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In the middle of the last century, TV and cars went together perfectly. TV
showed you a world of exciting things—atomic bombs in Las Vegas; beautiful young
women on water skis in Cypress Gardens, Florida; Thanksgiving Day parades in New
York City—and cars made it possible to get there.

No one understood this better than Walt Disney. When he opened Disneyland
on sixty acres of land near the nowhere town of Anaheim, twenty-three miles south of
Los Angeles, in 1955, people thought he was out of his mind. Amusement parks
were dying in America in the 1950s. They were a refuge for poor people,
immigrants, sailors on shore leave, and other people with no place to go. But

Disneyland was of course different from the start. (DFirst, there was no way to reach

it by any form of public transportation, so people of modest means couldn’t get there.

And if they did somehow manage to reach the gates, they couldn’t afford to get in,

anyway.

But @Disney’s genius was to use television to its full potential. A year before
the park even opened, Disney launched a television series that was essentially a
weekly hour-long commercial for Disney enterprises. The program was actually
called Disneyland for its first four years and many of the programs in the series,
including the very first, were devoted to celebrating and drumming up interest in that
paradise of fantasy and excitement that was swiftly rising from the orange groves at
the smoggy end of California.

By the time the park opened, people couldn’t wait to get there. Within two
years it was attracting 4.5 million visitors a year. The average customer, according
to Time magazine, spent $4.90 on a day out at Disneyland—$2.72 for rides and

admission, $2 for food, and 18 cents for souvenirs. (@That seems pretty reasonable

to me now—it is awfully hard to believe it wasn’t reasonable then—but evidently

these were shocking prices. The biggest complaint of Disney customers in the

park’s first two years, Time reported, was the cost.
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From our neighborhood you only went to Disneyland if your father was a brain
surgeon or a dentist. For everyone else, it was too far and too expensive. It was
entirely out of the question in our case. My father was a maniac for piling us all in
the car and going to distant places, but only if the trips were cheap, educational, and
celebrated some forgotten aspect of America’s glorious past, generally involving
slaughter, uncommon hardship, or the delivery of mail at a gallop. Riding in
spinning teacups at 15 cents per person didn’t fit into any of that.

The low point of the year in our house came every midwinter when my father
retired to his room and vanished into a giant heap of road maps, guidebooks, old
volumes of American history, and brochures from communities, to select the
destination for our next summer vacation.

When he made his decision, my father would spread out a map of the western
United States on the kitchen table, and point to some dry corner of Kansas or the
Dakotas that no outsider had ever willingly visited before. We nearly always went

west, but never as far as Disneyland and California.
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What causes a language to disappear?’ Once a language is gone, what happens
to the people and the culture that once used that language and lived in that society?
These are important questions for anyone interested in the state of the world’s
languages today. Some linguists believe that of the 6,200 known languages, as many
as 90% may disappear over the next 100 years. Other linguists believe that (Dthis is

an alarmist figure. ~ While they agree that languages are disappearing more rapidly

than in the past, they do not believe that the loss of languages will be as rapid as these
predictions suggest.

So what causes languages to disappear? The traditional argument in linguistics
is that languages die because their speakers die. To demonstrate, we could note
natural phenomena such as a volcanic eruptioﬁ, earthquake, or disease that eliminates
the entire population of an area and with it the language. Diseases brought by
European settlers to America in the 16-19th centuries dramatically decreased the
number of native American tribes.

There are also man-made causes such as war. Eliminate the enemy and you
also eliminate their language. This too happened in America with battles between
the westward moving white settlers to America and many of the native American
tribes they encountered. This is also responsible for the weakened state of the Ainu
language in Japan where battles in the 1600s, followed by Japanese expansion to
Hokkaido, and eventually disease eliminated a majority of the Ainu population by the
end of the 19th century.

Today, however, there ate new ways in which languages are disappearing.

@ Technology and a desire for material wealth have caused some smaller linguistic

communities to abandon their traditional language for English. Their belief is that

their children will have a better chance of success with English rather than a language
that may only have 100 speakers. It’s hard to say that they are wrong. We all want
the best for our children, but we must consider the cost to the society.
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What do we lose when a language dies? It is our b-elief that we lose not only
the cultural practices and rituals of that society, but also the collective body of
knowledge that that society has accumulated over time. In addition to the
knowledge that is lost, we also lose the diversity that makes the world such an
interesting place. The world would be a much less exciting place if we all spoke a
single language.

Once we have recognized how languages contribute to the diversity of our world
and what is lost when languages (and cultures) disappear, it then becomes important
to understand what can be done and is being done to protect the world’s languages.
Yet, no matter how much we might want to preserve all of the world’s languages, this
simply is not possible. There are too many languages with too few speakers and not
enough time. Understanding this, there are generally two active approaches to
endangered languages. The first is language preservation and the second is language
revitalization.

Language preservation often occurs when the language has been reduced to very
few living speakers. In this type of work, linguists try to record as much information
about the language and culture as is possible, knowing that once these remaining
speakers are gone the language is dead. Because of this kind of work, it is
sometimes called linguistic salvage work.

The second approach is language revitalization. Language revitalization occurs
when there is awareness in the linguistic community of the need to promote the
language. It must be the linguistic community that takes an active role in seeing that
the language is used in the home and in education, trade, and in the media. If the
community is not interested in saving the language, then in many cases the best
linguists can do is preservation of information.

As more and more distinct linguistic communities realize the importance of
preserving the language and culture of their people for future generations, more
languages are likely to be saved. It is possible to bring a language back from near

destruction. However, it .requires efforts from all sides including the learners, the
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elders, the government and linguists.
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There are many poor people in the world who lack the money to buy food,
clothing, shelter, and medicine. If you were to donate $100 to a charity such as
Oxfam, then some of these people would get what they desperately need and you
would thereby increase happiness. But if you were to donate all of your spare
income each month, then even more people would get what they desperately need and
you would produce even more happiness. Should you donate all of your spare

income to charities such as Oxfam? Would it be wrong not to do so?
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