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Introduction
PETER K. AUSTIN, OLIVER BOND, DAVID NATHAN 

School of Oriental and African Studies 

The Linguistics Department at the School of Oriental and African Studies was the 
first linguistics department established in Britain and was founded in 1932 as a 
centre for research and study in Oriental and African languages. Today, the 
Department belongs to the Faculty of Languages and Cultures and includes the 
Endangered Languages Academic Programme and the Endangered Languages 
Archive which are part of the Hans Rausing Endangered Languages Project,
funded by Arcadia (formerly The Lisbet Rausing Charitable Fund). In addition to 
its core members of staff, the Department is home to an active community of post-
doctoral researchers, visiting scholars, research associates and postgraduate 
students. The interests of staff, students and visitors cover a wide range of 
theoretical and applied aspects of linguistics, broadly conceived, including syntax, 
phonology, semantics, sociolinguistics, historical linguistics, language typology, 
language documentation, language archiving, lexicography, multimedia, language 
pedagogy, translation studies and research on individual languages and language 
families. We work on languages spoken on every continent of the world, 
particularly endangered and under-described languages. The Department is a 
vibrant research environment with seminars, workshops, and training courses held 
from time to time, in addition to a regular series of Departmental Seminars and a 
fortnightly Research Seminar. We publish two journals annually: SOAS Working 
Papers in Linguistics and Language Documentation and Description.

The Department provides teaching programmes at all levels: BA, MA and 
PhD. For the MA we offer a range of options, including an MA in Linguistics and 
the world’s only MA in Language Documentation and Description (which has two 
pathways, ‘Field Linguistics’ and ‘Language Documentation and Support’). The 
structure of our programmes is driven by our belief that it is essential that classes 
at all levels convey a sense of what the discipline is currently trying to explain, 
and the importance and excitement of such debates.  Teaching is by means of 
lectures, seminars, discussion groups, small group tutorials, and practical classes. 
For PhD students, there is a full training programme in research techniques, with 
additional courses in methods of linguistic analysis and fieldwork. PhD students 
are currently carrying out fieldwork in Africa, Asia and the Pacific. 

In 2007 the Department of Linguistics at SOAS celebrates its 75th 
anniversary. This conference marks the 75 year tradition of linguistics within the 
School and the 5th anniversary of the Hans Rausing Endangered Languages 
Project, comprising the Endangered Languages Academic Programme (ELAP), 
the Endangered Languages Archive (ELAR), and the Endangered Languages 
Documentation Programme (ELDP).

The conference aims to bring together researchers working on linguistic 
theory and language documentation and description, with a particular focus on 
innovative work on under-described or endangered languages, both spoken and 
signed, especially those of Asia and Africa. Our goal is to provide a forum to 
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discuss the ways that linguists and others, particularly community members, can 
respond to the current challenges to linguistic diversity and build on experiences 
of the past.

This volume contains most of the papers given at the conference. Presenters 
were asked to produce a ‘short version’ of their paper (about 5-10 pages in length) 
before the conference and this resulting volume is included in the conference 
materials distributed to attendees. The papers have been lightly edited for 
consistency of style and format. 

Bloomsbury, London 
26th November 2007
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