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Linguistics 372 

The Indigenous California Linguistic Landscape 
 

Tuesdays and Fridays 2:40 - 4:05; Olson 163 

Instructor: Marianne Mithun 

 

California is home to tremendous genealogical diversity among its indigenous 

languages. The languages exhibit many intriguing features that differ from those of 

better known languages of Europe and Asia. Though there has been relatively little 

transfer of vocabulary, there are pervasive, striking parallelisms in the kinds of 

distinctions that are elaborated in the lexicon and grammar, and in general patterns of 

expression, raising questions about how such abstract features could spread. 

 

 

Class 1:  Introduction 

Overview of the languages, their genealogical relationships  

What can spread via contact and how? 

Some basic typological variables: sound inventories and patterns, the segmentation 

of reality into words, some basic grammatical distinctions, degree of synthesis, head 

vs dependent marking, basic word orders 

 

 

Class 2: Lexical semantics  

Some areal conceptual patterns encoded in vocabulary and how they might have 

come about 

 

 

Class  3:  Means, manner, direction 

Special areas of elaboration codified in grammar: striking parallels across family 

lines and how they might have developed 

 

  

Class 4: Pronominal categories 

Inclusive/exclusive; cross-clause reflexives, logophoric pronouns, and empathy 

 

Class 5: Special alignment patterns: Who did what to whom? 

Agent-Patient Systems and Hierarchical Systems 

 

 

Class 6: Subtlety in typology 

When possession may not be possession at all  

 

 

Class 7: Parallels in syntactic structure: Post-verbal negation 

Negative cycles, the sources underlying them, and the factors driving them 

 

 

Class 8: Beyond the clause and beyond the sentence 

Clause combining and “switch reference” 

The extension of structure from morphology to syntax to discourse 

Conclusion: Today and tomorrow: Where now? 

 

 

Grading 

Attendance  50% 

Participation  20% 

Assignment  30% 

 

Assignment 

Discover what language is or was indigenous to the area where you grew up. Find 

out what language family it belongs to, and what other languages are in the family. 

Provide a family tree if you can. Then describe any features of the language that you 

find particularly interesting, illustrating your discussion with examples. Be sure to 

cite your sources, which may be published articles or books, and/or websites. If you 

can find no information on the area where you grew up, or you did not grow up in 

North America, or you simply have a special interest in a language from another area 

in North America, you may choose another North American language for your 

discussion. Aim for around 5 pages, single spaced.  

 

Email the finished paper as an attachment to me at any point, latest July 17. 

mithun@linguistics.ucsb.edu 


