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 § Introduction

All across Native North America it is hard not to encounter an
almost universal concern over language erosion in relation to Native Ameri-
can languages. In some cases individuals and communities recognize that
loss or near-loss of traditional languages has already occurred, and they
wrestle with the consequences, as well as with prospects for at least partial
restoration. In other cases the threat is more distant but still looming;
the issues are framed in terms of saving and revitalizing these languages.
Invariably, though, there is a sense that not much time is left.

In many cases the work of professional linguists, including some
represented in this collection, has been invaluable in helping these com-
munities to evaluate the extent of language erosion, and to develop prac-
tical responses. In the midst of their efforts to understand these situations
scientifically, it is equally important to solicit commentary from mem-
bers of impacted communities who are not linguists. For Native American
people these issues are rooted in deep soils of human identity, thus giving
them an urgency that is an inseparable quality of the facts we are all trying
to understand.

In the several traditional settings I have encountered in Native
American communities, knowledge is neither expressed, nor conceived
without reference to its background, sources, and affective qualities. The
formal “texts” of such expressions are but skeletons around which a body
of interpretation — often in terms of personal experience — is hung. It is with
this in mind that I have not hestitated to include a first-person dimension
to these remarks. Specifically, 1 will relate and reflect on my own experi-
ence in approaching the traditional knowledge of the Mohawk Iroquois
Longhouse initially through written texts translated into English. In doing
so I do not aim to make broad theoretical claims, linguistic or otherwise,
about language erosion or about universal relationships between language
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