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ABSTACT

Scholars submit that an enormous number of minority languages around the world are
disappearing because they are not being transmitted to the next generation. This thesis
presents an investigation of micro-social strategies of language transmission in a
bilingual situation; focusing on parents’ attitudes and language use behavior, it
describes and analyses conditions that facilitate intergenerational language
transmission to occur in a minority language community in Tanzania. The motivation
for the study is the realization that after close to five decades of implementation of
stringent and authoritarian policies on indigenous minority languages, unmistakable
indications of language decline have begun to show up in most parts of the country.
Some scholars have characterized the language situation in Tanzania as “linguistic
tsunami’ (Mugane, 2005: 176) referring to the critical rate of language shift that is
currently underway in the country. Official pressure to use Swahili has been so intense
that in many language communities speakers have given up speaking their home
languages in favor of Swahili (Mkude, cited in Legére.1992). By one account,
countrywide, most of the population born since 1977 uses exclusively Swahili (Mugane,
ibid). Studies have further revealed that in some communities language shift has
reached advanced stages as children learn Swahili as the mother tongue instead of the
indigenous languages of the respective communities (Nurse, 1997). Moreover in some
villages it has been revealed that community members no longer speak their indigenous
languages, instead Swahili has taken over all situations and functions of language use
in the communities. These views point out to the fact that the situation of indigenous
languages in the country is precarious such that studies need to be conducted urgently
to ascertain the dimension of the situation and to suggest ways of halting further

decline.

Paradoxically however in spite of over a generation long period of official state
discrimination and neglect of indigenous minority languages, there are unmistakable
indications showing that some communities in Tanzania have been successful to
maintain their home languages (Legére, 1992; Stegen, 2003; Msanjila, 2004). Studies
have revealed that in some communities children still learn home languages as a
mother tongue; they speak home language first before they gain proficiency in Swabhili.
This revelation implies that in spite of Swahili hegemonic pressure realized in the form
of official neglect of minority languages and social and psychological motivation to
entice speakers to give up speaking local languages, members of these language

communities have maintained the capability to transmit their traditional languages.



This paradox whereby language communities have been able to maintain their
languages through linguistic reproduction in spite of experiencing hegemonic pressure
to relinquish them has prompted me to examine the question of intergenerational
language transmission as a strategy for language maintenance using Ndamba

community as a case study.

As regards to larger theoretical traditions concerning the study of language
maintenance initiatives, this investigation is motivated by the fact that despite the
realization by linguists and language activists that intergenerational language
transmission is the key factor to language survival (Fishman, 1992); few studies have
been conducted to examine the dynamics underlying the process that facilitates parents
to transfer language to their descendants. In the case of Tanzania no study, that the
author is aware about, has carried out a language profile to investigate circumstances
that make it possible for a language community to achieve intergenerational language
reproduction. Hence an intellectual gap existed with respect to micro level factors that
cause parents to transfer language to their descendants. In a bigger picture therefore
this study aims to fill up this intellectual gap by contributing insights on circumstances
that make it possible for language communities to maintain their languages against the

pressure of linguistic hegemony.

Most linguists concede that intergenerational language transmission is fundamental to
safeguarding languages from decline. However the essence of the term and what should
constitute the focus of investigation about the phenomenon has varied among the
experts. Most linguists have construed intergenerational language transmission as an
outcome; hence have investigated it focusing on differences in language competence
realized by speakers of different age categories at a particular point in time. The
presumption is that changes in language structure or competence of speakers at
different intervals of time are indicative of the fact that language is transmitted from
parents to children. The limitation of this approach is that it does not show how the
process of language transmission itself takes place and what the determining factors
are. According to Kari and Spolsky (1978) the best way to understand how languages

are maintained or lost is to study [...] “the process itself” (p.635).

The present study has investigated the micro-social properties of intergenerational
language transmission, looking at it as an ongoing process wherein communities pass
on language from parents to their descendants through [...] “the normal familial

interactions of parents and children (and grandparents, grandchildren, etc.) (Crisp,



2005:150). As a case study it examined Ndamba parents’ attitudes and language use
patterns to determine how they influence children’s language acquisition.

Participants for the study were selected using purposive non-probabilistic sampling
method. Data was collected in two Ndamba dominant villages using semi-structured,
open-ended interview questions, and ethnographic participant observation method,
informal discussion was also used as a support method. For data analysis, qualitative

data analysis model and relational content (thematic) analysis were utilized.

The findings show that overall Ndamba language is being sufficiently transmitted
intergenerationally among its speakers. Community members’ language loyalty and the
need to maintain ethnic identification are the main motives behind the community’s
inspiration to maintain and transfer home language. In conjunction with this main
motive, categories of micro-social dynamics that facilitate language transmission to take
place among Ndamba speakers have been identified. These are related to family

language policy strategies, and language socialization experiences.

Nevertheless despite compelling evidence that Ndamba is currently being sufficiently
transferred cross-generations, data also shows that the language transmission trend
realized in the community is disrupted, making long term sustainability of the language
precarious. Empirical evidence reveals that a class of semi-speaker children, defined in
Dorian (1982) as [...] “individuals who have failed to develop full fluency and adult
normal proficiency” (p.26) is emerging in the community, which hints that children are
not achieving complete acquisition of the home language. This observation heralds that
language shift is underway in Ndamba community. Since the language context of
Ndamba community resembles that of the rest of indigenous minority communities in
Tanzania, the results of this study provide an empirical description of how ambivalent
attitudes and incomplete language use pattern on the part of parents can be described
as accountable for the slow but systematic language shift that is currently taking place

in the country.

The study has several implications; for general theoretical traditions it highlights the
point that ambivalent attitudes and incomplete language use are responsible for
gradual language decline. Previous studies while acknowledging the role of community
based, intuitive conditions on language maintenance and shift, did not show how the
process occurred. For policy the study aims toward sensitizing policy makers and raise
their awareness about the dire situation in which minority languages currently are in.

This would ensure that politicians, bureaucrats, and other state authorities could
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implement policy decisions that guarantee protection of minority languages and
enhance their vitality. One policy strategy that could ensure revitalization of minority
languages would be to include them in the school curriculum as supplementary
approach to the effort of the home and the community, as McCarty (2002, quoted in
Recento, 2006) observes that schools; [...] “can be constructed as a place where children
can be free to be indigenous in the indigenous language — in all of its multiple and ever-

changing meanings and forms” (p. 51).
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