
1 Introduction

Mma Ramotswe had once come across somebody who had forgotten his
Setswana, and she had been astonished, and shocked. This person had
gone to live in Mozambique as a young man and had spoken Tsonga
there, and learned Portuguese too. When he came back to Botswana,
thirty years later, it seemed as if he were a foreigner, and she had seen
him look puzzled when people used quite simple, everyday Setswana
words. To lose your own language was like forgetting your mother, and
as sad, in a way. We must not lose Setswana, she thought, even if we
speak a great deal of English these days, because that would be like
losing part of one’s soul.

(Alexander McCall Smith, The Full Cupboard of Life1)

Gertrud U. and Albert L. were born in Düsseldorf in the 1920s to

families of German-Jewish descent. At the age of 13, they both fled to

England to escape the Nazi atrocities. Gertrud U. subsequently settled

in the United States, and Albert L. in England. In 1996, they were

interviewed as part of an Oral History project by the Holocaust Memor-

ial Museum of their native city, the Mahn- und Gedenkstätte Düsseldorf.

Their narratives constitute a rich and moving source of data, which

is not only of historical but also of linguistic interest. After nearly six

decades of life in an English-speaking environment, it is hardly surpris-

ing that both speakers sometimes use German in ways which are

different from how native speakers who had never lived abroad would

probably express themselves. However, there is a marked difference

between the two speakers: Gertrud U. talks hesitatingly and slowly, her

speech is marked by many pauses, filled pauses (‘ahem’, ‘ah’), repeti-

tions of words as well as self-corrections, and she frequently asks the

interviewer to help her with particular German words which she has

difficulty remembering. Most of the words she uses are fairly unspe-

cific high-frequency items, and she avoids complex constructions such
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as subordinate or embedded clauses.2 In addition, her narrative

contains a high number of what native speakers of German would

probably consider lexical or grammatical mistakes as well as code-

switches into English, and she also has a marked American accent.

An example of her use of German is presented in (1) (items which are

underlined are instances of code-switches into English, the symbol #

represents a pause).

(1)

g.u.: wir hatten einen ähm # äh äh refrigerator äh
i: Kühlschrank
g.u.: Kühlschrank, elektrischen, und das war ziemlich neu in äh # dann

äh at der Zeit und gra- grade wie die Nazis ah ma- in die Küche
gehen um das zu zerstören der äh Kühlschrank # ähm machte
einen wie wie wie die machten in mit gehen an

i: der Motor
g.u.: und de- de- da hatten sie Angst und da sind wollten sie nicht in

die Küche gehen, und da s- sind so so die Küche war nicht
zerstreut3

Translation:
g.u.: we had an ahm # ah ah refrigerator ah
i: Kühlschrank [¼ refrigerator]
g.u.: Kühlschrank, electric, and that was something quite new in ah #

then ah at that time, and ju- just when the Nazis ah ma- go into
the kitchen to destroy that, the refrigerator # ah made an what
what what they did in with they start up

i: the motor
g.u.: and the- the- then they were afraid and they were didn’t want to go

into the kitchen, and then s- were so so the kitchen wasn’t destroyed

Albert L. also code-switches occasionally and makes some mistakes,

and his speech, too, contains some pauses, filled pauses and repeti-

tions. The overall impression, however, is that he uses German fluently

and confidently and the only accent he has is a perfectly preserved

instance of his native Rhenanian dialect. An excerpt from his narrative

is presented in (2).

(2)

a.l.: ich war dann auf einer sogenannten preparatory school, einer
Vorbereitungsschule in Bournemouth, wo ich todunglücklich war
# ich konnte kein- ich konnte kein äh Englisch, es waren einige
andere deutsche boys da, die sind alle durch dieselbe Verbindung
nach England gekommen

Translation:
a.l.: then I was at a so-called preparatory school, a

Vorbereitungsschule in Bournemouth, where I was dreadfully
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unhappy # I didn’t know any I didn’t know any ah English, there
were a few other German boys there, they all came to England
through the same connection

Most native speakers, when confronted with ‘deviant’ language use by

emigrants, share some of Mma Ramotswe’s feelings described in the

quotation at the beginning of this chapter: they are intrigued, sur-

prised and sometimes even shocked. To forget your native language is

perceived as something unnatural and sad – ‘like forgetting your

mother’ and ‘like losing part of your soul’ – to the extent that the term

given to this phenomenon is usually not even ‘forgetting’ but ‘losing’.

This terminology is interesting, since the term ‘loss’ often implies a

discrete, all-or-nothing process: you do not lose a little bit of your

purse, you either have it or it is gone. Speaking of ‘language loss’, then,

implies that once the system is compromised, you are no longer ‘a

native speaker’. You have, in effect, become a foreigner in the culture

that you were born to. We shall see in the course of this book that this

perception is probably not entirely accurate.

The term ‘loss’ is problematic in another way; particularly when used

within the context of linguistic research: language lossmay be an accur-

ate term for the phenomenon of change or reduction of linguistic

knowledge by emigrants. It is, however, somewhat unspecific, as the

same term can also refer to the shift from one language to another in a

community over several generations, or to the overall extinction or

death of a particular language. A more accurate and specific term for

the loss of a language by a healthy individual (that is, loss which is not

caused by brain injury or some pathological condition, such as aphasia

or dementia) is language attrition (see Figure 1.1) – and this term does

allow for a more flexible and gradual interpretation of the forgetting

process than the starkly dichotomous language loss.

The term language attrition,4 then, refers to the (total or partial) forget-

ting of a language by a healthy speaker. This process of forgetting takes

language loss

by communities by individuals

language shift
language death in healthy speakers: language

pathological: aphasia

attrition

Figure 1.1 The terminology of language loss
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place in a setting where that language is used only rarely, e.g. by

immigrants such as Gertrud U. and Albert L. for whom the language

of the country where they live has become the predominant medium

of communication in everyday life. In such situations we may witness

a kind of reversal of what we often observe in bilingualism: second

language (L2) learners typically do not use the L2 in exactly the way

native speakers of the same language do. For example, they often

have a foreign accent, they may not apply all grammatical rules

consistently, and their vocabulary knowledge may be less extensive

than that of the native speaker. Many (but probably not all) of these

phenomena are the outcome of the fact that the first or native

language (L1) exerts some degree of influence on the L2 (a phenom-

enon known as cross-linguistic influence or CLI). This is schematically

represented in Figure 1.2.

If a second language speaker is integrated into society and uses

the language on a daily basis, the L2 system may be extended, CLI

may become less and less, and eventually the L2 system may become

native-like or near-native. There is a large body of research on CLI and

second language acquisition, and I will not go into these processes

grammar

phonology/phonetics

pragmatics

L1 L2

lexicon/semantics

Figure 1.2 L1 influence on L2 in second language acquisition (from
Schmid and Köpke, 2007: 2, their Figure 1, used by kind permission
by John Benjamins Publishing Company, Amsterdam/Philadelphia.
www.benjamins.com)
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any further here. However, a consequence of this change in the overall

circumstances and in language use often appears to be that the L1

system is restructured and shrunk to some degree, and that it will show

evidence of traffic from L2 on many linguistic levels (see Figure 1.3).

The examples of spoken German given in (1) and (2) above illustrate

that even speakers who emigrated at more or less the same age, have

lived in emigration for roughly the same time span, and have equal

opportunities to use their L1 can vary dramatically as to the skill which

they retain in their first language. Could we say that both speakers are

attriters? Or would we suggest that, while Gertrud U. probably has

experienced considerable attrition, we are not so sure about Albert L.?

As this example illustrates, it is often difficult to distinguish an

attriter from a non-attriter. The onset of L2 influence on L1 is gradual

and probably happens far earlier than one might suspect. There is also

a great variety of ways in which CLI can assert itself, not all of which

may be what wemight call ‘attrition proper’. In the course of this book,

various approaches to the concept of language attrition will be intro-

duced. We will look at ways in which the second language can influ-

ence the first and try to establish which of them may be indications of

attrition, and which may indicate other phenomena linked with

grammar

phonology/phonetics

pragmatics

L1 L2

lexicon/semantics

Figure 1.3 L2 influence on L1 in L1 attrition (from Schmid and Köpke
2007: 2, their Figure 2, used by kind permission of John Benjamins
Publishing Company, Amsterdam/Philadelphia. www.benjamins.com)
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bilingual language use. Later on, we will explore experimental and

quantitative ways in which attrition may be detected and investigated.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The aim of this book is to give you an overview of what attrition is, how

itmanifests itself, and howwe can investigate it. GertrudU. andAlbert L.

will remain our companions through the coming chapters, but we will

also encounter other attriters and other examples.

Part I will provide amore detailed overview of attrition phenomena on

different levels of the linguistic repertoire. The chapters in Part I will look

atmore extensive samplesof text andat other types of data, and showyou

what you may expect to find in the language of attriters. Perhaps even

more importantly, they will point out what you can probably expect not

to find in such data. Different linguistic levels – the lexicon, phonetics

and phonology, morphology and syntax – will be considered.

I pointed out above that, although Albert L. and Gertrud U. appear

highly comparable in many ways – the age at which they emigrated,

the length of their emigration span – their current level of proficiency

seems to be quite dramatically different. Part II will look at personal

background factors which may influence the degree of language attri-

tion in the linguistic system of the individual, such as age at the time

of emigration, age at the time of investigation, or length of time since

emigration. We will also look at how habits, attitudes and linguistic

behaviour of the speaker can influence the degree to which attrition

phenomena will manifest themselves.

Parts III to V are concerned with the methodological and practical

aspects of conducting research. The chapters in these parts will provide

youwith a number of tools that you canuse to set up your own study, and

demonstrate how you can convert your raw data intomeaningful results.

NOTE

Throughout this book, I shall try to provide as many examples as I can

in order to illustrate the process of attrition, its investigation and its

analysis. Many of these come from my own research, and are

therefore either German or Dutch, but I will use other languages and

other researchers’ examples as well. Where my own work is

concerned, the examples will largely come from two studies. The first

is an investigation of thirty-five autobiographical interviews with

6 language attrition
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German Jews – that is the corpus which comprises the two speakers

you encountered above, Gertrud U. and Albert L. This study was

published in 2002, and I shall refer to it as ‘Schmid, 2002’. A second

study is a larger and methodologically more diverse investigation

which I conducted with German attriters in Canada and the

Netherlands. This study is described in an article I published in 2007,

and many of the examples I use throughout the book originate from

this corpus referred to as ‘Schmid, 2007’.

ATTRITION VS INCOMPLETE ACQUISITION

There is one important terminological distinction which needs to be

made at the outset: studies on language attrition have not always

agreed on whether and how to draw the line between incomplete L1

acquisition on the one hand and L1 attrition on the other. There are

definitions of attrition which subsume the former under the latter (e.g.

Polinsky, 1994: 257). On such a view, speakers who were very young at

emigration as well as speakers who were born to migrant parents

(second-generation immigrants) are regarded as attriters. However,

recent investigations suggest that there is a difference between the

types of change which set in before the linguistic system has stabilized

(i.e. before puberty) and attrition among mature speakers (I discuss

these issues in more detail in chapter 6 below). On the current view,

therefore, incomplete acquisition and language attrition are qualita-

tively different phenomena which should not be subsumed under one

heading or confused in investigations. For this reason, the discussion

in this book will be confined to speakers for whom the onset of attri-

tion (i.e. the moment of migration) took place after the onset of

puberty, unless indicated otherwise.

Introduction 7

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76040-9 - Language Attrition
Monika S. Schmid
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521760409
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


PART I
Linguistic aspects of
language attrition
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2 What is attrition?

What is attrition? What is it that attriters do in their first language

which is different from what monolingual speakers do? What

kinds of code-switching and code-mixing phenomena do they use?

What kinds of ‘errors’ do they make? And – perhaps even more

importantly – what kinds of errors do they not make?

This chapter will acquaint you with the phenomena you can expect

to find when you listen to attriters using their first language

spontaneously and naturally.

In chapter 1 I introduced two native speakers of German who had both

grown up using their first language exclusively in their daily lives until

age 13, when they moved to an English-speaking environment. Nearly

six decades later, one of them – Albert L. – retained a fairly fluent

command of German, while the other – Gertrud U. – had great difficul-

ties expressing herself in that language.

This discrepancy raises the question of what attrition is and where it

begins. Is there a clear and perceptible boundary in linguistic skills

which marks the distinction between an attriter and a non-attriter?

Can we define it in terms of time – can we, for example, say that it sets

in after ten years? Obviously not, or not exclusively: Gertrud U. and

Albert L. had both been living in an English-speaking environment for

approximately the same length of time. Can we, then, define linguistic

criteria, and say that a person who makes more than a certain number

of errors, or who has a foreign accent, is an attriter, and someone who

is below that threshold is not?

In a way, that question is reminiscent of the debate of what consti-

tutes ‘bilingualism’. The non-technical, everyday use of this term covers

only what linguists call ‘balanced bilinguals’ – individuals who can

speak and use two languages equally well, in all situations (it is highly

doubtful whether such speakers exist at all; if they do, they constitute a

tiny minority of those who are able to use more than one language: see
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Cook, 1991; Grosjean, 1989). In present-day linguistic research, the term

‘bilingual’ is usually extended to cover all levels of proficiency. This

includes ‘minimal bilinguals’ who have only a very rudimentary know-

ledge of a second language, as long as they have progressed beyond the

‘tourist’ knowledge of a number of rote-learned phrases and are able to

apply some of the rules of grammar productively (Cook, 2003).

A similar case can be made for language attrition. Again, for a long

time it was assumed that attrition will only begin to manifest itself in

individuals who are highly advanced L2 speakers and have not used

their first language for a very long time (Seliger and Vago, 1991). There

is, however, reason to believe that, as soon as a speaker becomes

bilingual, there will be some degree of traffic from L2 to L1. That is,

the words, sounds and grammatical structures of your school-learned

French will very subtly influence your native language many years

later, even if you have not used the language much in the interim.1

It is therefore conceivable that part of the phenomenon which we

refer to as ‘language attrition’, and which often provokes shocked,

pitying or even outraged reactions from ‘non-attrited’ native speakers,

may only be the somewhat more visible tip of the iceberg of L2 influ-

ence on L1 – something which all bilingual speakers experience, but

which has become noticeably pronounced in the speech of some.

NOTE

In my own work on language attrition, I use the label ‘attriters’

when I speak about migrants living in an L2 environment, and

‘controls’ to designate those speakers who are still living in the

country where they grew up and are surrounded by their L1 in their

daily lives. Others sometimes object to this classification: in their

opinion, I have to establish conclusively (that is, empirically) that the

bilingual-migrant population has, in fact, undergone attrition before

I can call them attriters.

It is understandable that we want clarity of classification. We want

to be able to look at a group of migrants, and be able to draw a clear

line through it, separating the attriters from the non-attriters.

However, in my experience, this does not work. A migrant who

performs worse than a non-migrant on one task may be just as good

or even better on another, or half an hour later, or on a different day.

For me, therefore, ‘attrition’ is not so much a linguistic phenomenon as

a linguistic circumstance, and an attriter is someone for whom the

language of the environment is different from the language she or he

grew up with.

12 linguistic aspects of language attrition
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