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Numeral systems, because of their close links to other aspects of society (commerce, education), are particularly subject to influence from more dominant languages, with the result that the phenomenon of endangered numerals comprises not only numeral systems of endangered languages but also many instances of endangered numeral systems in languages that are themselves not endangered. Linguists are thus in a much weaker position with numerals than with most other parts of language in trying to extrapolate the extension and boundaries of the human language potential from attested systems. Nonetheless, the numeral systems currently in use and attested in the past provide a fascinating range of variation. This lectures concentrates on two particular aspects. First, attention is paid to unusual arithmetic bases of numeral systems and their areal distribution. Second, a number of universals that have been proposed concerning numeral systems are investigated, with crucial evidence often coming from endangered numeral systems, suggesting that indeed in many instances the accidental absence of numeral systems, perhaps used formerly but never documented, may hinder our attempts to construct a general theory of numeral systems in natural languages.
