!

The Future of Alaska Native Languages :

Television and Radio: Menace or Opportumty"

Editor’s Note — This article is the fourth and final in-
stallment in a series about the concern for the survival
of Alaska Native languages. The writer is Head of the
Alaska Native Language Programat the University of A-
laska at Fairbanks. Dr. Krauss is a linguist noted for
authoritive studies of Alaska Native languages.

By MICHAEL KRAUSS

y 88 as the school situ-
monuillu,lnmylm threat to the survival of
Alaska Native languages is now upon us. This is the in-
evitable and rapid spread of English-language radio and
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from the classroom to the living room.
Within a few short years, llﬂllymrleuve
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several hours a day. The battle of the living room has
begun with this invasion by what I call “cultural
nerve gas” — insidious, painless, and fatal. The fate
even of Siberian and Cemn! Yupik could be sealed in a
decade of this.

Yet there is gnl hope and opportunity here too,
for television and radio can be much more qmddy
mpted to the service of Native languages than can
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So far, 1 have discussed only the
syxumandmaffecumthefumnormmm

programming in English to flood the home for
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] system. For one thing, educational
xys!ems depend heavily on the written word.

(See CULTURAL SURVIVAL, Page 6)
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@ Cultural survival or suicide: community responsibility

(Continued from Page One)

Converting them to the ser-
vice of Native languages requires
development of an alphabet,
development of a literature,
tramning of teachers and writers,
and the pupils and eventually
the whole community to learn
to read and write in the Native
language. Compared to the time
1t takes to learn to read and
wrte. for instance, it takes very
little time and training to learn
to speak one’s own language into
a microphone, and no time or
traiming at all to learn to enjoy
hearing a broadcast in it.

There 1s an important lesson "

i the way Citizens' Band radio
has been adapted widely to the
service of Native language and
culture. People learn immediate-
Iy to communicate with each
other over CB radio in their own
language. as they use it for
their own purposes, for example
m coordinating their movements
i hunting and fishing. This
shows how readily convertible
tronic  communications are
the service instead of the des-
ction of Native language and
culture - but that has already
been demanstrated for some
with the telephone and
tape  recorder Even  more
important. the use of these and
(B radio shows what happens
4 communication system
ontrolled by its users.
most radio and tele-

time

when

rural  Alaska is not
controlled at all. The
nght  now  being

d. especially -television,
mposed from outside the
e language communities, as
externsions of huge statewide and
nationwide networks. The pro-
zrams will be rained down from
the heavens, for the people to
accept as passively and unques-
tomngly as the weather. con-
trolled by the gods in Juneau
or Cahfornia. The systems are
now heng set up in this way

with no real local input, control,
or content. Instead of further
losing control of their own
cultural environment and fate,
the people must immediately
become actively involved in de-
terming the kind of radio
and television they will have.
At the very least they must
provide a supplement or alter-
native to the outsidecontrolled
network programming, in the
form of locally controlled
systems that can serve the needs
of the language communities.
The areas I am primarily con-
cerned with here are those where
Native languages are still spoken
or at least understood by the
cildren, so that they may survive
if enough is done. The main in-
stances are Central Yupik, Siber-
ian Yupik on St. Lawrence Is-
land, and certain Inupiaq loca-
tions. ‘Each language area would
require a different system. For
Central Yupik there would have
to be a network involving many
villages, with broadcasting cen-
ters at Bethel, Dillingham, and
perhaps also elsewhere. Local
reporters or TV cameramen
could tape local subjects and
events to broadcast directly, or
send the tapes to broadcast cen-
ters, and the centers could also
produce a variety of programs.
St. Lawrence would need mainly
a system in which Gambell and
Savoonga would broadcast to
each other and themselves (and
conceivable to what is left of
their relatives in Siberia). Inu-
piag would need a system
something like that for Central
Yupik but also extensive ex-
change of programs with Canada
and Greenland. Other language
aeas with smaller numbers of
speakers should have local
stations broadcasting in the lan-
guage, perhaps expecially 10-
watt radio stations, which are
relatively easy to set up. The
importance of radio should not
be underestimated: it is the

sound and not the picture which
carries the language; radio pro-
gramming is cheaper and easier
to produce; it is also easier to
take in, since one can more
easily do other things while
listening to radio than while
watching  television- People
speaking Native languages should
learn to operate television cam-
eras, local television and radio
stations, and to produce pro-
gramming in Native languages,
for at least some significant
part of the day, as an alternative
to the nationwide network pro-

grams.

The problem is not that the
nationwide programs are bad.
It does not much matter even
whether they are the Incredible
Hulk or Masterpiece Theatre,
Hee Haw or Sesame Street.
The problem is that they are
not Native. However, by Native
I do not mean Native-language
soundtrack or voice-over chan-
nels added to network programs,
producing for exampje an Eski-
mo-speaking  Archie Bunker
(though that might be interes-
ting). I also do not mean Native-
language programs which are es-
sentially imitations of network
programs. That would be too ex-
pensive and in the end self-
defeating. What is needed is
programming conceived by and
about the people themselves.
I can only list here a few things
which I might offhand imagine:
radio or televisi broad

ages (aside from using the elec-
tronic rather than the written
word): these media are a system
with far fewer cultural strings
attached than education has,
Educators -traditionally come
with training in the English lan-
guage and beliefs in Outside
American culture, which they
have come to spread. Radio and
television, however, are at least
partly available as empty sys-
tems, and at least many of those
who bring them to the villages
would infact wish to see the
system used for the local lan-
guage and-culture. The ideologi-
cal battle here will be far. less
difficult, but the stakes are just
as great.

I believe it is essential to
understand and act on this
treat or oppo;tunl_ly soon, vlig-

bilingual. Children will still be
able to . speak their ents’
Native language, provided the
parents speak thatlanguage to
them, fully realizing that that is
the only way the children will
learn it. The amount of time the
children are involved with the
English-speaking school or tele-
vision will' of - course detract
from that spent with the Native
language, but -the ability to
speak more than one

well "is in fact very common
throughout the world; it is per-
fectly normal, healthy, and ad-
vantageous. The most destruc-
tive effects of -the school and
media are in the attitudes they
impose on both parents and
children. They cannot take. the
knowledge of the Native langu-
age away, butL through genera-

orously, an ,
Otherwise, the potential these
media have for strenthening

Alaskan cultures and languages
will be lost in their destruction.
Good bilingual education alone
will not be sufficient to counter-
act the effect of English-only
radio and television. The final
tragedy is unnecessary and can
still be prjevmled,’ but only by

tions of p and brain-
washing in English-only schools,
and now more swiftly through
the stunning and stupefying
power of television, they can
destroy or paralyze the parents’
will ‘to transmit the Native lan-
guage and the children’s will to
learn it, unless the language is
also respected, used, cultivated,
and celebrated in them. With
d Nati 1;

and courageous effort. Just as
linguists, educational administra-
tors, teachers, local 00!
boards and parents must work
together to convert the schools
from the destruction to- the

reporting a potlatch, or featuring
a storyteller, a dance, a basket-
ball game, beaching or even
hunting a whale, a new baby,
local community news, school
news, weather reports, bush
readio messages, talk shows,
personalities, Native affairs and
politics. None of these are
too expensive or beyond the
ability of community people
to learn quickly to produce.

Innovative and imaginative
programming of this kind, and
also appropriate local systems
servicng the language area, are
not prohibitively expensive; they
might cost much less than what
is routinely spent, for example,
on highway construction, run-
way extensions, or sports facili-
ties. Moreover, a Native organ-
ization with a good proposal
writer .should stand an excel-
lent chance in competing for
grant money from funding
agencies -for innovative systems
and programming of this type,
for and by the Native language
community.

Theres is another important
way in which radio and televi-
sion are more readily converti-
ble to the service of the langu-

st of Native lan-
guages, so also imaginative and

q ge pro-
grams-in the schools and on tele-
vision and radio, the basic
responsibility. for the survival of
Native languages is more clearly
recognized for what it is and has
always been: that of parents
to speak their language to their

determined media personnel and
villagers must work together to
take active control and convert
radio and televi to

hild Not bilingual educa-

tion{ not even bilingual televi-

sion’ can themselves keep Alas-

kan Pnguages alive; only parents
ing the 1

service of the Native heritage.

Awareness of self and control
of self are as important for a
culture as for an individual.

small nation lacking per-
spective of its cultural position
and what it stands to lose will
lose its culture. In the same way,
a larger nation has a similar re-
sponsiblity. If it cannot control
its own growth (“you can’t
stop progress™), if it cannot
prevent itself from destroying
everyting in its path, then it is
a cancer which will end up des-
troying the life upon which it
feeds. *

Finally, we must understand

an ber that the only way
a livingManguage is transmitted
from one ion to the next

ng the to their
children can do that, as has al-
ways been the way.

If Alaska Native languages die
1 frankly do not know what
future there is for Alaska Na-
tive cultures. Language is in my
view the most essential part of
a culture. I do not know to what
extent a culture, an identity,

nution, can survive without its

n language. Language suicide
may be cultural suicide.

| realize that much of what |

/e written in this series is not
pleasant or easy to face. How-
ever, I consider it my responsi-
bility and the responsibility of
the Alaska Native Language Cen-
ter to do what we can to pre-
serye and promote Alaska Native

to their children. A school

even a television set which
inundates the children with an-
other language, say English,
do not themselves alone pre-
vent the children from becoming

%‘;’lpﬂmu speaking that lan-
aj

as a heritage of Alas-
kads for the future of Alaska. [
have tried to be frank about
what 1 see, even if some people
are offended or displeased. I
would not want it said that we
sat and fiddled while we saw
Rome burning, and would not
want it said that we failed to
wamn people of the dangers
and losses they must face in the
future of Alaska Native langu-
ages. At the same time, | have
trked to include positive sugges-
tions for what I myself see might
be done to save what can be
saved for the future. I hope this
b_énore the beginning than the
end.




