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uehlhaeusler. Peter. 1996. Hum ecology. Language change m i …  W i t t  fie 
- fic region. London/New York: Routledge. tivi-396 pp. 

- '  ¡viewed by Gerhard Leitner, Freie Univerlstaet Berlin. 

¡_- uehlhaetulersbookLEfi-omnowomisabout"lingttistichetemgeneity,itadeclinemdthecoeteofsueh 
: “lineltisalsoabookaboutthe studyofhumanlanguagcsandtheumbifityofmostpracdsutglingtuststo 

' tandwhatishappeningaroundtlmthattheirveryobjectifstudyisdisappearingatanalamtingrate 
lhemaintluustofthisbookisthatanunderstandingoflanguagedeadtandecologicalmanersgohaudin 

"onofthenotionofeeology.whichhebotmwsfr‘omlhumiswonhquoting: 

"According to Haugen (1985), the ecology of language can be defined as interactions between any given 
language andits languageecologymaybedefinedasthcstudyofenviromnent."(p l )  

f … urely. [langen did not say that! What M. means is that the notion of ecology describes the context of use of 
~_ gesalongwiththebackup systemstheyreceiveinasocietyandthewmidxiewstheyexpress. Ifthisis 

. and with diversity being a fact of life—the Pacific hosts more than 4,000 languages-diversity must reflect, 
respond to. basic human needs. Endangering diversity is an undesirable disruption, and it is the mission of 

î mists to stem the desu'uction of language ecologica that leads to language death. As languages 'die' speakers 
' n‘t (necessarily at the same time). And so resolutions to their connntmicative needs must be found. Pidgins, 
" luch M. likens to parasitic weeds', are one solution, but they, M. contends, further accelerate the decline and 

nth of languages. One cannot fail to note that M. approaches his topic with strong personal convictions and 
: intensity that may blind his eyes ot'the tants. Siegel (1997) has shown in great detail where M. goes wrong. 
5 ct me add three points, one of principle, two of detail. The first one is that his contention that only diversity 
= - ponds to human needs must be counter-balanced by the equally human desire to have languages of wider 

_ mmnmtcatt‘on. How else could one explain that, c.g.. Hindustani gained so much ground in India or that 
, ;:mclmeals can cut across langages of quite different genetic and typological afliliation. Both India and 

Aboriginal Australia present examples. M.'s worthy effort is somewhat one-sided. Two points of detail. For 
one. while the periodization of European contact with the Pacific (p 23) appears convincing in its simplicity, it 
i unprccise for many parts of the Pacific. For M. 1500-1750 marks the era of Spanish trade and exploitation; 

, 1750—1830 that of scientific and anthropological discovery, followed by the modem economic exploitation, 
through whaling, sandalwood. trcpang, and blackbirding) from 1830—1880; and the time between tego-1975 

thu era of colonial contact. As for Australia, it was the Dutch and French, not the Spanish. that made the 
discoveries. In his section of 'saliem Properties of the region, M. gives the number of Aborigines before 1788 
as "l-Zm" and “250“ languages (p 31); on p 32 he mentions 300,000 inhabitants and 200 languages. Figures 
are tor ever imprecise but the general … of experts is around 300,000 and 200+ languages. M. has no 
lvlcrenee to any of his figures. 
While one may quibble with many detaih of ms approach and beliefs, the underlying perspective is tight: 
languages exist in a wider societal context, their “ecology”. Their future is affected less by individual changes. 
m borrowing from other languages. than by the maintenance of their ecology. Language maintenance and 
¡v.-uva! efforts of declining or 'dead' languages, as are carried out for many indigenous Australian languages, 

Emllhavelinlcsuccessunlessanecologyor. oneshouldperhapssay,acontext, canberecreatedthatmakcs 
E their use a natural consequence The adoption of a wider perspecttve is certainly a healthy move It IS also' tn 
[line wihacmceptoflmgmgeasamposharyofcummhtmwgemhwfieqmummgstindigenous 

E Australians One hears often that no clear boundary is drawn between language and cultural knowledge. And 
* oneslwrddperhapsaddthatmhamdemuontsnotenmelyahentofimopeamenher Even lextcognpahers 
i question the distinction between encyclopedic and linguistic meaning E 

lt shouldbeclearthatLEcashawsdenetmdrscussmganrll-defined, butvast, areawitltowr4000 
‘ languages. After general questions, some of which have been mentioned, M turns to factors' In the ecoloy 

that cart, andhavebeen. aflectedthroughcolorualpoliciesordteinterventionofmissionades. andthelilteirt 
("h. 3. He then turns to the creation, development, and social role of pidgins and creoles. He maintains that 
pidgins languages "spread rapidly and outcompete others in a disturbed language ecology" and that they are 
"both consequences and agents of linguistic change“ (p 75). But one cannot fail to see their function of 
pcmtittinginteractioninasituationinwhichnootheroptionsexist, althoughitisttue thattheytcndtospread 

… almost without inhibition. M. does not fa'l to note that pidgins and erwies can become repositories of 



indigenous lmowledge, that they may become an Mega? pan ol'a (newly stmcture or repaired?) analog). 
Unfommdy,M. doesnottfisemstheisaueofwhetheraneeobgyisstill‘disnnbed‘whentheybecmnean 
integral part. 

LE goes on to discuss cm studies in the Pacific Island world (Ch. 5), expands on the roles of missions (Ch. 
6), official, Le. colonial, language policies (Ch. 7)‚ the introduction and impact of literacy on ecologica that 
rely on oral modes of communication (Ch. 8), the role of foreign language teaching (or the introduction ol" 
other alien languages with their cultural background( (Ch. 9). Ch 10-12 then return to the more principled 
questions of how people tackle situations in which their linguistic ecologies are messed up. In other words; 
there follows a discussion of language, shift, decay, and death in Ch. 10. a survey of the 'damage' done to 
structure and ¡axis of languages (Ch. l l  ), and a plea to preserve diversity (Ch. 12). An appendix argues for 
the scientific discipline of "linguistics in the Pacific" to be set up. 

As a whole, LE is a book rich in data, written with an applaudable scientific ten-our. and an outlook to enrich 
the academic world. The Australianist will perhaps not find in it too much about indigenous Australia but a 
lot that provides background and contrast to what has happened to the indigenous Australian language scene. 
Given the weaknesses in argument, errors in data and sources. etc. (Siegel 1997 ), it is hard to see how it can 
stand on its own in courses on Australian (or Pacific) linguistics. It should. therefore, be used along with other 
studies, such as the Atlas (1996) or specialist material on Australia. 
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