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Three case studies
Garifuna auxiliaries
Asking questions in Ikota
The peculiar case of Wakhi

Conclusion
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The fieldstation
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Mother-tongue + English literacy
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Facilitating speaker-driven documentation
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Indigenous radio
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Pedagogical materials
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Promotion through performance: Tontemboan
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Promotion through performance: Mustang
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Promotion through performance: Irish
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Promotion through performance: Nahuatl
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A sample of endangered languages of NYC

Language Area Family # of speakers
Livonian Latvia Finno-Ugric 1

Mahongwe Gabon Bantu 1,000
Tsou Taiwan Austronesian 2,130

Mixtec Mexico Oto-Manguean —
Amuzgo Mexico Oto-Manguean 23,000
Wakhi Pakistan & Tajikistan East Iranian, Indo-European 35,000

Shughni Tajikistan East Iranian, Indo-European 35,000
Me’phaa Mexico Oto-Manguean 37,500
Mamuju Indonesia South Sulawesi, Austronesian 60,000
Masalit Darfur, Sudan Nilo-Saharan 60,900
Totonac Mexico Tepehua-Totonacan 120,000

Beria Darfur, Sudan Nilo-Saharan 160,000
Garifuna Central America Arawakan 195,000

Neo-Assyrian North Iraq Semitic 219,000
Kabardian S. Russia NW Caucasian 500,000
Ossetian S. Russia East Iranian, Indo-European 550,000
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Where do NYC’s threatened languages come from?

▶ Mexico
▶ Nepal
▶ Guatemala
▶ Sudan
▶ Central Asia + Caucasus
▶ Indonesia
▶ (among many other places)
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Mapping NYC’s languages

From Joshua Jelly-Schapiro & Rebecca Solnit. forthcoming. Cultural Atlas of NYC.
Cartographer: Molly Roy
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Mapping NYC’s languages
From Joshua Jelly-Schapiro & Rebecca Solnit. forthcoming. Cultural Atlas of NYC.

Cartographer: Molly Roy
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Language in which the Queens 
Library otherwise has materials

Language with an official 
Queens Library collection

Official (national) languages, 
and un-official (smaller) languages 
spoken in Queens

Nederlands (Dutch)
Afrikaans (Afrikaans)

(Telugu)

tiếng Việt (Vietnamese)

(Yiddish)

ւ֠ (Marathi)֞֒

ʢˍ˓˃˫ː˔˟ˍ˃ (Ukrainian)

lietuvių kalba (Lithuanian)

suomi (Finnish)

eesti keel (Estonian)

latviešu valoda (Latvian)ʐ˝ˎˆ˃˓˔ˍˋ (Bulgarian)

slovenščina (Slovenian)

čeština (Czech)

isiZulu (Zulu)

Svenska (Swedish)
Magyar (Hungarian)

Norsk (Norwegian)

Wu�y�{� (Armenian)

Dansk (Danish)

(Thai)

(Tamil)

(Tibetan)

˄ˑ˔˃ː˔ˍˋ (Bosnian)

ܼ ܬܲܦܢ

ǡȢȡȗȢȟ (Mongolian)

(Punjabi)

(Farsi)

(Dari)
(Pashto)

(Hebrew)日本語 (Japanese)

Polski (Polish)

ʟ˖˔˔ˍˋˌ�ˢˊ˞ˍ (Russian)

shqip (Albanian)
˔˓˒˔ˍˋ (Serbian)

Kreyòl ayisyen (Haitian Creole)

Français (French)

vx�©x�(Bengali)
한국어 (Korean)

(Hindi)

(Gujarati) ڦڏڤښڇڧڂ

���¢�nk(Malayalam)

Português (Portuguese)
Hrvatski (Croatian)

(Nepali)

Türkçe (Turkish)
român (Romanian)

(Urdu)

Español (Spanish)

(Arabic)

Tagalog (Filipino)

Italiano (Standard Italian)

ελληνικά (Standard Greek)
ᷕ㔯 (Mandarin Chinese)

Iloko (Ilokano)
Ibanag
Ibaloi

Pangasinan
Kapampangan

Waray-Waray

Bisaya (Cebuano)
Kinaray-aMëranaw (Maranao)

Chavacano

Cara Jawa (Javanese)
(Sundanese)

Bahsa Acèh (Acehnese)

Basa Ugi (Bugis)

Basa Mangkasara’ (Makassar)

Batak

Tontemboan
Minangkabau

Basa Mathura (Madurese)

Basa Bali (Balinese)

Sasak

Mamuju

Bahasa Indonesia (Indonesian)

Nones
Lu Sicilianu (Sicilian)

Piemontèis (Piedmontese)
Lumbaart (Lombard)

Calabrese
Furlan (Friulian)

Toscano (Tuscan)

Napulitano (Neopolitan)

Lìgure (Ligurian)

κρητική διάλεκτος (Cretan)
Athenian

(Sherpa)
(Gurung)

Chantyal
Thakali

(Mustang)
(Sindhi)

xik zik (Wakhi)˘

⺋㜙娙 (Cantonese)

Fukkien

⭊⭞宅 (Hakka)

⎘Ⱉ宅 (Taishanese)

ᶲ㴟斚宅 (Shanghainese)

⚃ⶅ⭀宅 (Sichuanese)

㸀婆 (Xiang/Hunanese)

(Uyghur)

Nahuatl
Ñuu Savi (Mixteco)

Me'phaa (Tlapaneco)

Ñomndaa (Amuzgo)

Cuicateco

Totonaco
Tepehua Tsotzil

Zapoteco
Trique

Chinanteco
Mazateco

K'iche'

Kaqchik'el

Mam Ixil

Quechua
Kichwa

(Bukharian)

ȍțȕșȞ�ȦȜȟȜ�(Uzbek)
ȦȢϋȜȞΒ�(Tajik)

BRONX

BROOKLYN
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13

14

8
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1011

12

MOTHER TONGUES
AND QUEENS

SUBTITLE GOES HERE

1  At Astoria’s Al-Hikmah Mosque, one can 
find many of Indonesia’s estimated 706 
languages—from larger regional tongues 
like Javanese down to smaller languages 
like Mamuju, which may have only a 
single speaker in the United States.

2  Members of Club Leabhar Nua Eabhrac, 
who meet regularly at the New York Irish 
Center, nurture an endangered language 
with deep roots in the city: the first Irish-
language newspaper was printed not in 
Ireland but in Brooklyn. 

3  Guarani is the only indigenous language 
of Latin America to have been adopted 
by a wider non-indigenous population. 
Here, at the “I Love Paraguay” restaurant, 
you can hear it spoken by Paraguayans of 
various ethnicities. 

4  The Jackson Heights-Roosevelt Ave sub-
way station sits in the heart of America’s 
most linguistically diverse neighborhood: 
a place where people from the world’s 
linguistically rich countries—including 
India, Indonesia, Nepal and the Philip-
pines—converge in a single zip code.

5  Housed in an old church, the United 
Sherpa Association’s multi-colored door 
welcomes members of a new Nepali 
community here, who’ve brought many 
small Tibeto-Burman languages from 
the Himalayas’ peaks to the corners of 
Queens. 

6  In Mexico, there are roughly 270 indig-
enous languages, belonging to eleven 
independent language families. Most of 
these are endangered with extinction, but 
among residents of NYC’s largest Mexi-
can enclave, in Corona, many also remain 
languages of daily life.

7  The Chinese “dialects” in this China-
town, including the languages of Fujian, 
Shanghai, Hunan and Guangzhou, are 
fading in favor of the Mandarin used by 
mass media and taught in schools.  

8  The Bukharian Museum, founded by 
Aron Aronov, contains rare Jewish 
books from Central Asia written in the 
Jewish dialect of Tajik—the ancestral 
tongue of Jewish Bukharians far more 
numerous, today, in Queens than in 
Bukhara. 

9  In Ridgewood, speakers of Italy’s many 
regional tongues nurture languages long 
under threat, back in Italy, by the “flat-
tening” effects of Standard Italian.

1  The Gottscheers speak a unique dialect 
of German that developed in the isola-
tion of their forested home in what’s 
now Slovenia. The language there is now 
all but lost, but it survives among older 
speakers who congregate in Ridgewood’s 
Gottscheer Hall. 

1  Coptic, the last descendent of the 
Egyptian language of the Pharaohs, 
has not been a language of daily life for 
centuries. But it lives on in Queens, as a 
liturgical language, among the Egyptian 
Christian congregants at St. Mary and 
St. Antonio’s Coptic Orthodox Church.

1  Sarnami Hindustani, spoken in 
Richmond Hill by the descendants of 
indentured servants brought from India 

to Suriname, combines elements of 
the Indian language Bhojpuri with 
Dutch and Sranan, an English-
based creole. 

1  Pouri International Publishing, in 
Jamaica, nurtures the Bishnupriya 
Manipuri language that’s restricted 
in Bangladesh ever since Bangla-
desh—itself born out of protest 
against the imposition of the Urdu 
language—was founded in 1971.

1  Prominent early rappers from 
Hollis, including the members of 
RUN DMC, were on the cutting 
edge of linguistic innovation in 
the 1980s: they spread new words 
and phrases from local varieties of 
African-American vernacular to 
the wider world.
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Three case studies

Three case studies

A few ways in which three understudied languages contribute to our general
understanding of human language:

Garifuna, Ikota and Wakhi
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

▶ The Central American region
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

▶ The Antilles

▶ The island of St. Vincent in the Lesser Antilles was home to both
Arawak and Carib-speaking peoples.

▶ A shipwreck introduced a free West African population to the
indigenous people of the island.

▶ The island became a contested area as French and English colonial
powers extended their reach.
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Arawak and Carib-speaking peoples.

▶ A shipwreck introduced a free West African population to the
indigenous people of the island.

▶ The island became a contested area as French and English colonial
powers extended their reach.
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▶ The Antilles

▶ The island of St. Vincent in the Lesser Antilles was home to both
Arawak and Carib-speaking peoples.

▶ A shipwreck introduced a free West African population to the
indigenous people of the island.
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Garifuna grammar

▶ Aríhatina gasígamu
‘I saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríhati Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríha lumúti Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw the armadillo.’
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Garifuna grammar

▶ Aríhatina gasígamu
‘I saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríhati Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríha lumúti Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw the armadillo.’
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Garifuna grammar

▶ Aríhatina gasígamu
‘I saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríhati Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw an armadillo.’

▶ Aríha lumúti Daniel gasígamu
‘Daniel saw the armadillo.’
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Garifuna grammar

Aríha-ti
see-3.

Daniel
Daniel

gasígamu
armadillo

‘Daniel saw an armadillo.’

VERB AUX SUBJECT OBJECT

Aríha
see

l-umú-ti
3.3.

Daniel
Daniel

gasígamu
armadillo

‘Daniel saw the armadillo.’
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I will try to eat spinach
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I will try [to eat→spinach]
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I will [try→[to eat→spinach]]
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I [will→[try→[to eat→spinach]] ]
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I [will→[try→[to eat→spinach]]]
(English)

Aku [makan→bayam]
(Indonesian)
Ani [oxel→tered]
(Hebrew)
Imɛ [maja→mpochi]
(Ikota)
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I [will→[try→[to eat→spinach]]]
(English)
Aku [coba→[makan→bayam]]
(Indonesian)
Ani [menase→[lexol→tered]]
(Hebrew)
Imɛ [manyeka→[ojaka→mpochi]]
(Ikota)
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Auxiliaries and verbs

I [will→[try→[to eat→spinach]]]
(English)
Aku [akan→[coba→[makan→bayam]]]
(Indonesian)
Ani [hayiti→[menase→[lexol→tered]]]
(Hebrew)
Imɛ [meɟaka→ [onyeka→[ojaka→mpochi]]]
(Ikota)
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Head-complement order and “cross-categorial harmony”

▶ The linguist Joseph Greenberg noticed that the ordering of certain
“heads” and their “complements” are oen uniform within a language.

▶ Heads select their complements and complements further specify what
is denoted by the head.

▶ Categories thought to be in a head-complement relation:
 →   eat →spinach
 →   to →New York
  →   try →to eat
 →  will →eat

▶ Head-final orderings:
  ←  spinach ←eat
  ←  New York ←to
  ←   to eat ←try
 ←  eat ←will
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Back to Garifuna

▶ Some of these correlations are stronger than others.
One of the strongest was:

Verb↔ Aux : Object↔ Verb

▶ There was in fact no clear counter-example with an
inflected auxiliary.

▶ But this is exactly the paern that Garifuna breaks:

[[Aríha
see

←l-umú-ti]


→gasígamu]
armadillo

‘He saw the armadillo.’
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Three case studies Garifuna auxiliaries

Verb Aux Object order

▶ Linguists might have thought that Verb-Aux-Object was an impossible
order were it not for Garifuna.

The fact that it is possible but unique underscores the distance between
aested languages and learnable languages.

The strongest conclusion is that
the word order correlations dis-
covered by Greenberg are not a
hard-wired part of the human
language faculty but rather due
to something else.
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Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Ikota background

▶ A Bantu language of
Gabon estimated to have
roughly 30,000 speakers.

▶ Understudied and
marginalized within
Gabon.

▶ Few speakers in the
United States

Kaufman (QC & ELA) Wonders October 11, 2015 28 / 47



.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Ikota background

▶ A Bantu language of
Gabon estimated to have
roughly 30,000 speakers.

▶ Understudied and
marginalized within
Gabon.

▶ Few speakers in the
United States

Kaufman (QC & ELA) Wonders October 11, 2015 28 / 47



.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Ikota background

▶ A Bantu language of
Gabon estimated to have
roughly 30,000 speakers.

▶ Understudied and
marginalized within
Gabon.

▶ Few speakers in the
United States

Kaufman (QC & ELA) Wonders October 11, 2015 28 / 47



.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Some ways of forming questions

▶ No movement, as in
Chinese:

你
Nǐ
吃
chī
什么?
shénme?

you eat what?

▶ Movement of question word
to the beginning of the
sentence, as in English:
John ate beans.
What did John eat ___?

▶ Movement of question word next to the verb: (Aghem, Ossetian,
Basque)

Maria
Maria

Alan-ə
Alan-

fættə
see.

‘Maria saw Alan’

Alan-ə
Alan-

tʃi
who

fættə?
see.

‘Who saw Alan?’
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Asking questions in Ikota

▶ In the vast majority of the world’s languages, question words
either stay where you would expect them (as in Chinese,
Japanese, Turkish) or they move to the beginning of the sentence
(as in English, German, Spanish, Arabic).

▶ That is why the following Ikota paern is so surprising,

Izanga
Izanga

amokwa
took

kreyon
pencil

‘Izanga took the pencil’

____ amokwa
took

kreyon
pencil

iza?
who

‘Who took the pencil?’
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Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Asking questions in Ikota

▶ Note that the Ikota paern is not the same paern which we
find in English exclamative questions:

You ate WHAT?

▶ which is actually the Chinese no movement paern.
▶ This is clear when we look at subject questions:

WHO said that?

but not,

*___ said that WHO?
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Asking questions in Ikota

Izanga
Izanga

e-nyamwa-ka
will.help

imɛ
me

yana
tomorrow

o-ɛlongwɛ
in-house

‘Izanga will help me in the house tomorrow.’

____ enyamwaka
will.help

imɛ
me

yana
tomorrow

o-ɛlongwɛ
in-house

iza?
who

‘Who will help me in the house tomorrow?’
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Asking questions in Ikota

Izanga
Izanga

anyeka
tried

inyamwaka
to.help

imɛ
me

‘Izanga tried to help me.’

____ Anyeka
tried

inyamwaka
to.help

imɛ
me

iza?
who

‘Who tried to help me?’
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Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Things are not so simple

▶ When we look at object questions, something extra turns up in the
beginning of the sentence. Compare:

▶ Bɛla
Bela

aja
eats

mpochi
spinach

alakol.
at.school

‘Bela eats spinach at school’
▶ ya Bɛla

Bela
aja
eats

alakol
at.school

indɛ?
what

‘What is it that Bela eats at school?’
▶ It turns out that what Ikota is doing is more similar to (a) than (b).

a. [The one who] helped me is who?
b. ____ helped me who?
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Three case studies Asking questions in Ikota

Ikota conclusion

▶ This is an interesting finding because The one who helped me is who?
is an odd but fully grammatical sentence in English.

▶ It’s conceivable that this paern could replace a simpler paern over
time.

▶ Ikota still disproves the surface generalization that question words
never gravitate towards the end of the sentence.

▶ The problem now becomes:
Why does only one language in the world require a paern for
questions such as: The one who helped me is who?
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

Wakhi background
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Wakhi background
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Wakhi background

photo credit: Nazir Abbas

▶ An Iranic language sometimes classified as “Pamiri”, spoken by roughly
58,000 people.
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

Case systems: Latin

▶ Case is assigned by verbs and adpositions to their complements as well
as assigned “by position” to things like subjects and possessors.

Brutus
Brutus.

venit.
comes

‘Brutus comes.’

Égo
1.

Brutum
Brutus.

video.
see.1

‘I see Brutus.’

Et
and

tu,
you,

Brute!
Brutus.

‘Even you, Brutus!’

de
about

Brutō
Brutus./

‘about/to Brutus’

Brutī.
Brutus.
‘belonging to Brutus’
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

Case systems: function

▶ Case seems to have a functional basis: it tells us how to interpret roles
of noun phrases.

▶ Predictably, languages with rich case systems tend to
allow free word order because there is lile chance for misinterpretation.

English
The dog bit John

*John the dog bit.
*Bit the dog John.

Russian
rabotu 
work 

vypolnil 
fulfilled 

Sereža. 
 Seriozha

‘Seriozha did (his)  work.’

▶ It comes as a surprise then that Chomsky argued that the design of
grammar has lile to do with its role in communication.

▶ More specifically, avoiding ambiguity was not considered a major
factor in the grammar of human languages.
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English
The dog bit John

*John the dog bit.
*Bit the dog John.

Russian
rabotu 
work 

vypolnil 
fulfilled 

Sereža. 
 Seriozha

‘Seriozha did (his)  work.’

▶ It comes as a surprise then that Chomsky argued that the design of
grammar has lile to do with its role in communication.

▶ More specifically, avoiding ambiguity was not considered a major
factor in the grammar of human languages.
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

Different types of case systems

▶ 

▶ Mary arrived.
▶ Mary saw Lisa
▶ She arrived.
▶ She saw her

▶ 

▶ Mary arrived.
▶ Mary saw Lisa

▶
gizona-∅
man-

etorri
arrived

da


‘The man has arrived.’

▶
gizona-k
man-

mutila-∅
boy-

ikusi
saw

du


‘The man saw the boy.’
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

The Wakhi case system

1 (I) 2 (you)
 wuz tu
 maʐ to/taw

▶ Wakhi has a rare split system

▶  in the present tense
wuz=ʂ
1.=

gefs-am
run-1

‘I run.’

wuz=ʂ
1.=

to
2.

win-am
see-1

‘I see you.’

▶ Case distinguishes  vs. 

▶  in the past tense
wuz=m
1.=1

gefst-ɛ
run.-

‘I ran.’

maʐ
1.

to
2.

wind
see.

‘I saw you’
▶ Case serves no function!
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Three case studies The peculiar case of Wakhi

Double oblique

▶ Of all paerns that distinguish two cases, only the “double oblique” or
“transitive” paern is inherently non-informative.

▶ So anti-functional systems are rare but possible!
▶ An improbable but possible human language.
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Conclusion

Conclusion

▶ Field linguists expand the innermost circles.
▶ Typologists improve our understanding of the middle circle.
▶ Theoretical linguists try to account for the outside circle.
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Conclusion

Conclusion

▶ We’ve just looked at three extremely rare syntactic paerns
encountered right here among the languages of New York City.

▶ With Garifuna and Ikota, we’ve seen paerns that are otherwise
unaested.

▶ With Wakhi, we saw a paern that makes a mess of many theories of
case marking.
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Conclusion

Conclusion

▶ Languages are a critical part of the collective heritage and identity of a
people.
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Thanks for listening!
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