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Deputy director’s introduction

he Robarts Centre for Canadian

Studies is York University’s research
engine for a collaborative and critical
study of Canada. One conversation that
has been growing in importance and
prominence in the last two decades at
the Centre concerns the enduring lega-
cies of Indigenous-Settler dynamics
that have shaped and continue to shape
the country, and, more recently, the
ways in which the Centre can support
initiatives leading toward reconciliation.
In light of the calls to action of the Truth
and Reconciliation Committee of Can-
ada (2015), which notably emphasize
the importance of Indigenous language
preservation and revitalization, and of
the United Nations declaring 2019 the
International Year of Indigenous Lan-
guages, we have prepared a special issue
of Canada Watch that puts Indigenous
language preservation and revitalization
efforts in Canada front and centre, with
an unusual twist: three short contribu-
tions from linguists, followed by an
informative booklet entitled Indigenous
Languages in Canada, written by Dr. Will
Oxford, an associate professor in the
Department of Linguistics at the Univer-
sity of Manitoba.

The intent of this special issue is
threefold: to share this booklet produced
by one of the Robarts Centre’s key com-
munity partners, the Canadian Language
Museum; to offer our readership a better
understanding of the work that linguists
do to preserve and revitalize Indigenous
languages in Canada; and to illustrate
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Jean Michel Montsion is deputy director
of the Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies
(2019-20) and an associate professor
in the Canadian Studies Program at
Glendon College, York University.

such work by presenting two recent ini-
tiatives, organized at the Glendon cam-
pus of York University, where the study
of languages and intercultural contact is
part of Glendon College’s academic mis-
sion and history. Work undertaken by the
Canadian Language Museum under the
leadership of Dr. Elaine Gold, and by
Glendon faculty members such as
Dr. lan Martin, demonstrates well how
one can work toward Indigenous lan-
guage preservation and revitalization in
Canada in concrete ways, from know-
ledge dissemination in public and com-
munity settings, to advocacy work with
government bodies on specific legisla-
tion. The articles by Dr. Gold and Dr.
Martin highlight York’s Glendon campus
as a site of conversation and action in
sustaining these discussions, and they
illustrate how Settler Canadians can
ensure that Indigenous languages are
discussed and made visible in Settler
institutions in Canada, such as govern-
ments, museums, and academia. The
third article, by Dr. Oxford, presents
more explicitly how academics are con-
fronted by the tension between being
part of academia—a Settler institution—
and having an individual intent and
responsibility to support Indigenous lan-

guage preservation and revitalization
efforts. Dr. Oxford also discusses key
insights on the contribution of linguistics
to Canadian Studies—a helpful primer
before readers delve into the booklet
appended to this issue.

We extend our sincere thanks to
Dr. Gold, Dr. Martin, and Dr. Oxford
for their contributions to this special
issue, and for their continued work on
Indigenous language preservation and
revitalization in the Canadian context.
It is our hope that this special issue
will serve as inspiration for the ways in
which Settler Canadians can educate
themselves; listen, read, and learn from
Indigenous leaders and communities;
support ongoing initiatives for Indigen-
ous language preservation and revital-
ization in Canada; and make a personal
commitment to advance reconciliation
in their own lives. 4
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Creating the booklet
Indigenous Languages in Canada

he creation of the booklet /ndigen-

ous Languages in Canada was initi-
ated by the Canadian Language Museum
(CLM) and brought to fruition through
the generous support of the Robarts
Centre for Canadian Studies. The CLM
undertook this project because we
believe that it is very important to raise
awareness of the rich diversity of
Indigenous languages in Canada.

THE CANADIAN LANGUAGE
MUSEUM

The CLM was founded in 2011 with the
goal of promoting knowledge about
the cultural heritage embedded in all the
languages used in Canada: Indigenous
languages, official languages, more
recent immigrant languages, and signed
languages. The museum feels a special
responsibility to Canada’s Indigenous
communities, all of which, big and small,
are facing great challenges today in
maintaining their languages.

The CLM’s exhibit space is on York
University’s Glendon College campus, in
Toronto, but its reach is Canada-wide.
Every year the CLM creates a new travel-
ling exhibit, and these exhibits have
toured the country from coast to coast to
coast: from Victoria to St. John’s to
Moose Factory on James Bay. The exhib-
its have been seen by tens of thousands
of Canadians in libraries, community cen-
tres, small museums, schools, colleges,
and universities, at festivals, confer-
ences, and meetings, including gather-
ings of Indigenous language educators.

The exhibits comprise six or seven
double-sided panels, one side English,
the other French, with an audio or video
component. All of the exhibit content
can be seen on our website at language
museum.ca, along with the web exhibit
Messages from the Mosaic, an introduc-
tion to the languages of Canada, and a
video, Two Row Wampum: Preserving
Indigenous Languages in Toronto. The

BY ELAINE GOLD

Elaine Gold is the director of the
Canadian Language Museum,
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titles of the exhibits reveal the range of
topics the CLM has explored:

* Canadian English, Eh!

* Le francais au Canada : D'un
océan a l'autre

» Speaking the Inuit Way

* Cree: The People’s Language

» A Tapestry of Voices: Celebrating
Canada’s Languages

* Read Between the Signs: 150 Years
of Language in Toronto

* Beyond Words: Dictionaries and
Indigenous Languages

 Sign Languages of Canada: Past,
Present and Future

LEARNING ABOUT INDIGENOUS
LANGUAGES

From discussions with visitors to our
exhibits, we have learned that Canad-
ians know very little about Indigenous
languages. Visitors are amazed to learn
that there are more than 60 Indigenous
languages in 12 different language fami-
lies. At the same time, we have encoun-
tered enormous interest in learning
more about Indigenous languages. We
realized that it would be very helpful to
have a booklet available that described
the different Indigenous languages and
language families and pointed out some
of the unique characteristics of these
languages.

[ am very fortunate that linguistics
professor Will Oxford, of the University
of Manitoba, was willing to participate in
this project and share his research and
writings about Indigenous languages in
Canada. Our goal was to present linguis-
tic information in a format that would be
accessible to the general reader. Prof.

Oxford has done an excellent job in
highlighting the fascinating variety of
languages spoken across the country,
explaining linguistic concepts, and intro-
ducing important issues of the effects of
colonization on these languages. He has
brought together research by over 60
scholars to present information about
Indigenous languages across the country.

The booklet is divided into six topics:

* approaching the study of Indigen-
ous languages from an informed
and respectful perspective;

* the geographical distribution of
Indigenous languages in Canada;

* notable structural properties of
Indigenous languages;

* the writing systems used for
Indigenous languages;

* the effects of contact between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous
languages; and

* the current vitality of Indigenous
languages in Canada, including
discussion of language
endangerment, maintenance, and
revitalization.

We are confident that this booklet
will be of interest to a wide range of
people in both the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous communities. We know of no
other short publication that provides an
introduction to all of the Indigenous lan-
guages in Canada. We believe that this
knowledge can lead to a better apprecia-
tion of the value of policies to improve
and protect the status of these languages.
In this way, the CLM hopes to contribute
to the ongoing processes of language
revitalization and reconciliation. W
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Indigenous language policies in Canada
in the wake of Bill C-91: Report on a
national colloquium at Glendon College,

oinciding with the United Nations’

Year of Indigenous Languages
(2019), the Centre for Research on Lan-
guage and Culture Contact (CRLCC) at
Glendon College hosted a national col-
loquium on Canada’s Indigenous lan-
guage policies in the wake of Bill C-91 in
December 2019.

This colloquium was the second
such gathering of Indigenous and Settler
scholars and activists. The first, in 2016,
was York University’s response to the
calls to action of the Truth and Reconcil-
iation Commission on matters related to
the long-ignored subject of Indigenous
language rights in Canada. That gather-
ing contributed to the federal govern-
ment’s announcement, in December
2016, of its intention to introduce Can-
ada’s first-ever federal legislation in sup-
port of Canada’s Indigenous languages.
Bill C-91, the Indigenous Languages Act,
became law in June 2019.

The three colloquium program organ-
izers—Amos Key Jr., Vice-Provost,
Indigenous Initiatives, Brock University;
Maya Chacaby, Anishinaabemowin
Instructor, Linguistics and Language
Studies, Glendon College; and lan Martin,
Department of English, Glendon Col-
lege—are deeply indebted to the individ-
ual and institutional sponsors of the
event: Sylvie Rosienski-Pellerin, director
of the CRLCC and Glendon’s Organized
Research Unit; Prisca Ng, administrative
assistant at the CRLCC; Reagan Brown,
Research Officer, Glendon College; the
Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies;
Celia Haig-Brown, Vice-President for
Research, York University; the Office of
the Glendon Principal; Elaine Gold, dir-
ector of the Canadian Language Museum;
the Indigenous Studies Program of the
University of Toronto; and the NORDIK

December 2019

BY IAN MARTIN

lan Martin is an associate professor
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Research Centre, Algoma University,
Sault Ste. Marie and its director, Sean
Meades.

EXAMINING THE STATE OF
INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE POLICY

The gathering stretched over three days,
December 4-6, with about 75 partici-
pants, both Indigenous and Settler, from
across Canada. There were 20 presenta-
tions touching on the theme of the cur-
rent state of languages and the potential
impact of the new legislation on the
future of Canada’s Indigenous languages.

The opening plenary speaker, Ste-
phen Gagnon, the federal lead represen-
tative on Indigenous languages legisla-
tion, described the “co-development”
process through which the federal lead
ministry, Canadian Heritage, worked
with national Indigenous organizations
and others in drafting Bill C-91.

The second plenary speaker was
Aluki Kotierk, president of Nunavut
Tunngavik Incorporated, the land claim
association representing the Inuit of
Nunavut. She presented a trenchant cri-
tique of both the federal process and the
result of the legislation, which, she
argued, failed to deal with important
Inuit-specific requirements.

The third plenary speaker, Roger
Jones, a legal adviser to the Assembly of
First Nations (AFN), defended the AFN’s
support for the process and the result,
which they characterized as a first step.

The colloquium participants were the
first to hear “breaking news” from the

1980s. A Cabinet document from the
years of the Mulroney government’s
negotiations with the Inuit leadership
prior to the creation of Nunavut had
recently come to light. The document
revealed that the federal government
had no intention of responding posi-
tively to Inuit language demands in the
creation of Canada’s new territory with
an 80 percent Inuktut-speaking popula-
tion. Cries of “shame” rang out in the
conference room when this news was
announced by Aluki Kotierk. It appears
that the new legislation continues a long
tradition of the federal government
refusing to address Inuit demands for
recognition of their language.

The colloquium heard of initiatives
supporting the teaching and increased
use of Indigenous languages across the
country. Joe Karetak and Shirley Tagalik
spoke on curriculum developments in
Nunavut grounded in Inuit Qaujima-
jatugangit (1Q); Suzanne Gessner
reported on initiatives of the First
Peoples’ Cultural Council of British Col-
umbia, the province where 40 percent
of Indigenous languages are found;
Joanne Tompkins and her colleagues
from the Faculty of Education of
St. Francis Xavier University in Antigon-
ish, Nova Scotia reported on the suc-
cess of their strong partnership with the
Mi’kmaw communities of that province;
and the work of Simon Fraser University
(Mark Fettes) and the University of Brit-
ish Columbia (Candace Galla and Mark
Turin) was celebrated. The work of the
University of Alberta’s CILLDI (Canad-
ian Indigenous Languages and Literacy
Development Institute) was discussed
by Heather Blair; and Sean Meades of

Report on a national colloquium, page 6
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Indigenous languages and
the field of linguistics

Indigenous languages play a promin-
ent role in the academic discipline of
linguistics, particularly in Canada. Lin-
guists have worked extensively with
speakers of Indigenous languages in the
documentation and analysis of vocabu-
lary, grammar, and discourse. Such
work can have beneficial outcomes for
both the field of linguistics and the com-
munities in which Indigenous languages
are spoken. However, it cannot be
denied that the field of linguistics has
often enjoyed a disproportionate share
of these benefits. This brief article out-
lines the goals of modern linguistics, the
role that Indigenous languages have
played in the field, and the tensions that
can exist between the different priorities
of academic linguists and Indigenous
communities.

THE GOALS OF LINGUISTICS

Most people are aware that the field of
linguistics involves the study of lan-
guage, but it may come as a surprise
that linguists do not necessarily learn to
speak other languages. The primary
goal of linguistics is to understand how
languages work, at all levels: their struc-
ture, their use, their history, their psych-
ological and neurological correlates,
and their interactions with social factors.
A linguist can study these aspects of a
language without knowing how to speak
the language.

Linguists approach the study of lan-
guage from an egalitarian perspective.
One of the first points taught to students
in an introductory linguistics course is
that all languages and all dialects are
equally valid. In everyday life, the lan-
guages and dialects used by powerful
social groups are often held up as a
superior standard, such as the varieties
of English that are typically taught in
schools. However, this supposed lin-
guistic superiority is rooted entirely in
the perceived social superiority of the

BY WILL OXFORD

Will Oxford, PhD, is an associate professor
in the Department of Linguistics at the
University of Manitoba.

users of such varieties. From a strictly
linguistic perspective, there is no object-
ive basis for declaring one language or
dialect superior to another. As far as lin-
guists can determine, each different lin-
guistic system is equally well adapted
for communication.

A necessary consequence of this
egalitarian perspective is that linguists
seek to understand how all languages
work. If our goal is to understand the full
range of linguistic structures that the
human mind can handle, then an
Indigenous language such as Gitksan,
spoken fluently by fewer than 400 people
in British Columbia (Forbes, 2018), has
just as much to teach us as does a global
language such as English, spoken by mil-
lions of people around the world.

LINGUISTICS AND INDIGENOUS
LANGUAGES

Although all languages are of equal
interest to linguists, a small number of
European languages have played an
oversized role in the development of the
field. Nowadays, linguists recognize the
crucial need to engage with understud-
ied languages, including Indigenous lan-
guages in Canada, to ensure that our
theoretical models accurately reflect the
full diversity of human language.
Urgency is added to this enterprise by
the significant decline in the number of
fluent speakers that has affected most
Indigenous languages in Canada, one of
the damaging legacies of colonization.
Most linguistic research becomes
impossible if fluent native speakers are
not available to participate.

Linguistic research on a particular
language normally begins with a com-

prehensive description of the vocabu-
lary and structure of the language,
typically published as a dictionary and
a reference grammar, along with the
recording and analysis of stories,
speeches, and other examples of the
actual use of the language. This work is
done collaboratively by linguists and
speakers and typically involves hun-
dreds of hours of sitting down and dis-
cussing the meaning of words and
sentences in painstaking detail. In addi-
tion to basic descriptive materials, lin-
guists also write articles and books that
connect data from particular languages
to broader issues in the field; some lin-
guists focus primarily or exclusively on
this kind of research. Linguists whose
research involves endangered languages
may also contribute to community-
oriented language revitalization initiatives.

CONFLICTING PRIORITIES

Imagine an academic linguist whose
research focuses on the structure and
use of the passive voice. If this linguist
were to notice interesting parallels
between the passive voice in German
and Cree, the linguist might meet with
speakers of both languages to record
examples of passive sentences and
might then write a research paper that
uses this data to advance our overall
understanding of the passive voice.
The research project sketched above
may seem innocuous. Indeed, it is hard
to imagine an objection to using data
from a prominent language such as Ger-
man in this way. But the use of data from
an Indigenous language is more ethi-
cally fraught than it may first appear.
Consider the context in which the
research takes place. The academic lin-
guist is affiliated with a university, an
elite and prestigious institution, whereas
the speaker of an Indigenous language

Indigenous languages and linguistics, page 6
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is a member of a historically marginal-
ized community that has not enjoyed
full access to such institutions. The lin-
guist sets the agenda for the research
and decides what kinds of knowledge
are valuable; the speaker provides the
data that the linguist needs. The linguist
leverages their published research to
climb the professional ranks; the speaker
is compensated for their time at an
hourly rate. The overall community of
academic linguists gains an interesting
new set of data; the overall Indigenous
community gains little of practical value.
Does this sound like an equal exchange?

It should be emphasized that not all
linguistic research proceeds in this way.
In fact, this model of research is much
less common than it once was. As Rice
(2006) discusses, many linguists now

incorporate an element of advocacy in
their research, aiming to do work that
has clear benefits for the speech com-
munity; and the gold standard for lin-
guistic research is now an empowerment
model in which the community itself
plays an active role in setting the
research agenda and carrying out the
work. Successful examples of this model
in Canada include recent dictionaries of
East Cree (dictionary.eastcree.org) and
Innu (dictionary.innu-aimun.ca) and the
“Cayuga: Our Oral Legacy” project
(cayugalanguage.ca).

Nevertheless, despite such successful
collaborations, there remains a discon-
nect between many of the goals of the
field of linguistics and the needs of speak-
ers of Indigenous languages. Not all lin-
guistic research involving Indigenous

languages has immediately obvious bene-
fits for Indigenous communities. Although
this fact is clear, our understanding of its
implications continues to evolve along
with other aspects of Indigenous-Settler
relations in Canada. W
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Report On q nqtional COIquUium continued from page 4

Algoma University, Sault Ste. Marie spoke
on the factors of both historical lan-
guage shift and contemporary revitaliza-
tion in Anishinaabe communities of
northern Ontario.

Indigenous language rights lawyer
David Leitch, who had spoken at the
2016 colloquium, spoke on the failure of
the new legislation to provide any new
actionable language rights to Indigen-
ous people; demographer Mary Jane
Norris presented her new interactive
website on the demographics of Indigen-

ous communities and languages; and
Adam Richard presented an online dic-
tionary portal, developed in Mohawk
but adaptable to any language.

In all, it was a three-day opportunity
to share ideas and initiatives with the
common goal of ensuring that Indigen-
ous languages will gain strength—both
speakers and opportunities for use—in
the future.

Most of the colloquium speakers are
also contributors to an upcoming volume
(eds. Key Jr., Chacaby & Martin from

McGill-Queen’s University Press). The
collection is expected to appear in 2021,
in time for the UN Decade of Indigenous
Languages, which the United Nations
recently declared will start in 2022.
News on further developments in the
field of Indigenous language policy will
be posted on the CRLCC website. ¥
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This booklet is an introduction to the linguis-
tic study of the Indigenous languages spoken
in Canada. The following topics are covered:

= approaching the study of Indigenous
languages from an informed and respectful
perspective

the geographical distribution of
Indigenous languages in Canada

some notable structural properties of
Indigenous languages

the writing systems used for Indigenous
languages

the effects of contact between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous languages

the current vitality of Indigenous
languages in Canada
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Preface

This booklet is an introduction to the linguistic study of the Indigenous lan-
guages spoken in Canada. The following topics are covered:

= approaching the study of Indigenous languages from an informed and re-
spectful perspective

= the geographical distribution of Indigenous languages in Canada
= some interesting structural properties of the languages

= the writing systems used for Indigenous languages

= contact between Indigenous and non-Indigenous languages

= the present-day status of Indigenous languages in Canada

This booklet was originally written by Will Oxford as a chapter for a linguistics
textbook project that did not proceed to publication in its intended form. The
chapter was edited by Elaine Gold to adapt it for a broader audience. We grate-
fully acknowledge the helpful feedback of the textbook editors, John W.
Schwieter and Joyce Bruhn de Garavito, as well as several anonymous review-
ers of the textbook draft. Printing of the booklet was made possible by the
Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies, York University.
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1 Approaching the study of Indigenous languages

French and English are the most widely-spoken languages across much of
Canada today, but it hasn't always been this way. Before the arrival of Europe-
ans, the territory that is now Canada was home to a rich and diverse landscape
of Indigenous languages. This linguistic landscape still exists today, although
its diversity is under threat. In this section, we place our study of Indigenous
languages on a respectful and informed footing by thinking about our termi-
nology and dispelling some potential misconceptions.

1.1 Terms for Indigenous peoples and languages

Speakers of English use various words to refer to Indigenous peoples and lan-
guages, including Indian, Native, Aboriginal, and Indigenous. Many people in
Canada now consider the term Indian to be outdated and offensive, and it
should be avoided by those outside of Indigenous cultures. Some Indigenous
people and groups do still use the term, however, such as the Manitoba Indian
Education Association and the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre.

Opinions regarding the terms Native, Aboriginal, and Indigenous vary and
have changed over time. The term Aboriginal is enshrined in Section 35 of the
Canadian Constitution Act (1982), which defines “aboriginal peoples of Can-
ada” as consisting of the “Indian” (i.e. First Nations), Inuit, and Métis peoples.
The term Aboriginal continues to be used widely today; an example is the
name of the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network.

In recent years, however, many people have come to prefer the term In-
digenous, particularly following the adoption of the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). The use of Indigenous
emphasizes the connection to the land and is applicable across national bor-
ders. The Canadian government recognized this preference in 2015 by
changing the name of the department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern De-
velopment to Indigenous and Northern Affairs. We will use the term
Indigenous in this booklet.

A further consideration involves capitalization: what is the difference be-
tween indigenous people and Indigenous people? You can see the difference
most clearly with the word native: a native person could be anyone who was
born in a particular area (e.g. “Sue lives in Calgary but she is native to Toronto”)
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while a Native person is someone who belongs to a particular Indigenous na-
tion. Following this logic, we will capitalize the word Indigenous in order to be
clear that it refers to a particular group of peoples.

1.2 Names of particular Indigenous languages

Words such as Aboriginal and Indigenous are cover terms for a diverse group
of peoples and languages. The use of such cover terms is sometimes criticized
for defining Indigenous peoples in terms of the Europeans who colonized their
land. When possible, it is best to use more specific words that recognize par-
ticular Indigenous nations. Here, too, there is much variation.

Some of the variation reflects the existence of two kinds of names for eth-
nolinguistic groups and languages. An endonym is what members of a group
call themselves or their language. For example, people in Germany, Finland,
and Japan refer to their national languages as Deutsch, Suomi, and Nihongo re-
spectively. These words are endonyms. An exonym is a word that some other
group uses to refer to a group or language. For example, in English, we refer to
the above three languages as German, Finnish, and Japanese. These words are
exonyms.

Many Indigenous languages in Canada have been referred to by English
or French exonyms in addition to the endonyms used by the speakers them-
selves. Some examples are given in Table 1.

Endonym Exonym
Nuu-chah-nulth Nootka
St’at'imcets Lillooet
Nakota Assiniboine
Thcho Yatil Dogrib
Innu Montagnais

Table 1. Some endonyms and exonyms for Indigenous languages in Canada

In some cases there is more than one endonym or exonym. An example
of multiple endonyms comes from the language known in English as Cree,
which has a different endonym in each of its dialects: Plains Cree speakers call
the language Néhiyawéwin, Woods Cree speakers call it Nihithawiwin, and so
on for other dialects. An example of multiple exonyms comes from the dialect
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of Anishinaabemowin spoken south of Lake Superior, which is known in Eng-
lish as both Southwestern Ojibwe and Chippewa.

Over time there has been a shift towards an increased use of endonyms.
For example, linguistics papers written in the 1980s refer to the Montagnais
language while papers written in the 2000s refer to the same language as Innu.
We cannot make a general rule that it is always preferable to use the endonym,
however, as many exonyms remain in common use. The best practice is to use
whichever words members of the group prefer to use when speaking English
or French. In this booklet, languages will be identified using the term that is
most common in the current linguistic literature and alternative terms will be
given in parentheses (e.g. Thcho Yatii (Dogrib)).

The complex origins of exonyms

The history of exonyms can be quite complicated. The Algonquian peo-
ples of what is now the American Midwest referred to a neighbouring
Siouan nation using the exonym Winnebago ‘people of the fetid waters’.
English speakers borrowed this exonym directly. French speakers took
the additional step of (mis-)translating it into French, creating the ra-
ther unsavoury exonym les Puants (‘the stinkards’). Both exonyms are
completely different from the endonym used by the nation itself, which
is Hoocgk (or Ho-Chunk). Linguists have now switched to using the en-
donym.

1.3 Avoiding misconceptions about Indigenous languages

Before we look in detail at the Indigenous languages of Canada, there are a few
basic facts that we should discuss in order to avoid potential misconceptions.

Indigenous languages are not “primitive”. Prior to the 20th century, it was
common for Indigenous languages to be characterized as “simple” or “primi-
tive”, even by scholars. We now know that this is utterly baseless. Indigenous
languages have the same level of complexity and sophistication as all other
languages. They are also subject to the same principles of structure and change
that apply to languages around the world. If anyone is in doubt about the com-
plexity of Indigenous languages, there is an easy way to convince yourself: go



INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES IN CANADA

and try to learn one. Anyone who does so will quickly let go of any notions of
“simplicity”!

Indigenous languages are living. There is no denying that many Indigenous
languages are in a precarious position. Some languages no longer have any flu-
ent speakers and others are spoken by only a few elderly people. We should
not make the mistake, however, of referring to Indigenous languages exclu-
sively in the past tense. Dozens of Indigenous languages continue to be spoken
in Canada; some, such as Cree, Inuktitut, and Ojibwe, have many thousands
of speakers. While language endangerment is an important topic, it is also im-
portant that we do not allow the narrative of language death to overshadow
the reality of language life. Indigenous languages continue to play a central
and vital role in communities across the country.

Indigenous languages are numerous. A quick online search will reveal many
people asking questions such as “What is the Indian word for ‘buffalo’?” and
“What is the Native word for ‘woman’?” Although well-meaning, these ques-
tions make the error of lumping all Indigenous peoples together as a single
ethnolinguistic group. To see why this doesn’t make sense, simply substitute
the word European for Indian/Native in the above questions. There is no Na-
tive word for ‘woman’ in the same way that there is no European word for
‘woman’: just as Europe contains a huge number of different ethnolinguistic
groups, each with their own distinct vocabulary, so too does Indigenous North
America.

Indigenous languages are diverse. In addition to being numerous, Indigenous
languages are also diverse. In Canada alone, there are eight completely unre-
lated families of Indigenous languages (Campbell 1997; Mithun 1999).
Indigenous languages from different families can be as different from each
other as English is from Chinese. For example, Plains Cree, spoken in Alberta
and Saskatchewan, has only ten distinct consonant sounds, while St'at'imcets
(Lillooet), spoken in British Columbia, has 44 distinct consonant sounds.
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2 Indigenous language families in Canada

The Indigenous languages in Canada fall into eight distinct language families,
plus three additional unclassified languages. The full list of language groups is
given in Table 2. For each of the bolded groups in the table, the map in Figure
1shows the rough geographical distribution at the time of first European con-
tact. Note that although the map shows Canada only, the Canada-US border
has little relevance to the distribution of Indigenous peoples and several of the
language groups extend across the border.

Table 2 also shows the number of mother-tongue speakers of each lan-
guage group as reported in the 2016 Canadian census. Linguists generally
regard these numbers with skepticism, as it may not be the case that everyone
who reports a language as their mother tongue is necessarily a fluent speaker
of that language. In some instances linguists who work in Indigenous commu-
nities have given much smaller estimates of the true number of fluent
speakers. For example, the 2016 census reports 585 speakers of Halkomelem
(a Salishan language), but the foreword of a recent dictionary (Galloway 2009)
reports only 62 fully fluent first-language speakers. However, the numbers in
Table 2 are still useful as a rough indication of the relative size of each family.

Figure 1. Approximate distribution of language groups at
time of first European contact (adapted from Goddard 1999)
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Language group Speakers
Inuit family 37,715
Na-Dene Dene family 18,775
family Tlingit language 120
Algonquian family 143,885
Iroquoian family 1,485
Siouan family 4,600
Salishan family 2,865
Pacific North-
acthc Jo Wakashan family 1,065
west area
Tsimshianic family 1,725
Haid
Unclassified aca 130
Ktunaxa 120
languages :
Beothuk (extinct)

Table 2. Indigenous language groups and speakers in Canada (2016 census)

No genetic relationships have been established between any of the lan-
guage families listed in Table 2. The Algonquian and Siouan families, for
example, are just as separate from each other as the Indo-European and
Finno-Ugric families in Europe are.

Long-distance relationships

The search for genetic relatives of Indigenous languages has led to some
surprising proposals. It has been suggested more than once that the Na-
Dene languages of North America (e.g. Déne Sutiné, spoken in north-
western Canada) and the Sino-Tibetan languages of Asia (e.g. Chinese)
may have originated from a common ancestor. Very few linguists take
this proposal seriously today.

This is not to say, however, that distant genetic relationships are
impossible. The following Indigenous language groups (check out their
locations in Figure 1) have been proven beyond any doubt to be related
to geographically distant languages:

® The Inuit languages belong to the same family as the Yupik lan-
guages of Siberia.
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= The Algonquian languages belong to the same family as Yurok
and Wiyot, which are spoken on the California coast over 1000
miles from the nearest Algonquian language.

= The Na-Dene language family, which may appear to be restricted
to northern Canada in Figure 1, in fact includes several languages
in the Southwestern United States, including Navajo and
Apache.

Evidence has also recently been presented to support a relationship be-
tween the Na-Dene languages of North America and the Yeniseian
languages of central Siberia (Vajda 2010). If proven, this would be by far
the most distant genetic relationship established between languages of
North America and Asia. The jury is still out on this proposal, but the
initial response from linguists has been mostly positive.

The rest of this section gives an introduction to each of the Indigenous lan-
guage groups in Canada, which are presented in the same order as they are
shown in Table 2, roughly from north to south and east to west.

2.1 Inuit language family

The Inuit languages are a chain of closely-related dialects spoken all across the
far north of Canada, as well as in Alaska and Greenland. The Inuit dialects in
Canada are often referred to as “Inuktitut”, but this term is also sometimes
used more specifically to denote only the eastern dialects. As an example of
the degree to which the Inuit dialects vary, Table 3 shows the pronunciation
of the words for ‘house’ and ‘morning’ in several dialects.

Siglitun Aivilik N. Baffin ~ Nunavik Nunatsiavut

(NWT) (Nunavut) (Nunavut) (Quebec) (Labrador)
‘house’ iglu iglu iglu illu illuk
‘morning’  ublaaq ublaaq ullaaq ullaaq ullaak

Table 3. Inuit dialect variation (Dorais 2010)

Inuit languages continue to be widely spoken in Canada. The 2016 Cana-
dian census reports 37,715 native speakers of Inuit languages, a number that is
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second only to the Algonquian family. In Nunavut, where Inuktitut and Inu-
innaqtun are official languages, 65% of the total population reported an Inuit
language as their mother tongue in the 2016 census.

Inuit languages have relatively straightforward sound systems. There are
three basic vowels, /i a u/, which can be short or long (e.g. /a/ versus /aa/), and
around 15 consonants (depending on the dialect). A particularly salient prop-
erty of Inuit consonant inventories is the contrast between the velar stop /k/
and /q/; /q/ is described as a “uvular stop” and is pronounced further back in
the mouth than /k/. This contrast is the only difference between the words
kimmik ‘heel’ and gimmik ‘dog’ (Nunatsiavut dialect).

Inuit languages are well-known for being highly polysynthetic. This
means that a huge amount of information can be packed into a single word.
Many complex English sentences can be expressed using a single Inuit word,
as in the examples in (1) (Compton 2012).

(1) a. Nirinnguagasuarumajuq.
niri-nngua-gasua-ruma-juq
eat-pretend-try-want-he/she
‘He/she wants to try to pretend to eat.’

b. Igluliutuinnarumajunga.
iglu-liu-tuinna-ruma-junga
house-make-only-want-I
‘I just want to make houses.’

Before we move on to the next language family, we should address a claim that
you've probably heard about Inuit languages. It goes something like this: “The
Inuit have 100 words for snow.” Given the environment in which most Inuit
people live, this claim may seem to make sense, but is it actually true? Some
linguists have argued that it is not, pointing out that there are in fact as few as
two or three distinct roots for ‘snow’ in many Inuit languages. West Green-
landic, for example, has only ganik ‘snow in the air’ and aput ‘snow on the
ground’ (Martin 1986; Pullum 1989). So where did the “100 words” claim come
from? It may be due to the rich morphology of Inuit languages, which allows
the roots for ‘snow’ to combine with other morphemes to create a large num-
ber of more complex words. However, like the forms in (1) above, these
complex words are more comparable to English phrases or sentences than
they are to single English words. This means that there’s really no meaningful

8
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way to compare the number of words in the two languages. The structures of
the languages are simply too different: what counts as a “word” in English is
completely unlike what counts as a “word” in Inuit.

2.2 Na-Dene language family

The Na-Dene languages are spoken directly south of the Inuit languages over
a very large area of western Canada that spans the Yukon and Northwest Ter-
ritories and the four western provinces. Within Canada, there are two
branches of the Na-Dene family. One branch consists of the large group of
Dene (or “Athabaskan”) languages. The other branch consists of a single lan-
guage, Tlingit, which is spoken on the Pacific coast.

Of the seventeen Na-Dene languages in Canada, the most widely spoken
is Déne Syliné (Chipewyan), which was reported to have 11,325 speakers in the
2016 census. This makes it the fourth-largest Indigenous language in terms of
speakers in Canada, after Cree, Inuktitut, and Ojibwe. Other members of the
family with over 1,000 speakers in Canada are Thchg Yatii (Dogrib), Slavey
(Dene Dhah/Sahtuot'ine Yatf), and Carrier (Dakelh). At the other end of the
scale, several of the languages are critically endangered. For example, CBC
News reported in 2011 that Tsuut'ina (Sarcee) was spoken by only 50 people,
with the youngest fluent speaker being 60 years old.

The Na-Dene languages have complex sound systems. In Thcho Yati
(Dogrib), for example, there are 16 vowel and 37 consonant sounds. The vowels
can be long or short and nasal or oral, so that short /a/, short nasal /&/, long
/a:/, and long nasal /a:/ are all distinct vowel sounds. The language also distin-
guishes between low tone (marked by the accent ‘) and high tone (unmarked).
A difference in the tone on the final vowel is the only thing that distinguishes
the pairs of words in Table 4.

xat'a ‘fly out’ xat'a ‘be taken out’
dii ‘this’ dii ‘now’
gots'o  ‘fromit’ gots'o  ‘toward it’

Table 4. Tone contrasts in Thcho Yatii (Marinakis 2003)

Na-Dene languages are well-known for adding a large number of prefixes
to the verb. One analysis recognizes 24 distinct slots for prefixes! The prolific

9
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use of prefixes is illustrated by the verb form in (2), which is from the Kaska
language (O’Donnell 2004). This verb form contains nine prefixes; the root tan
‘look’ is at the very end of the verb.'

(2) Meganégenhtan.

me- ga- né- ge- n- h- tan
3.5G.0BJ- at- distributed- 3.PL.SUBJ- mood- classifier- look
‘They looked at him/them.’

2.3 Algonquian language family

The Algonquian languages are spoken to the south of the Inuit and Na-Dene
families. Like these other two families, the Algonquian languages stretch over
a broad expanse of Canada: from the edge of the Rocky Mountains all the way
to the Atlantic coast (as well as in several parts of the United States). Five Al-
gonquian languages are currently spoken in Canada: Cree, Ojibwe, Mi'gmagq,
Blackfoot, and Maliseet-Passamaquoddy. Two additional Algonquian lan-
guages, Munsee Delaware and Western Abenaki, have few, if any, native
speakers remaining in Canada.

Cree has the largest number of speakers of any Indigenous language in
Canada, with over 100,000 speakers reported across six provinces in the 2016
census. Ojibwe has approximately 30,000 speakers in Canada, with additional
speakers in the United States. Cree and Ojibwe both consist of several dialects,
which are listed in Table 5. Some of these dialects, such as Innu and Oji-Cree,
are distinct enough that they are sometimes regarded as separate languages.

' This example, like many subsequent examples in this booklet, contains abbreviations
that express the functions of some of the morphemes. Any important abbreviations
will be explained as the example is discussed. For reference, here is a key to the abbre-
viations that appear in the examples: 1 = first person, 2 = second person, 3 = third
person, @ = epenthetic segment, DET = determiner, FACT = factual mood, INSTR = in-
strumental case, NON3 = non-third-person, NSF = noun suffix, NsS = neuter singular
subject, OBJ = object, OBV = obviative, PL = plural, PROX = proximate, PUNC = punctual
aspect, SG = singular, SUBJ = subject.

10
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Cree-Innu-Naskapi dialects Ojibwe dialects

Plains Cree (AB, SK) Saulteaux (SK, MB)

Woods Cree (SK, MB) Lac Seul Ojibwe (MB, ON)
Swampy Cree (SK, MB, ON) Oji-Cree (MB, ON)

Moose Cree (ON) Southwestern Ojibwe (MB, ON)
Atikamekw (QC) Central Ojibwe (ON)

East Cree (QC) Odawa (Ottawa) (ON)
Naskapi (QC, NL) Eastern Ojibwe (ON)

Innu (Montagnais) (QC, NL) Algonquin (ON, QU)

Nipissing (ON, QU)

Table 5. Cree-Innu-Naskapi and Ojibwe dialects (MacKenzie 1980; Rhodes 2006)

Related and unrelated language names

It’s easy to get confused by the name of the Cree dialect Innu, which
sounds very close to Inuit. Let's be clear: there is absolutely no connec-
tion between these two words! You may be surprised to learn, however,
that there is a connection between the words Innu and Illinois. The state
Illinois is named after the Illinois nation, who, like the Innu, are an Al-
gonquian people. The words Innu and Illinois go back to the related
Proto-Algonquian words elenyiwa and elenwewa, which meant ‘ordi-
nary person’ and ‘s/he speaks in an ordinary way’ (Costa 2007).

The other Algonquian languages in Canada have fewer speakers, but the
numbers are still relatively high: Mi'gmaq has 8,030 speakers in the Maritimes,
Blackfoot has 3,250 speakers in Alberta, and Maliseet has approximately 500
speakers in New Brunswick (plus additional speakers of the closely related
Passamaquoddy dialect in the United States). Table 6 surveys the words for
‘woman’ and ‘two’ in the Algonquian languages of Canada.

Cree Ojibwe Maliseet Mi’gmagq Blackfoot
‘woman’ iskwerw  ikkwe skwe- skwe- aakiiwa
‘two’ ni:so niizh nis ne:s naat-

Table 6. Algonquian language variation (Oxford 2014; Rhodes & Costa 2003; Frantz 2009)

11
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The sound systems of Algonquian languages are fairly uncomplicated.
Plains Cree, for example, has seven vowel sounds and just ten consonant
sounds, which is quite small from a crosslinguistic perspective. On the other
hand, the word structure is quite complex. For example, there is a set of affixes
that are used to express either the subject of a verb (as in we sleep) or the pos-
sessor of a noun (as in our horse). Plains Cree expresses both ‘we’ and ‘our’
with the same prefix-suffix combination ni-...-indn (Wolfart 1973):

(3) a. ninipdndn b.  nitémindn
ni- nipd -inn ni-tém -inin
1- sleep -1.PL 1- horse -1.PL
‘we sleep’ ‘our horse’

24 Iroquoian language family

The Iroquoian languages are spoken around the eastern Great Lakes and along
the St. Lawrence River, extending south into the United States. Six Iroquoian
languages are currently spoken in Canada: Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga,
Oneida, Mohawk, and Tuscarora. The family also includes the Cherokee lan-
guage spoken in the southeastern United States.

Of the Iroquoian languages spoken in Canada, only Mohawk still has a
sizeable number of speakers—i295 in the 2016 census. The other languages
are severely endangered. Cayuga, for example, was recently estimated to have
just 60 native speakers (Dyck & Kumar 2012).

Like the neighbouring Algonquian languages, Iroquoian languages have
relatively straightforward sound systems. Two particularly characteristic
properties of Iroquoian sound systems are nasal vowels and the absence of
consonants formed with the lips, such as /p/ or /f/.

Iroquoian languages, like the other families we have looked at, have com-
plex word structures. This is illustrated by the Onondaga sentence in (4),
which consists of a single word composed of seven morphemes (Barrie & Al-
boiu 2008).

(4) Wa?rthyadadygdyahde?.
wa?-  t- hy- atat- yotya -ht  -&?
factual- dualic- 3.dual- reflexive- laugh -cause-punctual
‘They (two people) made each other laugh.’

12
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2.5 Siouan language family

The Siouan language family is centred on the Great Plains, extending over a
large area of the central United States and a smaller area of the Canadian prai-
ries. The family has several branches, but the three Siouan languages spoken
in Canada all belong to the Dakotan branch: Nakoda (Stoney), spoken in Al-
berta, Nakota (Assiniboine), spoken in Saskatchewan, and Dakota-Lakota
(Sioux), spoken in Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

The Dakota-Lakota language is in fact a chain of three dialects: Lakota
(Teton), Western Dakota (Yankton-Yanktonai), and Eastern Dakota (Santee-
Sisseton). With approximately 25,000 speakers, Dakota-Lakota is one of the
most spoken Indigenous languages in North America. A large majority of the
speakers are in the United States, however.

To illustrate the degree of variation among the Siouan languages of Can-
ada, Table 7 shows the words for ‘uncle’ and ‘rabbit’ in Nakoda (Stoney),
Lakota, and Eastern Dakota.

Nakoda Lakota Dakota
‘uncle’ neksi leksi deksi
‘rabbit’ mastiyg mastica mastinca

Table 7. Siouan language variation (Rankin et al. 2015)

A well-known grammatical property of Siouan languages is the distinc-
tion between “active” and “stative” subjects. You can see this difference in the
pair of Lakota sentences in (5) (Woolford 2008). Both sentences have the same
subject T, which is expressed by a prefix on the verb. Notice, however, that
there are two different versions of this prefix: wa- in (5a) and ma- in (5b). How
do speakers of Lakota choose between these two different ways of saying T?
The choice depends on the meaning of the verb. The wa- version of T is used
when the verb expresses an action, as in (5a), while the ma- version of T is
used when the verb expresses a state, as in (5b).

(5) a. Wapsica. b. Maxwa.
wa- psica ma- xwa
Lactive- jump 1.stative- be.sleepy
‘I jumped.’ ‘I am sleepy.’

13
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2.6  Pacific Northwest language area

The area of North America with the greatest diversity of Indigenous languages
is the Pacific coast. From Alaska south to California, the Pacific coast is home
to over 30 distinct families of Indigenous languages. The manifestation of this
diversity in Canada is that British Columbia contains a disproportionately
large number of different Indigenous language families, as you can clearly see
if you look back at the map in Figure 1. In fact, over half of all the Indigenous
languages in Canada are located in BC.

This section describes three language families located along the Pacific
coast: the Salishan, Wakashan, and Tsimshianic families, whose members in
Canada are listed in Table 8. These families are sometimes grouped together
as part of a larger “Pacific Northwest” language area. The Pacific Northwest
languages are not a family in genetic terms—they do not share a common an-
cestor—but they have nevertheless ended up with many similar features due
to long-term contact, bilingualism, and borrowing (Thomason 2000).

Salishan family Wakashan family Tsimshianic family
Nuxalk (Bella Coola) Haisla Sm’algyax
Comox-Sliammon Heiltsuk-Oowekyala (Coast Tsimshian)
Halkomelem Kwa'kwala (Kwakiutl) Sgiiiixs

SENCOTEN (Saanich) Nuu-chah-nulth (Nootka) ~ (Southern Tsimshian)
Shashishalhem (Sechelt) Ditidaht (Nitinaht) Gitksan
Skwxwu7mesh (Squamish) Nisga'a

St'at'imcets (Lillooet)
Nte?kepmxcin (Thompson)
Secwepemctsin (Shuswap)
Nsyilxcen (Okanagan)

Table 8. Pacific Northwest languages

The large number of languages is, unfortunately, not paralleled by a large
number of mother-tongue speakers. In Canada, the 2016 census records 2,865
speakers of Salishan languages, 1,065 speakers of Wakashan languages, and
1,725 speakers of Tsimshianic languages. For many of the languages, the only
remaining fluent native speakers are a small number of elderly people.

Pacific Northwest languages are renowned for the complexity of their
sound systems. The languages typically have quite large sets of consonants.

14
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St'at'imcets, for example, has 44 distinct consonant sounds. Syllable structure
is also complex: large consonant clusters are permitted, to the extent that
some words contain no vowels at all. Table g gives some examples of vowelless
words in Nuxalk (Bella Coola).

gstx ‘pull it off sps ‘northeast wind’
c’ktc ‘I got there’ xscc’ ‘I'm not fat’
g’psttx  ‘tasteit’ gs ‘pull’

sqwx  jump’ x"tlex¥  ‘you spat on me’

Table 9. Vowelless words in Nuxalk (Gibson 1995)

2.7 Unclassified languages

A language isolate is a language that has no known relatives. In addition to
the language families discussed above, the Indigenous languages of Canada
also include the isolates Haida and Ktunaxa. Haida is spoken natively by fewer
than 75 people on Haida Gwaii, formerly known as the Queen Charlotte Is-
lands, off the coast of British Columbia. It was once thought that Haida is part
of the Na-Dene language family, but this has been disproven. Ktunaxa (Ku-
tenai) is spoken natively by fewer than 100 people in the Rocky Mountains of
southeastern British Columbia. Although Ktunaxa shares some features with
both its Salishan and Algonquian neighbours, no genetic relationship has been
established (Dryer 2007).

A third unclassified language, Beothuk, was originally spoken on the is-
land of Newfoundland. The last speaker of Beothuk died in 1829 and the
language is so poorly documented that we cannot determine which family it
belonged to. The best guess is that it was an Algonquian language, but due to
the poor records, we are unlikely to ever know for sure (Goddard 1979). As an
example of the poor documentation of Beothuk, consider that the records
contain two forms meaning ‘one’, gathet and yazeek, each written by a differ-
ent English speaker. Goddard (1979) has suggested that these are actually two
bad attempts at writing the exact same Beothuk word!

15
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3 Grammatical properties of Indigenous languages

The diversity of Indigenous languages in Canada makes it impossible to de-
scribe all the languages with the same broad brush. With respect to their
sound systems, the languages run the gamut from highly complex (Pacific
Northwest, Na-Dene) to relatively simple (Inuit, Algonquian, Iroquoian).
Grammatically, the languages do share a tendency to have quite rich word
structures, but the details are completely different in each family.

This section gives some examples of the interesting grammatical proper-
ties that you would encounter if you were to study an Indigenous language of
Canada. Remember that none of these properties are found in all of the lan-
guages. The point here is simply to raise your awareness of what’s out there. If
your linguistic background is confined mostly to European languages, these
properties may surprise you. Some of them have been surprising to linguists
as well, and have helped to refine our understanding of what’s possible in hu-
man language.

3.1 Animacy

You may know that nouns in French belong to two classes, or “genders”: mas-
culine nouns appear with the article le (e.g. le garcon ‘the boy’) and feminine
nouns appear with the article la (e.g. la fille ‘the girl'). Like French, the Algon-
quian languages also divide nouns into two classes. However, the basis of the
division is different: what matters is whether or not the noun denotes a living
thing. This distinction is called animacy and the two classes of nouns are
known as animate and inanimate (Goddard 2002).

Animate and inanimate nouns in Algonquian languages take different
plural suffixes. In Nishnaabemwin (a dialect of Ojibwe), for example, animate
nouns like gaazhgens ‘cat’ take the plural suffix -ag (gaazhgens-ag ‘cats’) while
inanimate nouns like doopwin ‘table’ take the plural suffix -an (doopwin-an ‘ta-
bles’). More examples of animate and inanimate nouns are given in Table 10.
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Animate nouns Inanimate nouns

nini ‘man’ bkitehgan ‘hammer’
mnidoo ‘spirit’  naagan ‘dish’
aamoo ‘bee’ kidwin ‘word’

mtig ‘tree’ mtigoons ‘stick’

Table 10. Animate and inanimate nouns in Nishnaabemwin (Valentine 2001)

What counts as animate?

An intriguing aspect of animacy in Algonquian languages is that some
non-living objects, such as dewehgan ‘drum’ and semaa ‘tobacco’, are
treated as animate by the grammar. The traditional spiritual signifi-
cance of drums and tobacco may explain why they get to be
“honourary” members of the animate class. However, this explanation
doesn’t extend to another famous exception: raspberries (mskomin) are
treated as animate while strawberries (dehmin) are treated as inani-
mate. Here there is no obvious cultural explanation for the difference.

3.2 Two versions of ‘we’

Most English speakers are probably not aware that the pronoun we has two
different meanings. In most contexts, this ambiguity goes unnoticed, but it oc-
casionally causes confusion. As an example, imagine that you are having
dinner with a friend and discussing the kinds of food you often eat. If your
friend were to say the sentence in (6), you might feel slightly confused. Can
you see why? What are the two possible meanings here?

(6) My partner will be in town soon—we should go out for Korean food.

Here’s what's potentially confusing. When your friend says We should go out
for Korean food, are they inviting you to go for Korean food, or are they just
musing about something that they would do with their partner? The two
meanings can be stated more precisely as in (7).

(7) a. We,die. youand I, should go out for Korean food.
b. We, ie. my partner and I, should go out for Korean food.
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The “you and I” version of we in (7a) is known as inclusive we, because
the speaker is including the addressee. The “s/he and I” version of we in (7b) is
known as exclusive we, because the speaker is excluding the addressee (i.e.
“me and other people, but not you”).

English speakers have to live with the fact that we is ambiguous, but some
languages have different words for the two meanings. This is the case in sev-
eral of the Indigenous languages in Canada. In Kwak'wala, for example, the
pronoun ans means ‘inclusive we’ while the pronoun anu’xu means ‘exclusive
we’ (Tomalin 2011). If your friend were speaking Kwak'wala, the confusion in
(6) would not arise: they would say ans if they meant to invite you and anu’xu
if they did not.

3.3 Noun incorporation

Some Indigenous languages display a morphological process known as noun
incorporation, in which a verb “swallows up” a noun that occurs along with it.
Consider the two Mohawk sentences in (8), which both mean ‘I bought the
bed’ (Baker 1996). There’s some complicated morphology here that you don’t
need to worry about—just focus on the noun ndkt ‘bed’. What's different
about where this noun appears in the two sentences?

(8) a. Wa-k-hninu-’ ne ka-ndkt-a'. b. Wa"ke-nakt-a-hninu-'.
FACT-I-buy-PUNC DET NsS-bed-NSF FACT-I-bed-@-buy-PUNC
‘I bought the bed.’ ‘I bought the bed.’

Here’s the difference: in (8a), the noun ndkt ‘bed’ is in a separate phrase that
follows the verb, much like in English. In (8b), however, the same noun ndkt
‘bed’ appears inside the verb itself, sandwiched between the prefix ke- T and
the root Aninu ‘buy’. The sentence consists of a single word which literally
means ‘I bed-bought.’ This is an example of noun incorporation: the noun that
functions as the object of the verb has been incorporated into the verb.

3.4 Classificatory verbs

In English, we can use the verb lie to describe the position of many kinds of
entities. We can say, for example, both There’s a rock lying there and There’s a
dog lying there. When we translate these sentences into a Dene language,
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however, there’s an important difference. Take a look at the Tsilhqut'in (Chil-
cotin) sentences in (9) (Cook 2013). How do they differ?

(9) a. tsi  Selan b. lhin Setin
rock be.there.(3D) dog be.there.(animate)
‘There’s a rock lying there.’ ‘There’s a dog lying there.

What we see in (9) is that there are actually two different verbs that mean ‘be
there’. The verb Se?an ‘be there’ is used with solid three-dimensional object
such as rocks, as in (9a), while the verb Setin ‘be there’ is used with animate
beings such as dogs, as in (gb). These are known as classificatory verbs, be-
cause the verb doesn’t just express the idea of ‘being there’—it has the
secondary role of classifying the subject noun as a 3D object (Se?an) or an an-
imate being (Setin).

The examples in (9) give you a taste of what classificatory verbs are like,
but this only scratches the surface. Tsilhqut'in actually has nine different clas-
sificatory verbs that all mean ‘be there’, as shown in Table 11. Each verb is
specialized for use with a particular class of items.

Verb ‘be there’ Used with...

-fan solid three-dimensional objects (e.g. rocks)
de- -tan long solid objects (e.g. boats, trees)

-lh-tan large containers, filled (e.g. sacks, pails)

-tin animate beings (e.g. dogs, people)

-tli wet mushy objects (e.g. wet rags)

-gan small open containers, filled (e.g. plates)
-lh-chuiz fabric-like objects (e.g. shirts)

-dzdy grain-like aggregates (e.g. sand)

-lah flexible rope-like objects (e.g. piece of rope)

Table 11. Classificatory verbs in Tsilhqut'in (Cook 2013)

3.5 Obviation

We normally say that the grammatical category of person has three members:
first person (e.g. I), second person (e.g. you), and third person (e.g. she, he, it,
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Mary, the child, etc.). It may surprise you to learn that some languages are said
to have a fourth person as well!

In the Algonquian languages and Ktunaxa (Kutenai), a sentence can con-
tain only one “true” third person, known as the proximate third person. This
is normally the person who is the topic of the conversation. Any additional,
less topical third persons are marked with a special suffix known as the obvi-
ative, which indicates that they are less central to the conversation than the
proximate third person (i.e. they are a “fourth person”). This system is known
as obviation.

You can see the obviation system at work in the Oji-Cree sentence in (10)
(Oxford, fieldwork). This sentence involves two third persons: Peter (Piitan)
and David (Tepit). The topic of the conversation is Peter, so Peter gets to be
the proximate third person. This leaves David to get the lower-status obviative
marking, which is indicated by the suffix -an.

(10)  Piitan-®@  owaapamaan Tepit-an.
Peter-PROX PROX.sees.OBV  David-OBV
‘Peter saw David.

You may be wondering what the point of obviation is. Why bother distin-
guishing two kinds of third persons? It's actually extremely useful. Consider
the English sentence Peter saw David when he was driving. Now answer this
question: who was driving? There’s really no way to tell. The pronoun e could
refer to either Peter or David. This makes the sentence ambiguous, and our
only option is to try to figure it out from the context.

The Oji-Cree version of this sentence, however, would be completely un-
ambiguous, thanks to obviation. If Peter is proximate and David is obviative,
like in (10), then an Oji-Cree speaker has an easy way to indicate who the pro-
noun /e refers to: they use the proximate version of £e if they mean Peter and
the obviative version of /e if they mean David, as indicated in (11).

(11) a. Peter-PROX saw David-0BV while he-PROX was driving. (= Peter was driving)

b. Peter-PROX saw David-0BV while he-0BvV was driving. (= David was driving)

This is one way in which obviation is useful: it gives speakers a tool for keeping
track of which third person they're talking about.
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3.6 Evidentials

Imagine that you and I have been inside an air-conditioned building all day,
and that I say the following sentence to you:

(12) It's hot outside today.

I have stated this sentence as a fact. But if  haven’t actually been outside my-
self, how can I be so sure that it’s true? Here are some possible reasons:

= Someone (who I believe) told me it was hot outside.
® I'mguessing it's hot out because the air conditioning is running constantly.
=  When Ilook out the window I see people sweating and fanning themselves.

These reasons involve very different types of evidence. The first reason involves
hearsay: I am confident that (12) is true because someone who I believe told
me so. The second reason involves an inference: the air conditioner would
only be running constantly if (12) was true. The third reason involves visual
evidence: what I see when I look out the window indicates that (12) is true.

In English, I can utter the sentence in (12) regardless of what type of evi-
dence I have for it. This is not the case, however, in all languages. Many of the
Indigenous languages in Canada have systems of evidential morphology,
which serves to explicitly indicate the precise nature of the speaker’s evidence.
Nuu-chah-nulth is one such language. Some of the evidential markers in Nuu-
chah-nulth are listed in Table 12. These markers allow a Nuu-chah-nulth
speaker to indicate whether their statement is based on something they were
told, something they're inferring, something they're seeing, or something

they’re hearing.
Evidential Meaning Example translation
-wa-?is quotative ‘Tt is said that...’
-matak inference T guess...’
-ckwi- past inference ‘It must have been the case that...’
kuk visual inference ‘It looks like...’
na?a:t auditory evidence ‘Based on the sound, it is...’

Table 12, Some Nuu-chah-nulth evidential markers (Waldie 2012)
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4 Writing Indigenous languages

Linguists consider written language to be secondary to spoken language for
various reasons:

= Spoken language goes back to the beginnings of humanity while writing
is a relatively recent invention (c. 3200 BCE).

= Children acquire spoken language from an early age with very little effort
while they must be explicitly taught how to write at a later age and with
great effort.

= Spoken language is universal to all human societies while only some so-
cieties use writing.

Writing is, in essence, just a recording system for language, albeit one that can
have great cultural significance. The absence of writing does not make a lan-
guage deficient in any way. The absence of writing also does not signal an
absence of literature: speakers of unwritten languages often have rich tradi-
tions of oral literature that are preserved over many generations.

The Indigenous languages in Canada fall into the group of languages that
were not traditionally written. Since the arrival of Europeans, however, many
writing systems have been developed. This section describes the two main ap-
proaches used in these systems: Roman and syllabic.

4.1 Roman writing systems

Most Indigenous languages in Canada are written using systems based on the
Roman alphabet. In languages with relatively small numbers of distinct
sounds, the Roman alphabet can be used with little modification. Plains Cree,
for example, can be written using the set of characters in (13).

(13) a. Consonants:ptckshmnwy
b. Vowels:iaoiédad

The only special characters here are the vowels with a circumflex accent. This
marks a long vowel (e.g. short a versus long 4).

In languages with larger numbers of distinct sounds, however, the Roman
alphabet does not furnish enough characters to distinguish all the sounds. The
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44 distinct consonants of St'at'imcets (Lillooet), for example, are far too many
for the Roman alphabet to handle. The gaps have been filled by adding accents
and other similar marks (e.g. p’s k%) and by borrowing symbols from the In-
ternational Phonetic Alphabet (e.g. ¢y ?).

Similar approaches have been taken in other languages, but the details
vary widely. As an example of this variation, Table 13 shows the three different
strategies used in St’at'imcets (Lillooet), Skwxwiiymesh (Squamish), and Lab-
rador Inuttut to distinguish the velar stop [k] and the uvular stop [q]. (By the
way, if you're wondering about what looks like the number “7” in
Skwxwuymesh (Squamish), this symbol represents the glottal stop, IPA [?].)

Language Velar stop Uvular stop
St'at'imcets k q
Skwxwutizmesh k k
Labrador Inuttut k K

Table 13. Distinguishing velar and uvular stops

Spelling standardization

Many Indigenous languages in Canada have more than one writing sys-
tem, with different speakers or groups using different systems. For
some languages there are ongoing efforts to settle on a single shared
writing system. This can be a contentious process, however. To under-
stand why, just think about how resistant many English speakers are to
changes in spelling (e.g. the extremely negative reaction some people
have to abbreviated word forms such as u for ‘you’). Once you've gone
to the trouble of learning how to write your language, it can be difficult
to accept other ways of doing it.

4.2  Syllabic writing systems

Instead of the Roman alphabet, some Indigenous languages in Canada are
written using a completely different family of writing systems known as Cana-
dian Aboriginal Syllabics. An example of syllabic writing in Moose Cree is
given in (14), along with its Roman equivalent.
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(1g) J© Vb o ablfiC* b AccA dyIMCodPx
mol’ éskwa ninakacihtan kd-ililiwi-ayamihtaniwahki.
‘I'm not used to the Cree letters yet.’ (Ellis 2000)

Canadian Aboriginal Syllabics was developed around 1840 by the English mis-
sionary James Evans together with speakers of Cree and Ojibwe (Lewis &
Dorais 2003). This new writing system was enthusiastically adopted by speak-
ers of various Indigenous languages. The use of syllabics spread so quickly that
some groups were already using syllabic writing by the time the first mission-
aries arrived! Today syllabic writing is used most commonly by the Cree,
Naskapi, Oji-Cree, and Inuit.
How does the system work? There are two basic principles:

= First, most of the characters represent entire syllables rather than single
sounds. For example, the character V represents the syllable /pe/.

= Second, all syllables that begin with the same consonant are written us-
ing the same symbol, which is rotated to indicate the vowel. All syllables
that begin with p, for example, are written using the symbol V, which is
rotated four ways to indicate four different vowels: V /pe/, A /pi/, > [po/,
< /pa/. The same goes for all syllables that begin with n (o /ne/, o /ni/, 0
/no/, @ /na/), and so on.

Table 14 shows the set of syllabic characters used in Plains Cree. Some exam-
ples of Plains Cree words written in syllabics are given in (17). These words
illustrate two additional features of syllabic writing: a dot can be added above
a character to show that the vowel is long (e.g. A for short /pi/ versus A for
long /pi:/) and there is a set of special “final” symbols for extra consonants at
the end of a syllable (e.g. A° for /pin/, with the > symbol representing the /n/).

(15) a. /masinahikan/ b. /nipaiwak/ c. [sisimpisis/
‘book’ ‘they sleep’ ‘duckling’
L /a'A W o < ¢ ddA
ma si na hi kan ni pa: wak si: siz pi sis
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e \V/ i A o > a < FINALS
pe V pi A po > pa < p !
te U ti N to D ta (C €t ¢
ce N ca N co J ca |, c -
ke Qq ki p ko ¢ ka b k
me ] mi [ mo | ma | m ¢
ne —p ni g no o na n 2
se \§ si [/ so /A sa s °
we / wi A wo [ wa < w o
ye 4 yi op yo < ya Y v
he Iy hi 1A  ho >  ha I h o

Table 14. Syllabic characters used in Plains Cree (Ellis 2000)

5 Indigenous languages in contact

For any language, there are normally at least some speakers who interact with
speakers of other languages. These situations of language contact can have
various effects. For example, contact between English and French has led to
the borrowing of thousands of French words into English, while contact be-
tween English and Welsh has led to a major decrease in the use of Welsh. This
section describes some effects of language contact on Indigenous languages in
Canada. We will look at contact among Indigenous languages as well as con-
tact between Indigenous and European languages.

5.1 Contact among Indigenous languages

Indigenous languages in what is now Canada have been in contact with one
another for millennia. Prior to European colonization, it was common for In-
digenous people to speak more than one language for reasons such as trade,
intermarriage, and travel (Gardner & Jimmie 1989). The following are some
effects of contact among Indigenous languages.

Borrowing of words. As in the case of English and French, there are many
examples of words being borrowed between various Indigenous languages.
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For example, the word for ‘warrior’ in some Algonquian languages (e.g. west-
ern Ojibwe ogichidaa) was borrowed from the Dakota word akicita ‘warrior’
(Goddard 1978).

Borrowing of linguistic features. Borrowing can sometimes extend be-
yond words to affect the sound system or the grammatical system. For
example, some Algonquian languages in New England developed a nasal
vowel sound /&/ (similar to the vowel in French Jean). It’s probably not a coin-
cidence that the affected languages were spoken adjacent to Iroquoian
languages, which are well-known for their nasal vowels (Goddard 1965).

Linguistic areas. In areas where language contact is particularly exten-
sive and sustained over generations, languages from different families can end
up sharing many features. This is the case in the Pacific Northwest, where the
Salishan and Wakashan languages, and to a lesser extent the Tsimshianic lan-
guages and Ktunaxa (Kutenai), share numerous properties such as large
consonant inventories (Thomason 2000).

New dialects. Sometimes language contact can lead to the emergence of
a new dialect or language. An example is Oji-Cree, a dialect of Ojibwe whose
vocabulary, phonology, and morphology show Cree influences. These influ-
ences are thought to result from Cree speakers who shifted to speaking
Ojibwe, bringing some Cree features along with them (Rhodes 2006).

Lingua francas. A lingua franca is a language that many people learn in
order to communicate with other groups (e.g. English today). Various Indige-
nous lingua francas have existed over time. Before 1650, Huron, an Iroquoian
language that is now extinct, was the lingua franca east of the Great Lakes.
West of there, the lingua franca was Ojibwe, and farther west, it was Plains
Cree (Bakker1997).

Pidgins. A pidgin is a rudimentary system of spoken communication used
between speakers of different languages. A well-known example in Canada is
Chinook Jargon, which developed in the Pacific Northwest. It appears to have
originated prior to the arrival of Europeans and contains much vocabulary
from the Lower Chinook and Nuu-chah-nulth languages. Words from English
and French were later incorporated. The use of Chinook Jargon peaked in the
19th century, when it was estimated to have 100,000 speakers from Alaska
south to California and inland as far as Montana (Silver & Miller 1997).

Plains Sign Language. Plains Sign Language is an Indigenous sign lan-
guage used primarily for communication between different linguistic groups
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across a huge area of central and western North America (Taylor 1978). Plains
Sign Language already existed when the first Europeans arrived and its use
peaked in the 19th century. In Canada, Plains Sign Language has been used by
speakers of Algonquian, Dene, and Siouan languages as well as Ktunaxa (Ku-
tenai). It is still used today, primarily as part of storytelling.

Another context for Plains Sign Language

Generations of Boy Scouts in America have studied Plains Sign Lan-
guage. In fact, the Scout salute, in which the right arm is raised and the
three middle fingers are extended, was adapted from the Plains Sign
Language sign for ‘wolf / scout’ (Taylor 1978).

5.2 Contact between Indigenous and European languages

The arrival of Europeans created new situations of language contact. We will
look at two effects of this contact: borrowing and language mixing.

5.2.1 Borrowing

Indigenous languages have borrowed words from English and French. An ex-
ample is the Innu word nashiip ‘soup’, which is borrowed from French la soupe
‘soup’. In many cases, however, speakers of Indigenous languages have
avoided borrowing and instead coined new words using the morphology of
their own language (Thomason 2010). For example, when Innu speakers
needed a word for ‘priest’, they did not borrow the English or French word.
Instead, they coined a new Innu word kdudpikuésht, which literally means ‘the
one with a white neck’.

Borrowing has also gone in the other direction. Many English and French
words for animals and plants that are indigenous to North America have been
borrowed from Indigenous languages (e.g. raccoon, from Powhatan arehkan,
and pecan, from Illinois pakaani ‘nut’). The same goes for many place names
(e.g. Canada, from Laurentian kanata ‘village’), some geographical terms (e.g.
muskeg, from Cree maskék ‘swamp’), and words for items from Indigenous cul-
tures (e.g. moccasin, from Powhatan mahkesen ‘shoe’). Table 15 gives more
examples of borrowings from Indigenous languages.
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English word  Source

caribou Mi'gmagq qalipu ‘caribou’

kayak Inuit gajaq ‘kayak’

moose Eastern Abenaki mos ‘moose’

opossum Powhatan apassem ‘opossum’
persimmon Powhatan pessimin ‘persimmon’

skunk Abenaki segankw ‘skunk’

tepee Lakota thipi ‘dwelling’

toboggan Mi'gmagq tepaqgan ‘sleigh’

totem Ojibwe -doodem ‘clan’

wigwam Eastern Abenaki wikewam ‘dwelling’
Manhattan Munsee manahdhteenk ‘where wood for bows is gathered’
Saskatchewan Cree kisiskaciwani-sipiy ‘fast-flowing river
Winnipeg Cree winipék ‘body of muddy water’

Table 15. Some English words borrowed from Indigenous languages

(Goddard 2010; Rice 2012; Oxford English Dictionary)

5.2.2 Language mixing

A prominent example of the mixing of Indigenous and European languages is

Michif, a language spoken in some Métis communities in the prairies. Michif
was created from a mixture of Cree and French. We can roughly describe the
language as consisting of Cree verbs and French nouns, although the details
are much more complex (Bakker 1997). Two Michif sentences are shown in

(16) (Strader 2014); the bolded words are of French origin and the others are of
Cree origin. It should be emphasized that Michif is a full-fledged language of
its own, not just an ad-hoc mixture of Cree and French. In fact, there are speak-
ers of Michif who do not speak Cree or French at all.

(16) a.

awnshkow  lapriyayr  kit-ayaw-n apray lames.

sometimes the prayer 2-have-NON3 after  the mass
‘Sometimes we say prayers after the mass.’

b. awn kouleur d-awayhtae-n liportray.

in  colour 1-want-NON3 the picture

‘I want the picture in colour.’
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Aless widely known example of language mixing is Bungee, which devel-
oped in the 1800s at the Red River Settlement in what is now Manitoba. Blain
(1989) describes Bungee as “a dialect of Scots English with a strong Cree com-
ponent and vestiges of French and Gaelic.” Two examples of Bungee sentences
are given in (17) (Blain 1989). In the first sentence, the word for ‘upside-down’
comes from Cree. The second sentence contains an expletive from Cree and
the French word clé ‘key’. No full-fledged speakers of Bungee remain today.

(17) a. The canoe went apichekwani. (= ‘The canoe went upside-down.”)

b. Chistikat, I forgot my clé. (= [Cree expletive], I forgot my key.’)

6 Current status of Indigenous languages

The preceding sections have described the properties and history of Indige-
nous languages in Canada. In this section we turn to a final important topic:
the status of these languages today.

6.1 Language maintenance and language death

Some Indigenous languages in Canada, particularly Cree, Inuktitut, Ojibwe,
and Déne Sytiné, continue to be spoken by large numbers of people. Many
other languages, however, are critically endangered, with only a few elderly
speakers. When these speakers are no longer with us, the language will be-
come extinct.

Extinct or sleeping?

Linguists consider a language to be extinct when it no longer has fluent
native speakers. This does not mean that all traces of the language have
disappeared. There may still be people who can passively understand
the language or people who are trying to learn to speak it. Fragments of
the language may also be preserved in songs or fixed phrases such as
greetings. In place of the term “extinct language”, Leonard (2008) has
suggested that the term “sleeping language” is preferable, as it acknowl-
edges the potential for the language to be revived.
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Language death is not a new phenomenon. Laurentian, the Iroquoian
language that was the source for the word Canada, went extinct by the late
1500s. Nicola, a Dene language once spoken in British Columbia, disappeared
by around 1900. In recent decades, however, the pace of language death has
skyrocketed. UNESCO recently estimated that 19 of the Indigenous languages
in Canada are moribund (i.e. on the verge of extinction) and a further 28 are
seriously endangered (i.e. spoken only by a small and declining number of
older people) (Wurm 2001).

In fact, even for the languages with large numbers of speakers, there are
many communities where the language is no longer being passed on to chil-
dren. And there are warning signs even in some communities where children
do still learn the language. Morris and MacKenzie (2016) recently reported on
an Innu community in Quebec in which the language continues to be quite
strong: it is used by people of all ages in many different contexts, it is spoken
in daycare and in kindergarten, and it is heard on the radio. Nevertheless, even
in this community, young children are currently showing much higher apti-
tude in French than in Innu. This is a worrying sign that the transmission of
Innu may have begun to break down.

The looming extinction of many Indigenous languages in Canada is part
of a global loss of linguistic diversity. It has been estimated that by the end of
this century, 50% of the languages currently spoken around the world may
become extinct. In the rest of this section we look at the causes and effects of
language death in Canada, as well as efforts to maintain and revitalize Indige-
nous languages.

6.2 Causes of language death

What makes a language become extinct? The most drastic type of language
death occurs when all the speakers of the language die. This took place for
Beothuk, the Indigenous language of the island of Newfoundland. After colo-
nization, the Beothuk population declined quickly due to violence, disease,
and competition for resources. When the last known Beothuk person died in
1829, the Beothuk language became extinct as well.

The more usual cause of language death, however, is language shift. This
is when a community shifts to speaking some other language. In Canada, that
other language is usually English or French, although there have also been
cases in which a community shifts from one Indigenous language to another.
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For example, Nicola, the Dene language mentioned in the previous section,
went extinct when its speakers shifted to Nle?kepmxcin (Thompson), a Sa-
lishan language (Wurm, Miihlhausler & Tryon 1996).

Language shift typically takes place when there is a difference in prestige
between a community’s language and the language of a more powerful group,
such as English (Sasse 1992). People may switch to using English in certain do-
mains of interaction, such as in the workplace. This forces anyone who wants
to participate in these domains to learn English. The resulting increase in bi-
lingualism can lead to further erosion of the domains in which the
community’s language is used. This can in turn create negative attitudes to-
wards the usefulness of the language. If this downward spiral continues, the
end result can be a shift away from the language even in the home. At this
point, the language will no longer be passed on to children.

Language nests

When the only remaining speakers of a language are elderly people, it
becomes challenging to pass the language on to children. To address
this problem, some communities have adopted what is known as the
“language nest” model, in which elderly speakers take part in early
childhood daycare programs, bridging the linguistic generation gap.

6.3 Residential schools and language shift

The factors in the previous section are active in language shift all around the
world, including in Canada. However, there is another factor particular to
Canada whose significance cannot be overstated: the residential school sys-
tem. Mandated by the government and run by Christian churches, this system
was originally intended to assimilate Indigenous children into mainstream
Euro-Canadian culture. This goal explicitly included the suppression of Indig-
enous languages, as expressed by this 1895 quote from the Department of
Indian Affairs (Leitch 2006):

If it were possible to gather in all the Indian children and retain them for
a certain period, there would be produced a generation of “English-speak-
ing Indians.”
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To this end, many of the schools discouraged or even prohibited the use of
Indigenous languages. In some schools, students were subjected to corporal
punishment simply for speaking their language. Pierrette Benjamin, a survivor
of the residential school at La Tuque, Quebec, recalls being forced by the prin-
cipal to eat soap for speaking her language (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission 2015a):

She told me to swallow it. And she put her hand in front of my mouth, so
I'was chewing and chewing, and I had to swallow it, so I swallowed it, and
then I had to open my mouth to show that I had swallowed it. And at the
end, I understood, and she told me, “That’s a dirty language, that’s the
devil that speaks in your mouth, so we had to wash it because it's dirty.”

The “success” of residential schools in suppressing Indigenous languages was
noted with pride in this 1937 quote from the principal of the Squamish Mission
School (Piper1989):

Many among the rising generation do not even know their own language.
This great change has been wrought through the Squamish Indian School.
All honor and praise to its able and devoted teachers.

The residential school system is now widely recognized as a national
shame. In 2008, the government of Canada established a Truth and Reconcil-
iation Commission to hear the testimony of thousands of people who were
affected by the system. In 2015 the commission issued a set of calls to action
that are intended to redress the legacy of residential schools (Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission 2015b). With respect to language, the commission has
called for:

® the recognition that Aboriginal rights include Aboriginal language rights;
= the enactment of an Aboriginal Languages Act;

= the appointment of a federal Aboriginal Languages Commissioner; and

® the creation of university degree programs in Aboriginal languages.

In June 2019, Bill C-19, “An Act Respecting Indigenous Languages”, received
royal assent. Among other things, this act established the Office of the Com-
missioner of Indigenous Languages, which is intended to support the
maintenance and revitalization of Indigenous languages.
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6.4 Language maintenance and revitalization

Efforts are underway across Canada to reverse the decline in use of Indigenous
languages. These efforts take many forms, including the establishment of day-
cares in which Indigenous languages are spoken, the creation of Indigenous-
language immersion programs in schools, the development of specialized vo-
cabulary to enable the languages to be used in more contexts (e.g. medical and
legal terms), and the creation of smartphone apps to allow easy access to dic-
tionaries. Linguists can play a supporting role in such initiatives, but the
initiatives must be led by the communities themselves and require the sup-
port of many stakeholders, including governments and education authorities.

AA

(Ojibwe] {Dakota)

TAWOW/TANSI TUNNGASUGIT

(Inuktifut)

(French)

WOTZIYE BIENVENU

Figure 2. In 2016, businesses in downtown Winnipeg began to display this welcome
decal, which includes greetings in Ojibwe, Cree, Dene, Michif, Dakota, and Inuktitut.
(Source: Downtown Winnipeg Business Improvement Zone)

The benefits of maintaining and revitalizing Indigenous languages are
numerous. To take one example, a recent study conducted in British Columbia
(Hallett, Chandler & Lalonde 2007) found that Indigenous communities with
high levels of Indigenous language knowledge had very low rates of youth su-
icide—even lower than the overall provincial average. However, in
communities with lower levels of language knowledge, the suicide rate was
over six times higher. This stark difference reflects the fact that a community’s
language is a powerful sign of the strength and persistence of that commu-
nity’s identity and culture.
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7 Summary

Indigenous languages in Canada are diverse and numerous. The languages be-
long to eight different families, each with its own distinct properties, although
there is a shared trend towards the use of rich and complex morphology. Some
notable grammatical properties of the languages include animacy, the distinc-
tion between inclusive and exclusive ‘we’, noun incorporation, classificatory
verbs, obviation, and evidentials. Most of the languages are written using var-
iations of the Roman alphabet, but a unique writing system known as
Canadian Aboriginal Syllabics is also in use. Contact between Indigenous and
European languages has led to the borrowing of many Indigenous words into
English and French as well as the creation of new language varieties such as
Michif. Many of the languages are severely endangered today due to a gradual
process of language shift that was accelerated by the residential school system.
The languages with the largest numbers of speakers at present are Cree, Inuk-
titut, Ojibwe, and Déne Syliné. Efforts are ongoing to maintain and revitalize
these and many other Indigenous languages.
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