent, the woman 
would go outside of the village to a separate birthing hut to avoid contaminating the 
village. If smoke from the hut’s fire drifted over the village, people would panic and run, 
for this smoke was thought to be potentially fatal. This view of women not only had 
contributed to the low birth rate in the past, but obviously made women’s lives 
miserable. The Binumarien had some teaching from a German Lutheran mission in 
years past; but it was considerably distorted since it came through the medium of the 
trade language, and the Binumarien adapted much of it to conform to their own culture. 
They were sure women could not go to heaven, for example. Also, they believed that in 
the beginning, God created two men. One disobeyed God, and as punishment, God 
made him into a woman. Thus the very existence of women was thought to be due to 
evil. 

Into this setting came the translation of scripture for the Binumarien. A very talented 
man named Sisia became Des Oatridge’s regular translation helper. In translating the 
book of Genesis, they soon encountered the passage which speaks of God creating 
humans as “male and female.” Sisia flatly rejected this as just plain wrong and refused 
to translate it. The next day they came to chapter two, in which the two humans were 
“naked and not ashamed.” Des asked Sisia why there was a shame issue if there were 



two men. Sisia wrestled with it and finally accepted that there were male and female 
from the beginning. Then he told the whole village, which initially also refused to accept 
it. But he insisted, and the village finally accepted it. The consequences were 
enormous. Gradually women have been accorded a higher status. 

An incident from several years ago illustrates another change in Binumarien society. 
The Gadsups were traditional enemies, and for decades, perhaps centuries, both 
groups had killed many of the other side. Now, men from a neighboring Gadsup village 
came close to attacking the Binumarien over land the Gadsups had planted with crops 
but was officially Binumarien land. After the immediate crisis, some Binumarien men 
realized this group of Gadsups was in serious trouble for lack of food. Astoundingly in 
light of past offenses, the Binumarien decided to give the Gadsups a contribution of 
food. Though there were still war-like elements among them, the basic pattern of the 
Binumarien had changed from killing as a first reaction, to helping. 

4. Concluding remarks 

The cases presented here represent but a small sample of those in which SIL has been 
involved. Though population figures are not the only measure of a language group’s 
vitality (some languages continue for a long time with small populations), when the 
population is both small and declining, that language is in danger. Conversely, when the 
population is on the rise, that group is less endangered. Some additional languages 
which have significantly increased their vitality and population since SIL started work 
among them are the following, and these could easily be multiplied. 

Language 
(country) 

Prior date and 
population 

SIL starting date 
and population 

Latest 
population 

Source 

Lacandón 
(Mexico) 

1876 - 67 1955 - 51 1990 - 500+ Ethn., Baer and 
Merrifield 1971 

Arabela (Peru)   1954 - 40 1975 - 113 Larsen & Davis 

Muinane 
(Colombia) 

  1964 - 125 1983 - 175 J. Walton 

Hixkaryana 
(Brazil) 

  1959 - ~100 2000 - ~600 Eth., Derbyshire 

Paumarí (Brazil)   1964 - 96 1994 - 700 M. Salzer, Eth. 

Mamaindé 
(Brazil) 

1900 - 3,000 1965 - 50 1999 - 136 D. Eberhard 

Pirahã (Brazil)   1966 - 80 2000 - 250 S. Sheldon, Eth. 

Binumarien 
(PNG) 

1910 - ~3,000 1959 - 111 1990 - 360 Eth., Oates 1992 

Macuna 
(Colombia) 

  1969 - 350 1991 - 500 Ethn., J. 
Smotherman 



Southern 
Nambikuára 
(Brazil) 

1940 - 10,000 1959 - 600 1988 - 900 Ethn., SIL Brazil 

Seri (Mexico)   1951 - 215 1992 - 700 Ethn. 

Tol (Honduras)   1966 - 200 1999 - 400+ Lynn Dennis 

Waorani 
(Ecuador) 

  1956 - 350 1993 -800 
1999 -1,500 

Ethn., Dave 
Underwood 

Of course, not all endangered languages in which SIL has worked have been revitalized 
in the way that these discussed above have been. For example, the Murik Lakes 
language of Papua New Guinea was in the process of shift when the SIL workers 
started there, and it has subsequently been totally absorbed into the Tok Pisin 
language. 

As seen in the cases discussed here, as well as others in literature, an important factor 
in reversing the decline of such very small language groups was the long-term presence 
of committed outsiders, whether SIL or others. The immediate cause of reversing the 
population decline of the peoples discussed here was the availability of medicines. 
However, these medicines had to be administered over a number of years; a short-term 
visit would not have been effective. The medical help took care of many physical needs, 
and partially compensated for the demoralization issues which were the result of 
physical needs. However, other factors addressed the issues of demoralization more 
directly. Literacy in some cases proved the value of their language, that it was as good 
as any other language, and thus the people who spoke it were not animals, as in the 
common Brazilian scenario. Finally, in most of the cases cited here, the message of the 
scriptures in the local language provided a tremendous boost in morale to the people. 
The outlook changed from regarding the universe as a basically hostile and uncertain 
place to a universe in which the Creator cared for them and valued them and their 
language. 

Language situations vary tremendously in different parts of the world. The situation of 
many dying Northern Amerindian languages is vastly different than the cases I have 
described here, to take one obvious example. However, I would submit that in cases 
where the local people themselves are helpless to revitalize the language, and may 
even themselves be dying as a group, a combination of long-term committed people 
who are prepared to help in physical ways and in ways which boost attitudes of the 
people are necessary to any revitalization efforts. 

Notes 

1 This paper is a slightly expanded and revised version of a report I gave to a workshop 
on endangered languages: “Language Maintenance and Death: Reports from the Field 
and Strategies for the New Millennium”. This workshop was organized by Simon 
Donnelly of the University of Witwatersrand, South Africa, as part of the LSA Summer 



Institute, and was held in Urbana, Illinois, July 17–18, 1999. Many thanks to the SIL 
individuals mentioned in this paper for patiently answering queries. It was published as 
SIL Electronic Working Paper 1999-006 and republished in 2000 in Notes on 
Sociolinguistics 5(1):23–34. The current version is slightly revised. 

2 This seems to me to be in some ways like the common statement that humans only 
use 10% of their brain capacity: it points to a real problem, but the percentages are 
quite open to question. 
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