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A general feeling among linguists is reflected by the Algonquian 
specialist Karl Teeter (Sebeok 1976:507) who wrote that "Half of 
the indigenous languages of North America presently spoken are due 
to pass out of currency in this generation." Michael Krauss (Sebeok 
1976:289), the Dene specialist, wrote "It remains uncertain. . ,  that 
any Alaska children will know Athapaskan in the year 2000." 
This paper argues that society should resist this linguacide and 
enhance the survival of languages through encouraging their use in 
Native communities and schools. This would be in keeping with our 
promotion of multicultural activities and ethnic awareness for all 
Canadians. 

The pessimistic views should be balanced in Canada by an aware- 
ness that Indian languages have survived more fully in Canada than 
many other regions of the New World and that long term future 
viability is secure for at least ten Native languages. By contrast, all 
of the Caribbean languages are extinct and well over half of the 
indigenous Central and South American languages are extinct (see 
Herbert Landar's list in Sebeok 1977). 

Kinkade (1970) did a study of the language abilities at the 
Haskell Institute, an Indian school in Lawrence, Kansas, in 1966 
and 1968. He found the usual pattern of a sharp reduction in Native 
language use between the generations. In the judgements of the 
students, language fluency was retained by 53% of their mothers 
and 47% of their fathers, but only 24% of the students. Language 
use in the students' own homes was solely in the Indian language 
only in 7% of the cases, while it was only in English in 30% of the 
cases and in both languages in 63% of the cases. The only sizeable 
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tribal groupings in which as much as half of the students were fluent 
are Hopi, Navajo, and the Tewa Pueblos. Strong showings were 
also present among other Pueblos, Apache, Cheyenne, Crow, Eskimo, 
and Pima-Papago. The proportions of the U.S students in 1966 
and 1968 who reported that they were fluent in languages also 
native to Canada were as follows. 

Total Students % Fluent 

Gros Ventre 14 29% 
Eskimo (Yupik, Inuktitut) 75 27% 
Tlingit 25 20% 
Athabascan 20 20% 
Haida 9 11% 
Cree 9 1 I% 
Ojibwa-Saulteaux 62 8% 
Blackfoot 25 4% 
Tsimshian 8 0 
Oneida 6 0 
Assiniboine 4 0 
Abnaki 1 0 

The only general survey on the number of speakers was done by 
Wallace Chafe (1962, 1965) twenty years ago. From a total 
indigenous North American list of about 500, about 90 had already 
become extinct, S0 were close to extinction, and 85 more were 
threatened by extinction, leaving only 45 or 15% fairly secure or 
secure. The Canadian segment is the strongest part of the list, where 
34 or 68% of the Canadian list of 50 are fairly secure (100 - 1,000 
speakers) or secure (more than 1,000 speakers). 

The following list for Canada is a compilation of rough estimates 
made at different times by different people, principally Chafe, the 
authors in Sebeok 1976 and Cook and Kaye 1978, and Department 
of Indian Affairs and Northern Development data on band popula- 
tions. In brief, it is a rough estimate list so that any corrections with 
specific numbers of speakers would be appreciated. Several dialects 
are close to extinction, particularly Penobscot, Han, and Sarsi. The 
original Yellowknife dialect is considered to be extinct, but there 
is a large bank of Chipewyan-Slave who consider themselves to be 
Yellowknives so the term is still widely used as an ethnic rather 
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than a linguistic category. Gros Ventre (also called Atsina) is a dialect 
of Arapaho, a dialect group that left Canada and migrated to the 
U.S.A. Canada had fifty indigenous languages, if we include the 
arriving migrants of early historic times such as the Five Nations 
Iroquois and exclude the late historic immigrants - Dakota, 
Tuscarora, Potawatomi, and Delaware. An asterisk (*) indicates the 
possibility of an additional community of speakers living in the 
U.S.A. Total population figures are included. 

Viability of Native North American Languages in Canada 

Migrated out: Gros Ventre* 

Extinct: I. Beothuk - 
2. Laurentian 
3. Huron-Petun   - 1,205 
4. Neutral-Erie 
5. Nicola 
6. Tsesaut 

Close to Extinction: 
(less than 10 speakers) 

I. Nitinat - 422 
2. Comox - 1,534 
3.   Oneida* - 3,260 
4. Abnaki-Penobscot - 694 
5. Tagish - ? 
5.   Tuscarora*- 841 
7. Potawatomi* - 998 
8.   Delaware*- 999 

Threatened by Extinction: 
(10 - 100 speakers) 

1. Kutenai* - 446 
2. BeIIa Coola - 730 
3.  Seneca-Cayuga-Onondaga*-    3,680 
4. Naskapi - 589 

Fairly secure: 
(101 - 1,000 speakers) 

1. Tsimshian - 3,452 
2. Niska - 2,892 
5. Gitksan - 3,149 
4. Haisla-Kitimat - 989 
5 Bella Bella-Heiltsuk - 1,424 
6. Kwakiutl - 3,155 
7. Nootka - 3,753 
8. Lillooet - 2,961 
9. Shuswap - 4,347 

10.   Thompson - 3,023 
11.   Okanagan-Sanpoil-Colville-Lake       - 1,753 



342 JOHN A. PRICE 

12. Squamish* - 1,430 
13. Songish-Lummi-Clallam* - 1,443 
14. Assiniboine - 1,376 
15. Mohawk*- 16,640 
16. Ottawa- 1,874 
17. Algonkin - 4,648 
18. Malecite-Passamaquoddy* - 694 
19. Haida- 1,560 
20. Tlingit* - 522 
21. Loucheux-Kutchin* - 2,600 
22. Nahani (Tanana-Koyokan-Han- 

Tutchone)* - 1,305 
23. Dogrib-Bear Lake-Hare - 2,461 
24. Tahltan-Kaska - 793 
25. Sekani-Beaver-Sarsi - 2,197 
26. Dakota* - 6,517 

Secure: 
(more than 1,000 speakers) 

1. Cowichan - 7, 118 
2. Blackfoot- 9,875 
3. Ojibwa-Saulteaux* - 62,545 
4. Cree - 92,664 
5. Montagnais - 6,987 
6. Micmac*- 11,525 
7. Chipewyan-Slave-Yellowknife - 11,097 
8. Carrier-Chilcotin - 7,204 
9. Inuktitut*- 18,000 

Patterns of Language Retention 

The large size of Canada, its relatively recent and slow settlement 
by the European colonists, and the predominantly band level of the 
Natives during the colonization period, have been conditions that 
allowed the Native societies to adapt and to protect themselves 
somewhat from the Whites. Thus the Canadian Indians have had a 
relatively high survival rate, compared with the U.S.A. and Latin 
America. Their current total population (ca. 600,000) as a pro- 
portion (2.5%) of the Canadian population (24 million) is about six 
times higher than the equivalent proportion (ca. 0.4%) in the U.S.A. 

The Hurons of Loretteville, Quebec are an unusual case histori- 
cally where the regular use of their language was lost by a cohesive 
group of moderate size (1,041 in 1970). The Beothuk died out 
through disease and warfare with White settlers. The Laurentians, 
or St. Lawrence Iroquois, were apparently defeated and absorbed by 
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the Hurons. The Huron-Petun and Neutral-Erie were in turn defeated 
by the Iroquois. Nicola, Tsesaut, and Tagish were small immigrant 
enclaves of Athabascans absorbed by surrounding larger societies. 
Languages require a critical mass, a sufficient number of speakers in 
the community, to survive and when the community of speakers 
has gotten small for whatever reason the language has usually moved 
quite quickly toward extinction. 

The range of those who still spoke their language at any level 
of competence in surveys in the 1970's was from a low of about 
62% in Toronto and Vancouver, 70% in Edmonton, 73% in 
Winnipeg, and up to 100% in hundreds of reserves and crown land 
communities across the country. Saskatchewan seems to be the most 
conservative province in the retention of Indian languages. The 
contextual White society of Saskatchewan is relatively rural-oriented, 
a situation that is tolerant of segregation into separate multicultural 
enclaves. It is also extreme in Canada in its anti-lndian discrimination 
and social distance (see "Racism" in Price 1979). The Indian popula- 
tion in Saskatchewan is the largest in proportion to the total popula- 
r.ion of any province (4.7% are status Indians), another factor which 
should favor language viability. In spite of these conditions of 
ruralness, social distance, and large population, Saskatchewan has 
still had a marked decline in the use of Native languages. The pro- 
portion of the total (status and non-status) Indian population who 
spoke their mother tongue in Saskatchewan declined from 85% in 
1961 to 64% in 1971 (Anderson 1978:66). 

In our Los Angeles survey in 1966 (Price 1978: Chap. I0) we 
found that only 22% of the urban Indian parents spoke Indian 
languages in their home. The Canadian data follows this same 
pattern, so that for example one survey found that only 18% of the 
Vancouver Indians used their Native language in their home 
(Stanbury and Siegel 1975). Migrations of new speakers to cities 
and a high level of rural-urban visiting and "commuting" migrations 
do moderate the urban loss of languages. Also Native language 
courses have become a part of the curriculum of Native schools 
and this too will slightly moderate the rate of Ioss. We found in the 
U.S. that the larger language communities have a slower rate of 
decline, particularly where large size is combined with a rural setting, 
as in the Navajo and Hopi cases. Cree (80,000+), Ojibwa (60,000+), 
and Inuktitut (20,000+) are all large, generally very rural, and have 
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written literatures, which should help to legitimate and stimulate 
language learning. 

Inuit and Other Eskimo Variations 

Eskimo makes a nice case study in linguistic acculturation 
because the Eskimo languages and cultures were similar enough 
across their various environments to be considered a constant against 
the variables of modem cultural history in four different states. 
Language practices have been much more supportive in Greenland 
than in Canada. Inuktitut was developed there in the schools, in 
literature, in radio broadcasting, and it is the official language of the 
country, which now has the status of a protectorate of Denmark. 
Language practices have also been better in the schools for the 
Eskimos in Soviet Siberia. Eskimo was the language of the schools 
there right from the start and textbooks have been printed in the 
Native language since 1932. School use, however, seems to be much 
less important in retaining language than viability through daily 
common use in the society and low pressures to acculturate to the 
language of the dominant state. The language is effectively dead if 
it is just in the schools and in a few dozen ethnic phrases drawn out 
for greetings, speeches, and prayers. 

According to Krauss's (Sebeok 1976) estimates for 1972, the 
following proportions of Eskimos spoke their ethnic language: 
Greenland 100%, Canada 94%, Alaskan Central Yupik 94%, Siberian 
Yupik 70%, Alaskan Inuit 55%, Alaskan Pacific Yupik 36%. Green- 
land has been broadly supportive, in general society and in the 
schools, so that language was not lost through acculturation, urban- 
ization, and modernization. The Siberian context seems to have been 
supportive only in the schools, so that there was still considerable 
language loss due to acculturation to U.S.S.R. society. The Canadian 
Inuit and Alaskan Central Yupik contexts lacked both general 
society support for their languages and support in the schools, but 
they have survived anyway, because of the weakness of pressures 
for linguistic acculturation in their isolated settings. Alaskan Inuit 
and Alaskan Pacific Yupik lacked society and school supports and 
they live in the main areas of modern Alaskan development so they 
have experienced more extensive loss of their language. 

As a policy recommendation 
I suggest that we do the following: 
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1. Expand our knowledge of the status of Native languages in 
Canada: number of speakers and competence; literature available in 
the language; and actual use of Native language and literature in 
society and schools. 

2. Examine the recent U.S. Native language legislation as a 
possible model for use in Canada. There is a new federal law on 
Indian education that  supports the teaching of even off-reserve 
Indians, those who have a grandparent living in a traditional Indian 
community. Even more supportive is the Alaska Native language 
Legislation of 1972 that requires bilingual education in state- 
operated schools where children speak a Native language. It also 
provides for the establishment of a Native Language Center at the 
University of Alaska. The Center's mandate is to 1) study the Native 
languages of Alaska, 2) develop literacy materials, 3) assist in transla- 
tions, 4) develop and disseminate Native literature, and 5) train 
Native language speakers as teachers and aides. 

The Canadian record is not an enviable one, as can be seen from 
the Inuktitut record as noted in Dorais paper also in this journal. 
It is to be hoped that the record will improve in future years. 

REFERENCES 

Anderson, Alan B. 
1978 Linguistic Trends Among Saskatchewan Ethnic Groups. In Ethnic 

Canadians, edited by M.L. Kovacs, Regina: University of Regina. 

Chafe, Wallace L. 
1962 Estimates Regarding the Present Speakers of North American 

Indian Languages. International Journal of American Linguistics, 

Vol. 28, pp. 162-171. 

1965 Corrected Estimates Regarding Speakers of Indian Languages. 
International Journal of  American Linguistics, Vol. 31, pp. 345- 
346. 

Cook, Eung-Do and Jonathan Kaye, editors 
1978 Linguistic Studies in Canada. Vancouver: Universty of British 

Columbia. 

Dorais, Louis-Jacques 
1981 A Few Thoughts on the Language of the Inuit, The Canadian 

Journal of Native Studies, I: pp. 303-309. 



JOHN A. PRICE 

Kinkade, M. Dale 
1970 Indian Languages at Haskell Institute. International Journal of  

American Linguistics, Vol. 36, No. 4. 

Krauss, Michael E. 
19'74 Alaska Native Language Legislation. International Journal of 

American Linguistics, Vol. 40, No. 2. 

Price, John A. 
1978 Native Studies. Toronto: McGraw Hill-Ryerson. 

1979 Indians of Canada: Cultural Dynamics. Toronto: Prentice-Hall 
of Canada. 

Sebeok, Thomas A., editor 
1976 Native Languages of the Americas. Vol. 1. 

1977 Native Languages of the Americas. Vol. 2. N.Y.: Plenum Press 

Stanbury, William T. and Jay Siegel 
1975 Success and Failure: Indians in Urban Society. Vancouver: Univer- 

sity of British Columbia. 


