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The Anthropocene is the geological epoch that we are currently living in and is 
characterized by human effects on the world and atmosphere on a global scale, starting around 
the 18th century (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000). The beginning of the Anthropocene is under debate 
but there are several topics that are focused on when discussing the Anthropocene. These topics 
primarily focus on climate change, extinction, industrialization, and globalization. All of these 
subjects lead back to human activity and the implications of those actions. One theme that is 
receiving little attention in relation to the Anthropocene is that of language extinction. The 
previously listed topics all depend on language. How could industrialization have occurred if 
humans were not able to cooperate and build factories to produce goods? Would transportation 
technology have advanced into automobiles if there was no way to communicate ideas? These 
events were set into motion by the abilities of people to communicate needs, ideas, and 
experiences. All aspects of the Anthropocene center around human activities and their influence 
on the world but little attention is drawn to how they were able to achieve their aspirations.  
 

Through language, small inclinations can grow into ideas and then into reality. The heart 
of the Anthropocene is language, language is a defining characteristic of being human, and 
language itself could be the greatest invention of humanity. However, the very nature of the 
Anthropocene and its focus on progress is leading to the destruction of human’s first great 
achievement; language. It is estimated that there are around six thousand living languages today 
and that as many as “50%... will become extinct during the coming century...” (Krauss 1992). 
This study will focus on the key features of the Anthropocene such as climate change, 
industrialization, globalization, and extinction and will attempt to explain the correlations 
between these aspects of the Anthropocene and language loss. It will reveal the losses suffered 
from the death of a language. Furthermore, it will display the importance of language in the 
Anthropocene and how language loss may be the hallmark of the Anthropocene.  

 
Language extinction is defined as “the situation in which there are no more speakers of a 

particular language (Ottenheimer 2013).” Michael Krauss gives some examples for language 
extinction such as “genocide, social or economic or habitat destruction, displacement, 
demographic submersion, language suppression in forced assimilation or assimilatory 
education, to electronic media bombardment, especially television…” (Krauss 1992). Very 
seldom does a language go extinct due to one influence but rather multiple influences, because 
of the complexity of causes of language extinction UNESCO’s Ad Hoc Group on Endangered 
Languages designed a list to help assess language vitality Figure 1 (UNESCO 2003, Grenoble 
2006).  
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Figure 1. Language vitality and causes of language extinction (UNESCO 2003, Grenoble 2006). 
 

To understand language extinction and the effects the Anthropocene has on it, it is first 
necessary to define terms that will be used throughout this paper. Language vitality is the 
livelihood and strength of a language (Grenoble 2006). Studying language vitality is used to 
understand the likelihood that a language will continue to be used and maintained in the future 
(SIL 2017). Language loss accounts for declines in linguistic skills (Extra & Verhoeven 1998). 
Language shift is the shift in language communities, often towards a more beneficial world 
languages (Fishman 1991). Language shift is also described as “when people and communities 
change their linguistic behavior, adopting a new language (for some purposes, or for all 
purposes) or ceasing to use a traditional language (Dalby 2003).” Language shift describes the 
altering levels of language use inside linguistic communities. Endangered languages are often 
facing language shift of their native or minority language. Native, or heritage language is used 
to describe the language that is most relevant to a person’s culture or the language that their 
ancestors use. Minority languages, sometimes referred to as local language, is the language that 
is endangered. This term is used because it draws attention to the association between the 
language and the physical location of its speakers (Grenoble & Whaley 2006). Opposite of 
minority languages are dominant languages which is used to describe the more widely used 
language or the language with more power (Grenoble & Whaley 2006).  

 
The Anthropocene itself as well as its start date is still under debate. However, there 

are several common themes that reoccur when discussing the Anthropocene. The first is 
Climate Change. Climate change is a key concept of the Anthropocene not only as a physical 
global affect but also used as a political statement through artwork (Autin 2016). Malm and 
Hornborg say that global capitalism along with the Industrial revolution initiated the 
Anthropocene with increased uses of resources and fossil fuels (Malm and Hornborg, 2014). 
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The invention of the steam engine around the time of the Industrial Revolution is considered 
the starting point of the Anthropocene by Crutzen and Stoermer, the scientists who coined the 
term (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000). It is the Industrial Revolution that increased the use of fossil 
fuels that resulted in the higher carbon emissions that are affecting the Earth’s atmosphere. 
Another major factor of the Anthropocene is extinction. Changing climate, industrialization, 
over-hunting, and diseases are all factors leading to the extinction of plants and animals. So 
much so that an increasing number of scientists agree that the world is experiencing the sixth 
mass extinction (Barnosky et al 2011; Glavin 2007; Leakey & Lewin 1995).  

 
Climate change effects language on multiple levels. First it starts a language shift 

during day to day speech. Talking about the weather, the most classic of icebreakers, makes it 
obvious to see changes in language. Dramatic shifts in temperature, excessive rains and altered 
season timing all caused by climate change are making the world’s most popular icebreaker 
more detailed. Changing from “nice weather we are having” to “it’s really warm out for this 
time of year isn’t it?” Climate change is also bringing about new words and expressions, 
change, global warming and carbon footprint are well known. Paul McFedries, who runs a 
website called Wordspy.com, which is dedicated to identifying new words, list several recent 
words and phrases in his article Changing Climate, Changing Language (McFedries 2016).  

 
Phrases like “drunken trees” which describe trees growing where permafrost has 

melted, or “season creep” which it what happens when a season shifts, and “greenwashing” 
which he describes the actions of companies, “where they implement token environmentally 
friendly initiatives as a way of hiding or deflecting criticism about existing environmentally 
destructive practices” (McFedries 2016). He goes on to list twenty-two more phrases that 
have all been invented to describe effects of anthropogenic climate change. In Susan Crate’s 
article Gone the Bull of Winter? Grappling with the Cultural Implications of and 
Anthropology’s Role(s) in Global Climate Change, she talks about how culture is being 
affected by climate change. The bull of winter is the hardness and coldness of winter 
embodied in a bull with huge horns and blue spots whose horns, and then head fall off 
whenever the eagle of spring arrives (Crate 2008). This is an old legend of the Sakha people 
of northeastern Siberia. As climate and seasons change toward warmer temperatures it could 
also mean the loss of cultural diversity, by no longer being able to share stories about the bull 
of winter. This cultural loss will likely be reflected in their language, if words and phrases are 
not being used they often don’t survive. Sakha, primarily cow herders, are now facing new 
difficulties with herding. The permafrost is melting, raising the water level and turning much 
of their grazing land into swampy areas (Crate 2008). The difficulties in grazing is making 
some Sakha people question if they should migrate to higher ground and better pastures. This 
migration could have a major effect on their language vitality. If multiple families migrate 
and disperse, this may give them less opportunity to speak their native language with others 
because of the distance or seclusion of where they live. This is not necessarily negative, 
unless, they have needs and opportunities to speak a different language more frequently. If 
they disperse and have small pockets of their native language, surrounded by a dominant 
language their language vitality will lessen. There may be less intergeneration language 
transmission because of the benefits of knowing the surrounding dominant language, they 
would have less opportunities to speak their native language with others. The Tibeto- Burman 
language Tujia has 200,000 speakers, many speakers, most would consider it to not be 

-
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endangered (Grenoble 2006). However, it is considered and is listed as endangered, because 
every community that Tujia is spoken in, the speakers are outnumbered 10:1 by another 
language.  
 

Industrialization is one of the clearest factors to language endangerment. This is because 
industrialization relies on people’s abilities to communicate. Industrialization is the 
development of industries in areas usually on a large scale. Industrial means of production 
require universal literacy and numerical skills so that individuals can communicate immediately 
and effectively with people previously unknown to them (Grenoble 1998). Therefore, 
communication must be standardized and able to operate free of local or personal contact. 
Gellner identifies a pre- industrial “argo-literate polity” which describes the coexistence of 
small communities of upper and lower social class, with the lower within the same system but 
beneath upper (Gellner 1983). He layers social classes horizontally and points out that the state, 
or leaders were “interested in extracting taxes, maintaining peace and not much else, and … 
[with] no interest in promoting lateral communication between its subject communities (Gellner 
1983).” Once industry arrives there becomes a need for different classes to communicate with 
one another. Until the 1790s France was tolerant of cultural and linguistic diversity (Grenoble 
1998). After the French Revolution, there was a need for unifying national identity, one attempt 
was to make a national language (Grenoble 1998). Shortly after the French Revolution their 
industries grew which helped to solidify French as a national language. The change from 
French as a coexisting language to French as a dominant language was made possible through 
nationalism and industrialization. It is important to remember that very rarely does a language 
shift occur due to only one factor. Through the increase of communication needed for 
industrialization it is clear to see its effects on language survival.  

 
It is important to point out that globalization not only hinders language survival but in its 

absence language vitality increases. Chrisantha Fernando, Riitta-Liisa Valijarvi, and Richard A. 
Goldstein designed a mathematical model for analyzing language extinction and survival rates. 
When implementing their language model, they identified several factors affecting language 
survival. The idea that segregation can support language maintenance together with support from 
the community suggested by Patriaca and Leppanen is supported by the previously listed model 
(Patriaca 2004). The model showed that language loss of the lower status language slowed 
whenever the amount of segregated mating was increased, even without the help of the 
government or public sphere (Fernando 2010). One real life example is depicted by the Amish 
who maintained their German dialects. Multiple factors affect language survival but in the 
example of the Amish, cultural segregation is one of the main factors that played a role in the 
endurance of their native dialects (Fernando 2010). Not only can globalization be linked to 
causes of language extinction but also language survival can be linked to segregation. This shows 
that not only can globalization be proven detrimental but also the lack of globalization is 
beneficial from a language survival viewpoint.  

 
Frequently colonization and globalization are seen in pairs during research. Vigouroux 

and Mufwene’s view suggests that one cannot fully understand globalization without 
acknowledging colonization its predecessor (Vigouroux 2008). This connection is drawn 
when discussing the effects of globalization on language vitality which focus on the movement 
of populations and how those populations have a dominating effect on indigenous peoples 
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(Vigouroux 2008). One example of colonization affecting language vitality is that of the 
Spaniards on Aztec and Inca languages. Once the Spaniards arrived, Nahuatl, an Aztec 
language, and Quechua, an Inca language, both quickly lessened in social standing (Grenoble 
1998).  

 
Although neither language is extinct their number of speakers has lessened and is still 

threatened by expanding Spanish (Grenoble 1998). In Zachary Shane Kalish Blair’s article The 
Pulse Nightclub Shooting, it makes clear that globalization does not always mean invading with 
people but rather it can be an invasion with companies and wage slavery (Blair 2016). Blair also 
sites neocolonialist policies as being one of the driving forces compelling young LGBTQ+ people 
to move from Puerto Rico (Blair 2016). Through the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and 
Economic Stability Act, the United States was essentially trying to control Puerto Rico through 
financial regulations which were overseen by people who could supersede the local government, 
which in turn could increase migration (Austin 2016; Fagan 2016). Although migration caused by 
globalization can often have a dramatic impact on language vitality, it is not the only language 
altering element deriving from globalization.  

 
Prestige of the language is also a factor attributing to its’ survival. Unless specialized 

practices through religion or rites of passage, a language has the same standings that their speakers 
have (Grenoble 1998). If a language attains or is assigned a level of prestige or social stature, then 
speakers will flock to it or distance themselves. Speakers will distance themselves from a 
language of low prestige so that they can gain a higher social status. Globalization may be a major 
factor leading to language social status changes. Globalization is often associated with the 
expansion of businesses. Whatever language is spoken or written for that business frequently 
becomes the dominant language in the area. The indigenous languages then may become minority 
languages. As the business grows, and employees become wealthy their social or economic class 
can change or the appearance of the business may bring immediate change. One instance of 
businesses drawing people away from their speech communities is supported by an example from 
Susan Crate, where she mentions the “Out-migration” of young people away from their Viliui 
Sakha communities due to lack of employment (Crate 2006). Hoping to gain a job, or higher 
social or economic status, native speakers experience a language shift from their native language 
to the dominant language. Similarly, to how parents sometimes do not teach their children their 
heritage tongue because they want their children to have the most economic success and teaching 
their children a dominant language seems more promising for their future (Krauss 1992). Through 
the introduction of businesses, globalization may be altering language prestige.  
 

Many scientists suggest that we are experiencing an ongoing extinction during the 
Anthropocene known as, the sixth mass extinction (Barnosky et al 2011; Glavin 2007; Leakey & 
Lewin 1995). There are 905 extinct species of animals out of the 44,838 species that have been 
assessed, and 16,928 are listed as threatened to be extinct (Endangered…2011). The number of 
extinct species has increased by 121 since 2006, going from 784 to 905 (Endangered … 2011). 
With over a third of all assessed species in danger of extinction it is not surprising that extinction 
is a major attribute defining the Anthropocene. When discussing the Anthropocene authors seem 
to forget another major extinction that is happening, language extinction. It is estimated that there 
are around six thousand living languages today and that as many as “50%... will become extinct 
during the coming century...”(Krauss ). Half of the known languages of the world has gone 
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extinct in the last five hundred years (Nettle & Romaine 2000). Written languages such as 
Egyptian and Sumerian are considered dead because they are no longer spoken. Even though we 
have written records the language and aspects of their culture have vanished. There is no way to 
know how many languages have gone extinct that have left no written record. Many languages 
may have gone extinct that no one knew existed. Tefvik Esenc, a Turkish farmer, was the last 
speaker of Ubyk and passed away in 1992, Red Thundercloud the last speaker of Catawba Sioux 
died in 1996, Ned Maddrell passed away in 1974 and along with him passed the Manx language, 
and in 1972 Arthur Bennett, the last semi-fluent speaker of Mbabaram passed away (Nettle & 
Romaine 2000). While the Eyak language of Alaska had two native speakers in 1992, (Krauss 
1992) by 2007 there were none (Alaska Native…2007). Extinction is happening at an alarming 
rate not only for plants and animals but for languages as well. Figure 2 shows the levels of 
endangerment as of 2003 (Sutherland 2003). With an estimate that half of the worlds languages 
have gone extinct within the last five hundred years, alongside the projection that half of today’s 
living languages will go extinct within this century compounded with over 40% of living 
languages being considered endangered it seems clear that these language extinction events need 
to be identified, studied, with possible intervention but at the very least addressed as a major 
aspect of the Anthropocene. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Known levels of endangerment (Sutherland 2003). 
 

When a language dies, are words and sentences the only things that are lost? When 
thinking and talking about language extinction the first comments are often about the loss of 
culture that accompanies language death. Cultural and linguistic diversity are frequently 
mentioned together (Grenoble 1998). When reading about the French Revolution affecting 
language vitality Grenoble & Whaley always referred to both cultural and linguistic diversity 
being tolerated or threatened (Grenoble 1998). Culture is presented in multiple ways, one key 
display is through language, Muhammad Khan, Asad Humayun, Muhammad Sajjad and Naseer 
Khan discuss the importance of language, “Language is also the clearest expression of 
knowledge, wisdom, freedom and culture of the peoples and of their creative spirit” (Khan 2015). 
Classification systems give a good view into culture built into language.  
 

-
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The Wayampi language spoken in the southern region of French Guiana, classification 

system focuses on what birds eat instead of genetic history (Harrison 2007). Additionally, they 
classify the same birds through a chief and follower system. They pick one bird as the chief and 
describe other birds that are similar as followers, the distance between follower and chief is 
determined by the similarities in appearance and behavior (Harrison 2007). The classification 
system of birds as chiefs and followers give insight into the political aspects of Wayampi culture. 
One instance of grouping many would see how strange the Wayampi classification of a falcon with 
toucans is. Their logic behind this grouping is that toucans and the ‘Kaka’ falcon share a common 
diet of mainly fruit (Harrison 2007).  

 
Protolanguage is the proposed language that is thought to have been spoken by human 

ancestors and is the language that all languages stem from (Birx 2006). The view of the existence, 
or previous existence of a protolanguage is under debate; however, any hopes to try and build or 
discover this language would be impossible if language extinction continues. The amount of 
languages already extinct makes it seem improbable that the protolanguage could ever be 
reconstructed but even less likely if language extinction continues at its current rate.  

 
Language gives a view into cultures, and heritage but can also be a window into the human 

brain. Through studying languages one can see the different ways the human mind organizes 
classes, for example the falcon and toucan class. Studying language acquisition also gives insight 
into the function of the human brain and how language is transmitted and acquired. Studying the 
human brain can also give insight into human ancestor capabilities. So far, there are two major 
parts of the brain that are clearly linked to language use. Broca’s area, located in the frontal region 
of the left cerebral hemisphere, and Wernicke’s area, in the temporal lobe of the left hemisphere 
(Ottenheimer 2013). This knowledge can be applied to human ancestors, for instance, Homo 
habilis has an enlarged and more convoluted lower parietal lobe than compared to 
Australopithecus. (Ottenheimer 2013) This change in brain structure suggests that Broca’s and 
Wernicke’s areas may have been present, which means that Homo habilis may have been the 
earliest human ancestor capable of spoken or signed language (Tobias 1987).  
 

As languages die there is also a loss in knowledge that may not be possible to reclaim. 
Once a language is extinct it will not be able to be observed. The processes the brain goes through 
to acquire, comprehend and communicate that particular language will no longer be able to be 
studied. The cultures ingrained in language will not be available to give insight into past societies 
or heritage. Losing that language makes it difficult to make connections to other languages and to 
understand influences that altered that language.  
 

Major aspects of the Anthropocene include climate change, industrialization, plant and 
animal extinction and globalization and can all be linked to language change within the 
Anthropocene. Climate change affects language on every level, from day to day conversations 
and new terminology to mass migrations of people, altering their linguistic domains. 
Industrialization has a clear and immediate effect on language, to fulfill the needs of 
production, a common form of communication must be established; one that does not require 
previous knowledge or context and can be understood by all employees. Globalization can 
affect language in multiple ways through altering the prestige of a language, which may then 
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cause speakers to distance themselves from using it. Globalization also often moves 
populations of people. This influx of people can lead to language shift. One language may 
become more dominant than the other and will influence speakers to shift toward the more 
powerful or economically beneficial language. Plant and animal extinction are occurring so 
rapidly during the Anthropocene that scientists are suggesting that we are experiencing the 
sixth mass extinction (Barnosky et al 2011; Glavin 2007; Leakey & Lewin 1995). Not only 
are plant and animal extinction rates high but so are language extinction. Half of the known 
languages of the world has gone extinct in the last five hundred years (Nettle & Romaine 
2000). It is also predicted that half of the world’s living languages will become extinct within 
this century (Krauss 1992).  

 
The Anthropocene is characterized by humans having an effect on the world on a global 

scale. Clearly climate change, globalization, industrialization and plant and animal extinction can 
all be related back to anthropogenic causes. When considering the affect humans have on the 
world, and what those affects have on other aspects of life, it is astonishing that these topics have 
not been related back to language. Discussants of the Anthropocene are focusing all 
anthropogenic changes and their affects but not on how these events and capabilities were made 
possible. Would industrialization have been possible without language? Or mass deforestation or 
over hunting done without communication? Not only were these anthropogenic advances made 
possible through language they are also affecting language. These key features of the 
Anthropocene are affecting the world’s languages and driving them toward extinction. The rate 
of language extinction is even greater than plant and animal extinction. Climate change is 
introducing new terms and, in some cases, completely relocated linguistic communities.  
 

Industrialization directly controls language shift toward a universal language to support 
means of production. Globalization relocates populations of people altering language domains and 
influencing dominant and minority language levels as well as changing language prestige which 
in turn affects how the community views and uses their language. Aspects of the Anthropocene 
are affecting language loss. When languages are lost human knowledge is lost as well, not only of 
culture and heritage but unique classifications and ways of viewing the world and possibilities of 
studying aspects of the human brain. So much can be lost when a language dies that we never 
would have known, and questions answered that we had never thought to ask that we won’t have 
the ability to do once it becomes extinct. Is language extinction the hallmark of the Anthropocene? 
This can be debated as much as the topic of the Anthropocene. Perhaps language extinction, at the 
least, should be recognized as a major attribute of the Anthropocene.  
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