
Linguistic Ownership 

Claire Shelden 
Swarthmore College 

December 2009 

/ 



Abstract 
Claiming to own a language is laughable for the majority of speakers of the 

world's largest languages, but for speakers of some small indigenous languages, 
language ownership is an obvious right. This clashes with the general Western idea 
that languages, and the ideas and knowledge contained therein, should be available 
to anyone. Claiming linguistic ownership has very important repercussions for the 
speakers, linguists, and the survival of the language itself. In this paper, I provide an 
overview of the concept of linguistic ownership with the goal of creating a coherent 
and comprehensive picture that unites the personal, political, theoretical, and legal 
aspects. 

There are many examples of a community exerting control over their 
language, including the notoriously secretive Hopi Indians, and the Mapuche Indians 
of Chile who accused Microsoft of "intellectual piracy" when the company began 
work on a version of Windows in their native language, Mapudungun. I have also 
interviewed several speakers of indigenous Native American languages whose 
opinions on the issue have been a great resource. 

Legal precedents are scarce in the Western legal framework, and any 
applicable laws apply only clumsily at best. Despite real legal recourse, language 
ownership is an incredibly powerful tool for maintaining group identity in the face 
of increasing globalization. It is not without its detractors, however. If a community 
of speakers chooses to let their language die with them, the field of Linguistics loses 
priceless and irretrievable knowledge. Some anthropologists and linguists have also 
voiced concerns about what will happen to the speakers' relationship with the 
language when they claim it as cultural property. They worry that language 
ownership objectifies the language, thus removing it from the public sphere and 
leaving behind a lifeless relic. 

Language ownership is not without controversy, and as more and more 
languages become endangered and die, it becomes an increasingly important topic 
to address. My hope is that this paper will contribute meaningfully to that 
discussion. 
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Introduction 

Linguistic rights, the freedom to use one's native or heritage language, free 

from discrimination and in any realm, personal or political, are far from a foregone 

conclusion. Only recently has the concept of linguistic rights become widely 

accepted, and many indigenous groups still struggle to secure them. "Throughout 

the late 19th and 20th century, Native Americans had no language rights .... 

Indigenous languages were not only absent from official discourse but were also an 

active target of state elimination" (Whiteley 2003). Linguistic ownership takes the 

relatively young concept of linguistic rights one controversial step further. Owning a 

language includes exerting control over who may speak it, where it is spoken, and 

whether or not it is written. In other words, linguistic ownership is the right to the 

language exclusively. 

Linguistic ownership is a small part of a the larger picture of indigenous 

heritage protection which includes, but is not limited to, the protection of folklore, 

heritage lands, traditional arts, religious ceremonies, and botanical knowledge. 

While these are all very important, it is much too broad a topic to discuss in any 

reasonable detail here. 

The idea of owning a language is an incredibly foreign concept to speakers of 

the world's most widely spoken languages. Ask a random person if they think that a 

language can be owned, and you will likely be answered with perplexity and 

incredulity as I was. Monolingual speakers of English and other global languages 



generally feel no sense of ownership of their language because it is spoken so widely 

and by people of all conceivable backgrounds; there is no one united, homogenous 

English-speaking community. However, for the Mapuche, the Hopi, and others like 

them, language ownership is an obvious right. 

Language Ownership and the Law 

There is some legal precedent for language ownership, though nothing 

directly pertaining to it, and nothing particularly useful. Most of the relevant 

theories of ownership of intellectual property, of which language would be 

considered a part, function solely within the Western mindset. They could be 

implemented, perhaps, for those communities that find themselves embedded in 

Western cultures, but it remains even more problematic for those that are not. "In 

the global economy, there is not an internationally accepted uniform standard of 

protection for IP (intellectual property)" (Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 1997), much 

less a standard for protecting the languages with a long history of being 

discriminated against and subjugated in favor of more economically powerful 

languages. 

Trade secret law and patents all speak directly to potential economic reward 

and are not uniform from country to country. Copyright could be used to protect 

stories and folklore, but not the language itself. Patents and copyrights both come 

with an expiration date, which does nothing for communities with the intention of 

propagating their culture indefinitely. And finally, trademarks identify the origin but 
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cannot do anything to prevent cultural appropriation. This is problematic even 

within a western mind set in which the intellectual property is guarded mainly for 

economic benefit. The threat of cultural appropriation and the disintegration of 

group cohesion are not touched upon. 

One means of protecting intellectual property is secrecy, but there are no 

legal recourses available if the secret is not kept. This is increasingly difficult for 

large language communities. "Secrecy is easier to maintain when only one person 

knows the secret. Maintaining a secret within a group depends on the sanctions that 

the group can use to keep discipline within its ranks" (Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 

1997). 

Is there a certain population limit at which point a community can no longer 

maintain control of their language? There certainly must be. English speakers have 

no hope of keeping perceived" outsiders" from learning the language. Any 

estimations that the population cap on a group with the ability to maintain control 

of the language is in the hundreds or even thousands are roundly disproved by the 

ownership claims of the Mapuche, who number in the hundreds of thousands. The 

ability of a community to maintain control the language must be dependent on more 

than population alone; group cohesiveness, leadership, and external forces must 

also play an important role. 

Another strategy mentioned in intellectual property discourse, which shares 

many interesting parallels with language, is group ownership. "Although credit for 

authorship might be a moot point, the question of exclusion is crucial. In this 

situation, those outside the group must be excluded from use, whereas within the 



group each member is allowed access to the IP but is not allowed to claim the 

exclusive origination or ownership" (Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 1997). Further 

parallels with language include the group's existence outlasting that of its original 

members. "If the rights of ownership continue as long as the group maintains its 

identity, eventually they will be held by those with no personal claim to authorship 

or invention" (Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 1997). Even though present day 

speakers did not "invent" their language, they can maintain rights to it by virtue of 

their membership in the group. 

Ultimately, the ability for legal recourse in Western law comes down to 

whether or not one considers a language to exist in the public domain "When an 

idea is in the public domain, no one person or group is allowed to prevent anyone 

else from using it Therefore, before patent or copyright protection is afforded to 

any particular IP, it is necessary to establish that the idea it embodies is not in the 

public domain." (Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 1997) Small, secluded communities 

might have an' easier time establishing this than larger ones, and their linguistic 

rights could actually make this more difficult. 

In June 1996, UNESCO created a Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights. 

Geared largely toward making sure everyone had the ability to learn, speak, and 

thrive in the language of their choice free from coercion or discrimination. Using the 

language in these domains however, arguably places it firmly in the public domain 

and out of the legal control of the speech community. "After an IP has passed into 

the public domain, no one can claim the right to royalties, licensing, or even control." 

(Mittelstaedt and Mittelstaedt 1997). In using the language to the full extent, it's 



opened up to the public. Communities intent on keeping the language to themselves 

are stuck between a rock and a hard place. 

The Declaration on Linguistic Rights, also, perhaps inadvertently, included a 

few points which run counter to the aims of those who would wish to claim 

exclusive rights over a language. Article 26 states, "All language communities are 

entitled to an education which will enable their members to acquire a full command 

oftheir own language ... as well as the most extensive possible command of any other 

language they may wish to know" (emphasis added). In Article 23 it says plainly, 

" ... everyone has the right to learn any language." 

Mapuche v. Microsoft, and the public response 

On August 12, 2005, the leaders of the Mapuche tribe flexed their linguistic 

rights and, in a display of linguistic ownership, wrote a letter to Bill Gates accusing 

him of "intellectual piracy". Microsoft was in the process of creating a Mapudungun 

version of Windows. They had already translated the operating system into lesser-

known languages like Quechua and Mohawk, and thought nothing of doing the same 

for Mapudungun. 

In their letter to Bill Gates, the leaders of the Mapuche stated their position 

very eloquently, and any summary of it that I could write would fail to do it justice, 

so I will quote it extensively: 

From a human rights perspective, we would like to present to you our 
profound concerns regarding the scope of the agreement between 
Microsoft and the government of Chile .... Mapudungun represents a 
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fundamental part of our culture and our cultural heritage. On the basis 
of our right to self-determination as indigenous people, the Mapuche 
People is the main custodian and interpreter of its cultural heritage 
and only the Mapuche People must and can safeguard, maintain, 
manage, develop and recreate its cultural heritage. 

The Mapuche authorities and their traditional institutions are of the 
firm conviction that our rights to our intangible heritage such as our 
language, Mapudungun, spirituality and religious beliefs are the last 
resources that we possess and constitute the essential and 
fundamental basis of our identity and our collective rights which 
reside in our minds and our collective consciousness. However, we 
have observed that these rights are the object of acts of intellectual 
piracy. 

The fact that indigenous peoples have the right to own, control and 
manage their cultural heritage, deriving from their right to self
determination and to their lands and resources, implies that elements 
of their cultural heritage cannot be used, transmitted, displayed or 
managed by other persons without ensuring the free and prior 
informed consent of the relevant indigenous people. Therefore, the 
appropriation of our language as fundamental part of our culture by 
researchers, linguists and public officials constitutes a violation of our 
inherent and inalienable right to our cultural heritage. 

The Mapuche, later on in their letter, also raise a very strong point that they 

are still struggling to secure linguistic rights, much less linguistic control and 

ownership. They point out the supreme inequality that the Chilean government has 

shown them compared to Microsoft. "It is a paradox that [a] so-called specialist, who 

count with the benevolence of the State, transcribes the Mapudungun and create a 

grammar for our millennium oral language while the Chilean education systems 

maintains its policy of negation of the fundamental rights of Mapuche children to a 

culturally adequate education in their own language ... " Ultimately, the Mapuche 

complaints come down to the "lack of respect, participation and consultation of the 

Mapuche People as the author and only holder of the right to [their] language." 



Word of this community's resistance to one of the most powerful companies 

in the world circulated throughout the blogging community. The overwhelming 

majority of the blog commenter expressed vitriolic disdain for the tribal leaders and 

the Mapuche people despite having no real stake in the outcome on either side. Said 

one of the tamer, less blatantly racist commenter, eventualbuddha, "To those who 

filed suit: if you wish your language to die, by all means continue your death grip on 

it." Another, PainBot, adds, "Someone should sue them for using English. What the 

hell is their problem?" One blogger described the exclusive linguistic ownership as 

incompatible with freedom of speech. "We can't dictate who speaks English, so why 

should the Mapuche be able to dictate who speaks their language? It would be one 

thing ifthis was some closely guarded tribal secret, but the fact is Mapuzugun [sic] is 

a living language ... " Oacobandreas.net). 

Only a scant few came to the defense of the Mapuche. Those who did cited 

the terrible quality of the Mapudungun translation which mangled the language, the 

absence of communication and collaboration between the tribal leaders and 

Microsoft, and the drastic changes Microsoft would make to the language, including 

creating an orthography with the Roman alphabet. These commenters were 

generally dismissed or insulted outright. 

I was unable to find anything on this case beyond the Mapuche's initial threat 

sue. The Mapuche said they would stop at nothing to stop Microsoft, so I can only 

assume that the lack of any more information means that the issue was resolved and 

Microsoft stopped its work on Windows in Mapudungun. Whether Microsoft 

stopped out of respect for the Mapuche or because they thought the tribal leaders 
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had a legitimate case against the company is unknown. It would be interesting and 

very telling to find out. 

The reluctance (to put it mildly) of the general public to accept a language, or 

any other intangible part of cultural heritage as thing which can be owned is fairly 

understandable. It's impossible to point to anyone creator of a language, and it has 

no physical manifestation or immediate market value. Language cannot be forcibly 

taken from someone else; if and outsider learns the language, the original speaker is 

left with no less language than they had before. None of these attributes mesh well 

with the standard Western view of property and ownership. 

Language Ownership and the Speakers 

The Mapuche are not alone in their desire to determine the fate of their 

heritage language; asserting exclusive control over language is not uncommon 

among speakers of small and endangered languages. The Hopi, too, are incredibly 

secretive and keep their culture under very tight guard. In the 90s, a school in New 

Mexico planned to enact a program in the native language of the Pueblo students. 

However, "When the Tribal council, the governing body of the Pueblo community, 

learned of the school district's intentions, they reacted angrily, declaring that no 

outside entity or person had the right to use their language for any purpose without 

the council's participation and official consent" (Martinez 2000). Many ofthe 

bilingual teachers were dismayed at the reaction. They did not think that teaching 
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the Hopi language to their students could be anything but beneficial, and certainly 

one could not own a language. 

To maintain control over their language in accordance with the wishes of the 

tribal council, the community established language classes on their own and 

expressly forbade non-Hopi children from participating in them. To outsiders, this 

may be viewed and unnecessarily divisive because it creates obvious racial 

boundaries, but for the Pueblo community, it was a clear decision: Hopi language is 

for the Hopi only. 

This example of the extreme protectiveness of the Hopi over their language is 

not an isolated incident. Around the same time in another part of the Hopi 

Reservation, one which was also not immune to the drastic decline in the use of the 

Hopi language, a day school began an initiative to create a Hopi language program. 

liThe school board (composed entirely of Hopis) had reached the last hurdle of 

approval when someone pointed out there were four or five Navajo children 

attending the school. The possibility that some Navajo children might learn to speak 

Hopi was perceived as a worse threat than the fact that Hopi children otherwise 

would not learn it. The plans were scotched" (Whiteley 2003). 

On the surface, this decision is completely unreasonable. Surely a handful of 

Navajo children are no threat to the integrity of the Hopi language and identity. It's 

hard to imagine that the overwhelming benefit this program could have had for the 

Hopi youth and community was so completely overshadowed by Navajo children 

possibly learning Hopi that the program had to be dismantled immediately. This 

seems like linguistic ownership in the most extreme sense and, given my personal 
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linguistic and cultural background, I initially had a hard time finding justification for 

denying not only the Navajo children this education, but the Hopi children as well, 

who, without Hopi language education, will be lacking an important piece of their 

own heritage, one which is obviously deeply meaningful for the tribe as a whole. 

However, with linguistic rights to speak a language, come the inverse of that: "the 

right not to let the language persist, be disseminated, or be present in official state 

or pedagogical settings" (Whiteley 2003). 

The UNESCO Declaration on Linguistic Rights not only fails to address the 

issue of linguistic ownership which is relevant to the Hopis in these cases, but in 

some articles explicitly forbids it. "Everyone has the right to acquire knowledge of 

the language proper to the territory in which s/he lives" states Article 13.1, and is 

echoed again in Article 21.9. Given this, the local Navajo children absolutely have a 

right to Hopi language classes in the public school. The Declaration also goes on to 

say in Article 30 that "The language and culture of all language communities must be 

the subject of study and research at university level" (emphasis added). According 

to the Declaration, the Hopi shouldn't be allowed to keep their language out of 

schools, and are, in fact, required to allow it to be studied. While well intentioned, 

the Declaration misses the intended mark in many instances. Instead of empowering 

small language communities, some parts of the Declaration make it sound as if it 

would have their linguistic ( ownership) rights revoked. 

The unique context in which the Hopi language finds itself is absolutely 

essential to understanding the Hopi leaders' response. "Pueblo culture, history, and 

political structures have evolved a different way of thinking about language and 

17 



therefore require different educational solutions" (Martinez 2000). The way the 

Hopi language program was going to be enacted in the first example, it would 

closely mirror the Spanish-English bilingual programs and would fail to incorporate 

education on the cultural knowledge inherent in the language. Without learning 

about the culture and using culturally relevant materials, the language classes would 

be missing a key element. 

The classes would also open the language up to unwelcome outside 

influence. Language is inextricably linked to culture, and with culture, religion. Many 

Pueblo languages are unwritten; "They argue that writing the language is 

sacrilegious. Furthermore, writing the language would allow indiscriminate access, 

thus potentially exposing sacred or private information" (Martinez 2000). For the 

Tribal Council, this was not a selfish response, but an intensely spiritual and 

personal one. Their property wasn't under attack, their way of life was. 

The Hopi not only demand a great deal of respect from outsiders dealing with 

their language and culture, but expect that same respect between individuals and 

different Hopi groups as well. The official Hopi Cultural Preservation Office website 

discusses the importance of traditional Hopi knowledge, including the oral 

"Emergence Story" which tells of the Hopi people's origins in this world and the 

reason for the presence of death. Traditional knowledge is essential to the 

preservation of Hopi culture and values. The website stresses the need for privacy in 

order to "guard the integrity of specific cultural knowledge for those members who 

are priviledged [sic] to that knowledge." 
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These emergences stories and other details of traditional Hopi life are kept 

very private. It is important to note that this intense need for privacy does not stem 

from a sort of spiteful desire to be withholding, but rather a deep respect for the 

sanctity of the knowledge. The website explains that "because each story contains 

information meant specifically for one group of Hopi people, the Hopi learn only the 

story of their clan. The oral tradition entrusted to each Hopi is more than enough to 

consider and meditate upon during a lifetime. By pursuing their own understanding, 

it is natural that the Hopi respect the privacy and sacred nature of the traditions 

entrusted to other Hopt as well as other cultures." 

The website also makes it clear that the Western ideals of the right to 

information are not welcome within the Hopi community. Visitors are forbidden to 

take pictures, sketch, or make audio or video recordings. Asking about rituals and 

traditions is strongly discouraged. This desire for privacy represents a stark cultural 

divide between the Hopi and Western societies. 

Cultural Boundaries 

The forces of globalization are often understood as homogenizing forces. As 

people worldwide connect instantly via new technologies, country borders become 

a non-issue. Such instantaneous communication bridges the distance between 

people of all countries and cultures, allowing much more information sharing and 

dialogue. Contrary to assumption, the homogenizing pressures are not one-sided, 

but also create a heterogenzing backlash. "Often it is the process of globalization 
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itself that appears to lead to a hardening of cultural contrast" (Gerschiere and 

Meyer). 

It's reasonable to speculate that relatively small language communities like 

the Hopihave not always been so secretive with their respective languages, but then 

again, there was not always a need to be. One (and perhaps the main) motivating 

factor for claiming ownership over language, is that it inherently creates an "us vs. 

them" dynamic, a dynamic which is increasingly important in the modern world. As 

globalization extends homogenizing pressures to all corners of the world, small 

communities react by creating "cultural boundaries [which] can be viewed 

essentially as rhetorical devices with which actors try, successfully or otherwise, to 

convince other of the truth of their perceptions and definitions of ethnic 

boundaries" (Harrison 1999). In order to maintain a sense of community, there 

must be something which separates that community from everyone else. Language 

is an obvious choice. 

Simon Harrison argues that there are two kinds of boundaries, those which 

keep things out and guard against "cultural pollution" and those which keep things 

in and guard against "cultural appropriation". The latter encompasses linguistic 

ownership. "The implication is that a group must safeguard its cultural identity by 

controlling the flow of cultural forms into, and out of its repertoire of symbolic 

practices, because if it does not protect its cultural boundaries in this way it will be 

absorbed and dissolve back into its environment" (Harrison 1999). 

Harrison's claims that communities are creating boundaries in an effort to 

salvage the sense of community and distinctness that has been increasingly 
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assaulted in modern age is echoed by the Mapuche and Hopi themselves in the cases 

discussed above. In their letter to Bill Gates, the Mapuche tribal leaders describe the 

language as one of "the last resources that [they] possess" which "constitute [ s] the 

essential and fundamental basis of [their] identity." Rebecca Blum Martinez writes 

that the "Pueblo people are extremely conscious of the role language plays in both 

the political and religious realms. Without their languages, these indigenous groups 

would lose that which they have struggled to maintain through the centuries, and 

which sets them apart as Pueblo people. Thus language, like culture, is meant only 

for internal use and to be used only by tribal members" (Martinez 2000). Language 

ownership is more than just the desire for owning things. It's about controlling the 

defining factors of one's identity. Martinez describes language ownership as a "core 

belief about language", but it may in fact be a fairly recent and reactionary 

development in the grand scheme of things. 

In addition to distinguishing the members of the community from outsiders, 

exclusive language use gives the speakers total control of the direction in which 

their language will go. Speakers decide, consciously or not, everything from new 

lexical items to structural change. Dialects are used or abandoned according to 

individual preference rather· than outside influence. Communities needn't worry 

that one dialect is unfairly or undesirably favored over others in the public sphere 

due to a linguist's research or a standardized version for instructing schoolchildren. 

Any dictionaries would be made by the community, rather than incoming linguists, 

so the definitions, orthography, and entries are somewhat agreed upon and not 

foreign impositions. 
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Claiming a language as the exclusive property of a particular group certainly 

has its positives for the specific communities, but negative repercussions abound as 

well. The communities' attempts to safeguard their languages and cultures against 

appropriation or foreign objectification using the rhetoric of rights and ownership 

necessitates that they begin to view the language and their culture in the terms laid 

out by the opposing forces. "An explicit consciousness of self and community 

intrudes into daily life such that people become awa,re of their shared practices, 

ideas, and forms of life not only as intrinsic to what they are, believe, and do but also 

as perceptible from a bird's-eye, 'global' view" (Whiteley 2003). 

The vocabulary of "owning" a language puts it in an economic framework, 

one which is completely alien to the natural "habitat" of language. The communities 

can't break free from the oppressive hegemonic forces entirely. "Counter hegemonic 

intent operates according to terms set by the hegemonic center" (Whiteley 2003). In 

the process of try to protect the language from 0 bj ectification, they are forced to 

objectify it themselves and play by the rules of the system they were trying to avoid. 

Either way, it's detrimental and perhaps unavoidable. When a language is defined 

with the same terms as goods, the language loses its quality as an inherent, 

inalienable, ineffable part of identity, and becomes just a thing. 

This self-consciousness and reflexivization separates the community from its 

culture potentially reduces it to artifact rather than art. "To be the object of a right, 

language and culture thus reflexivized must further be conceived as separable from 

self and community" (Whiteley 2003). When language is put into this framework, it 

is removed from the natural domain of language and is prevented from evolving and 
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interacting with the world at large. "This objectification of language makes language 

a good claimed by discrete communities rather than a practiced or lived milieu, a 

noun rather than a verb, mirroring the objectification of culture that has been at 

issue in debates over the universality of human rights" (Maurer 2003). It is, in a 

sense, put on a pedestal and "museumified" with a "Fragile: Do Not Touch!" sign 

below it. "These politically grounded and historically motivated stances to protect 

sociocultural sovereignty confront head-on a presumption of language rights 

discourse that open linguistic interchange is a public, democratic sphere is the basic 

model oflanguage use" (Whiteley 2003). 

The language and cultural practices are halted in their tracks and any new 

changes are unwelcome and seen as inauthentic. As the community grows, the 

language fails to grow with it. The two may diverge until the community has only 

this thing which is a symbol of their culture, and a powerful one at that, but it in and 

of itself is not their culture. 

Bill Maurer worries that "Like a religious ritual that turns into an identity

performance, when a language becomes thought of as detachable from locality and 

from an assemblage of cultural codes and practices, it turns into a denatured 

symbolic system" (Whiteley 2003). Evidence of this is seen in the Hopi Kachina 

dances which have been "transformed significantly (though not completely) into a 

performance of local identity, are, at least for the younger generation, a basis of 

ethnic pride in a pluricultural experience as a mosaic of inclusions and exclusions" 

(Whiteley 2003). Cultural practices thus reflexivized are a show of "differentness", a 

display of the cultural boundaries described by Harrison. Establishing borders and 
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distinctions for the sake of borders and distinctions changes the purpose of the 

language and the culture. They become more for show, for the sake of the 

distinction, than a living part of the community's identity and for the sake of living 

their heritage. This is not to say that they are no longer valuable to the community, 

but they do have a different unintended purpose which is significantly different than 

the original. 

Personal Correspondence 

Taking a step back from the theoretical, I contacted several speakers of 

indigenous Native American languages via email in hopes of gaining some insight 

into the personal side of linguistic ownership. Crystal Richardson is a recent 

graduate of the school I currently attend, Swarthmore College, and Shelley DePaul is 

a professor of Linguistics here as well. My third interviewee, Linda Different Cloud, 

is an associate of my thesis advisor who put me in contact with her. 

I couldn't come right out and ask if they felt that they owned their language. 

Even if they did espouse similar ideals, they might not recognize them under that 

particular phrase. Instead, I asked them when, where, and by whom they thought it 

would be appropriate that their language be spoken, and what effect, if any, it would 

have if non-community members spoke their language. I asked them how much 

control they felt that they had over their language, and of course, I asked if they had 

anything they wanted to add. Their insights paint a beautifully nuanced picture of 

the issue at hand, and I am thankful for their cooperation. 



Crystal Richardson, Karuk 

I spoke to Crystal Richardson, a member of the Karuk tribe in California and 

native speaker of Karuk, via email. .. Forus.things aren't that controversial, they are 

what they are ... and at the end of the day it is the existence of our cultures and our 

world views and our children that is on the line - that responsibility is on us and so 

the power linked to the fulfilled obligations/responsibilities belongs to us, whether 

we like it or not whether outsiders like it or not it's not just words that we're talking 

about we are talking about trails to heaven; we are talking about trails through life." 

I asked her how much control she felt that her community has over the 

Karuk language, and to my surprise, she responded, "too much." Her point, however, 

was not that that language should not be controlled, but that that wrong people 

controlled it. That responsibility belongs to the elders, and not the community as a 

whole. "As the elders pass away," she said, "community has way too much control 

over language." 

The unique worldview contained in a language is often cited as a reason for 

the importance of supporting and studying endangered languages (Harrison, 2007). 

Often times though, it is forgotten that this worldview is not the property of the 

world as a whole. Yes, it contains invaluable information, but that does not entitled 

everyone to learn about it. "Outsiders don't have any right to our worldview, our 

indigenous languages," said Richardson, "if they are granted access, it is a privilege 

and privileges can be taken away." Linguists and other non-members must tread 
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lightly and respectfully when studying indigenous language and culture, and must 

keep in mind that they have no right to this incredibly personal and often sacred 

knowledge. 

Richardson said that linguists are not always kept at a cautionary distance, 

however. "Many of them are members of my surrogate family. The man who wrote 

our lexicon, he's an honorary tribal member. He was an old flirt and a really good 

man." These linguists are marked by their dedication to the tribe rather than 

personal gain. 

Shelley DePaul, Lenape 

Not all minority language groups guard their language so closely. Shelley 

DePaul is a member of the Lenape tribe located in the Delaware valley. She also 

teaches the Lenape language at Swarthmore College to any students willing to learn, 

completely regardless of their ethnic backgrounds. "The Lenape language is, of 

course, very sacred to the Lenape people," she says, "We don't believe in 'owning' 

much of anything. The Lenape people and the land are one entity. The Lenape 

people and the language are one entity. However, unlike some tribes who consider 

their language too sacred to be spoken by anyone outside the community, we 

encourage all people, especially those living in our sacred homeland, to learn and 

speak the language." 
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Linda Different Cloud, Lakota 

Lakota,'a Siouan language, which is spoken mainly in the Dakotas, has fewer 

than 9,000 Self-identified speakers (lakhota.org) butis still one of the most widely 

spoken Native American languages. I spoke to Linda Different Cloud, a Lakota 

woman and enthobotanist. Her opinions on linguistic ownership stood in stark 

contrast to those of Richardson. 

While she believes that the Lakota language belongs to the Lakota people in 

the sense that it reflects their unique worldview, she does not consider it their 

exclusive property by any means. "I think the language should be used everywhere 

by everyone ... " she told me, "Wouldn't it be wonderful to have the problem of TOO 

many people speaking the language? Wouldn't it be great if so many people were 

speaking it that it almost got out of control?" When outsiders learn or speak the 

language, she does not feel that it has negative repercussions for the Lakota, but is 

instead very positive. "If you are a Lakota and you see a white guy speaking the 

language fluently, it is very motivational - because you think to yourself, 'Hey, if that 

guy can learn it, I certainly can!' Also, when outsiders speak the language and work 

to understand our culture, it means they have become our allies, and we can always 

use more friends and more support." 

The Lakota are working hard to preserve and perpetuate their language. 

Language classes are offered at all grade levels, including post-secondary education 
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at the tribal college, and to absolutely anyone who's interested. "What we really 

need right now is large numbers of people speaking the language and passing it on" 

says Linda. Though it could potentially lead to exploitation or appropriation, well

meaning outsiders are never refused the help or guidance that the Lakota way of life 

has to offer. "It completely goes against our nature and our worldview." Only the 

most sacred of ceremonies are kept secret. 

Language Ownership and Linguists 

Linguists are naturally concerned with the rapid decline in the diversity of 

the world's languages as, an estimated 50% of them are in danger of going extinct. 

With the death of a language, comes the loss of irretrievable cultural knowledge 

extending into the realms of geology, geography, botany and pharmacology, to name 

a few. Each language reflects its native speaker's worldview. Each language that 

goes undocumented is a loss for humanity. It's understandable, then, that young 

linguists are strongly encouraged to work with an endangered language. It may 

come as a shock that not all communities welcome them with open arms, and some 

even vehemently oppose the presence of a Linguist, even when such opposition fails 

to slow the rapid language loss. 

If allowed into the community at all, the linguist or anthropologist may be 

forbidden from publishing their research. There is an "increasing readiness of many 

communities to assert proprietary rights over the results of scholarly research: to 

seek to control or restrict access to field notes, photographs and other ethnographic 



records ... " (Harrison 1999). This reticence often stems from a history of exploitation 

and publication of sensitive materials. 

In Making Dictionaries. Kenneth C. Hill discusses his difficulties in publishing 

a Hopi dictionary. In 1998, his attempts to see the dictionary to fruition were 

complicated by the disapproval of some Hopi members and the Cultural 

Preservation Office (CPO). His goals for the dictionary were that it would aid 

linguists and Hopi alike - linguists with their studies, and the Hopi with a tool for 

language preservation and revitalization. Among the project's contributors was a 

native Hopi speaker, Emory Sekaquaptewa, who taught a class on Hopi language and 

culture at the University of Arizona. 

Hill was careful not to include words that would "compromise the Hopis' 

sense of religious propriety," and cleared all words and entries through 

Sekaquaptewa and a "usage panel". Any and all royalties would be given back to the 

Hopi. 

In 1997, Hill met with representatives of the Hopi tribe to discuss their 

concerns. Among the issues, were copyright, representation of language consultants, 

and royalties. Hill describes the copyright of the dictionary by the University of 

Arizona Board of regents as "strictly a technicality" since the all of the royalties will 

be going back to the Hopi. He misses the point of their concerns here. Rather than 

just a technicality, the copyright represents a claim of ownership over the language 

by non-members, people who have no right to Hopi culture, much less legal 

copyright over a dictionary and the material therein. The Hopi language is the 

intellectual property of the Hopi alone. 
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The Hopi representatives present at this meeting stressed the importance of 

the Hopi language for Hopi only. One woman, says Hill, questioned Sekaquaptewa 

about his language class at the University, asking, "'who authorized it?'" This 

anecdote is very telling. Not all Hopi are of one mind concerning how the language 

should be handled in the public sphere. "In Sekaquaptewa's view," says Hill, "the 

opinions ... at the meeting in Phoenix were not representative of the Hopi 

community." 

Despite the objections of the CPO, Hill was determined to publish the 

dictionary. After a few concessions, including transfer of the copyright to the Hopi, 

the dictionary was finally released in 1998, thirteen years after the project's 

beginning. "All in all," says Hill, "I feel we were fortunate, in the end, that the 

University of Arizona Press remained steadfast and that we achieved publication of 

the dictionary." Used copies of the dictionary are now available online at we bsites 

like Amazon for $585, 688% ofthe originally anticipated price, and well out of 

affordable price range. 

Hill was in a tricky situation - between his unwavering confidence that the 

dictionary would be a positive contribution to linguists as well as the Hopi, and the 

Hopi's opposition to the creation ofthe dictionary. Though Hill did take precautions 

against sacrilegious entries, it could have been better handled by taking into serious 

consideration the desires of the Hopi themselves, before even beginning the proj ect 

and throughout the entire process. 

In my personal correspondence with Dr. Mary Linn, an associate curator for 

the Oklahoma Museum of Natural History, she stressed the importance of working 



with the tribes. When it comes to creating exhibits, they must document and display 

the information their sources wished to provide, regardless of Museum interests, 

and in a way which is satisfactory to the people and communities providing the 

information. Her goal for the exhibits is not "to 'preserve' languages, like the frogs in 

alcohol, or the mammals as skins in cases ... but help revitalize and maintain them. I 

do not want the public to think they are on par with the dinosaur bones, or 

archeology shards, i.e. just relics." The languages and cultures are portrayed as the 

living and vital aspects to community life that they are. 

If the community so desires, they can essentially kill their language, leaving 

no enduring trace of it for linguists or future generations hoping to rediscover the 

language of their ancestors. For the last speakers of languages on the brink of 

extinction, this alternative might be preferable to the language collecting dust on a 

researcher's shelf in the form of recordings and notes. For linguists this is an 

extraordinarily unfortunate loss of invaluable information. 

If one believes that the knowledge contained in language is a part of the 

"universal heritage of mankind", then not only is exclusive linguistic ownership not 

understandable, it is wholly intolerable as it goes so far as to encroach on people's 

right to learn that which is part of their heritage by virtue of being human. "This 

rhetoric [of 'hyperbolic valorization' of languages] can be seen as mobilizing 

universal claims about the value of languages in general to license claims of access 

to languages in particular, not just for the sake of their speakers, but for 'us,' 'the 

world,' or 'humanity' at large" (Errington 2003). For good or ill, holders of this 

opinion stand in direct opposition to groups like the Hopi and Mapuche who wish to 
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claim exclusive control over their respective languages. Making the two sides 

compatible is nearly impossible unless part of protecting language as a part of the 

heritage of mankind can be extended to protecting the rights of people who speak 

the languages natively to do with it as they please. Without native speakers living in 

the language, infinitely more knowledge is lost for the whole of humanity than if a 

few linguists are denied access. 

Conclusion 

The concept of linguistic ownership is a tricky one with no definitively correct 

answer. There are positive aspects on all sides of the debate, and none is without its 

detractors. Whether or not one agrees with the legitimacy of owning a language, it 

should be taken for granted that speech communities are not merely sources of 

linguistic data to be mined at will. Speakers of any language deserve the respect and 

trust of those that would like to learn from them. If positive change for speakers and 

linguists is to come about, it must be a grassroots effort on the part of both parties, 

not legislated from above with clunky and culturally irrelevant laws. Martinez put it 

quite nicely when she said "Our role as outsiders is to try to understand and accept 

the decisions they make for themselves" (2000). So while no option is entirely 

satisfactory, and some language loss is an unavoidable consequence of modern 

times, endangered languages and their speakers should be given whatever 

reasonable tools are available to them to perpetuate their culture, which is 

intrinsically valuable in and of itself, in the way that only they can. 
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