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– Acclaimed Documentary Follows Two Scientists on a Race Against Time to Document the World’s Vanishing Languages –
“A fascinating journey with two men who are the Indiana Joneses of language hunters.” 

– Kenneth Turan, Los Angeles Times
“Two ethnographers run around the world making tapes of people speaking so-called ‘endangered languages.’ Sound like homework? It’s not, for these two geniuses have an adventurous streak, and the two cameras follow them as they travel the globe, getting people to speak in obscure tongues (some with as few as one practicing speaker) to their microphones and cameras. Funny, enlightening and ultimately uplifting, THE LINGUISTS demonstrates how the act of recording a dying language can, ironically, bring it back to life.” 

– Aaron Barnhart, Kansas City Star
THE LINGUISTS is a poignant and hilarious chronicle of two scientist-adventurers — David Harrison and Greg Anderson — racing to document languages on the verge of extinction. In Siberia, India and Bolivia, the linguists confront the very forces silencing languages: racism, humiliation and violent economic unrest. Harrison and Anderson penetrate deep into the heart of the cultures and communities at risk when a language dies. A breakout hit at the 2008 Sundance Film Festival, THE LINGUISTS airs Thursday, February 26, 2009, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS.

In Siberia, fewer than 25 elderly people speak Chulym, a language spoken for generations by traditional hunter-gatherers and fishermen in small rural villages. In India, younger generations no longer speak Sora, a regional language with a complex and expressive way of putting words together. In Bolivia, a language once spoken by healers to the Inca emperor survives mysteriously, generation after generation, with fewer than 100 speakers.

These examples are brought vividly to life in THE LINGUISTS. Scientists estimate that of 7,000 languages in the world, half will be gone by the end of this century. On average, one language disappears every two weeks. “The most surprising discovery was just how interesting and dramatic it was to follow two seemingly no-nonsense linguists into the field,” says Daniel Miller, the film’s producer. “The linguists first had to penetrate bureaucracies, then gain trust within communities and finally inspire speech from people often driven into not using their native tongue by decades of persecution and shame. These challenges required skills finely honed by the linguists and made the expeditions more like adventures.”

In addition to Miller, producers-directors Seth Kramer and Jeremy Newberger of Ironbound Films accompanied Harrison of Swarthmore College and Anderson of the Living Tongues Institute on a journey to record these languages and understand the cultural and political pressures hastening their extinction.

“We did not want to make a movie that looked at threatened ways of life with detached sentimentality,” says Miller. “We sought to portray speakers of endangered languages, and the scientists who work with them, as regular people who share a sense of urgency about losing something vital. Their stories — at times sad, scary, even uproarious — reveal how the loss of a language affects us as human beings.”
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