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Obsolescence or diachronic change? 
Embracing variation in linguistic analysis

Language obsolescence is often a convenient scapegoat in cases where variation confounds our analyses and no clear patterns emerge
from the data. This talk illustrates how to better incorporate linguistic variation into descriptions and improve both the synchronic and
diachronic analysis of a language. The discussion is based on examples from Chitimacha, a language isolate once spoken in Louisiana.
Linguistic analyses and descriptions are presented from archival materials on the language to show a) how good documentation of
linguistic variation in these documents enables better analyses today, and b) how that variation has informed contemporary grammatical
analysis of the language. Understanding the processes by which languages change helps us be more tolerant of linguistic variation in our
descriptions and provide a more complete grammatical picture.
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