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Abstract 

This study explores the occurrence of and motivations for code-switching 

between Dene Sųłiné and English on the Buffalo River Dene Nation, a small 

community in northern Saskatchewan.  The complex history of social scientific research 

in indigenous communities in North America, together with the bodies of scholarly 

literature on the language and language family, and on code-switching and language 

shift, provide the background and context for this study.  A fusion of linguistic 

(language documentation and conversation analysis), ethnographic (participant 

observation) and sociolinguistic (semi-structured interviews) research methods is 

described.  Evidence of language shift in the community is discussed, along with 

community members’ awareness of it and their responses to the current language 

situation. It is argued that while code-switching appears to be connected to language 

shift in this community, it also functions more basically at the level of interaction, 

serving to contextualize communication between speakers in a meaningful way.  

Speakers show masterful use of two grammatical systems as they switch between 

languages in the natural flow of conversation.  Conversational functions of 

code-switching such as reiteration, interjections, topic change, the marking of direct 

quotations, and others are discussed, as well as the use of code-switching as a marker of 

identity. Code-switching is, therefore, not considered merely a symptom of language 

loss, but rather a rhetorical tool by which speakers achieve a particular depth of 

meaning in conversation. Furthermore, it is suggested that in a community where 

members are acutely aware of the tension between maintaining their heritage language 

and participating in the English-dominated culture around them, an understanding of 
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and appreciation for current code-switching practices may provide insight concerning 

the use of these two languages in the future.   
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1  Introduction: overview of the study 

1.1 Introduction1 

“How does it happen, for example, that among bilinguals, the ancestral language 
will be used on one occasion and English on another, and that on certain 
occasions bilinguals will alternate, without apparent cause, from one language to 
another?” (George Barker 1947:185-86) 

 
 The question posed above marks one of the earliest linguistic anthropological 

investigations of the verbal behaviour that has come to be labelled ‘code-switching’ 

(Nilep 2006:4).  The act of switching between different registers, dialects, languages or 

other recognized ‘codes’2 within a single conversation is well-documented in the 

literature as a common occurrence, particularly within, though not limited to, bilingual 

communities.  This thesis sets out to explore not only specific instances of 

code-switching, but also possible motivations for this type of verbal behaviour in a 

bilingual First Nations community in northern Saskatchewan.  Certainly such a study is 

greatly enhanced by an understanding of the broader sociolinguistic situation in the 

community and as such, the connection between code-switching and language shift is 

also considered.  It is no uncertain fact that language use is changing in many First 

Nations communities across North America, a process that first began decades and even 

hundreds of years ago through European contact and colonization.  What is of particular 

interest to this study is how the members of a given community understand their 

language use and that of others in their midst – in terms of both historical and modern 

                                            

1 While I gratefully acknowledge the input and comments of many individuals regarding this 
thesis, I wish to note that all errors of either fact or representation are my own and in no way 
reflect on the capabilities of those who helped me. 
2 See Alvarez-Cáccamo (1998:29-30) for a discussion of ‘communicative codes’; see also 
section 6.1. 
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influences – and how this understanding in turn informs and reinforces their language 

practices.  Attention to such matters should enable one to answer the primary question 

that drives this thesis: how is code-switching meaningful for speakers in Buffalo River?  

In fact, one finds layers of meaning surrounding language use and language practices in 

this community.  As will be discussed at length, speakers interpret both of their 

languages as having associated meanings, which in turn govern their language choice(s) 

in particular situations.  There are also meanings attached to the practice of 

code-switching itself, that is, the degree to which speakers are aware of it, and how they 

feel about it.  Lastly, there are also various meanings conveyed by particular instances 

of code-switching and that which they accomplish within a given conversational 

exchange.  Thus, it will ultimately be argued that while code-switching does seem to be 

indicative of language shift in this community, it also serves as a meaningful tool by 

which speakers contextualize communication and express their identity.  

1.2 The Buffalo River Dene Nation at Dillon, Saskatchewan 

The research for this study was carried out in a community in northern 

Saskatchewan, located on the Buffalo River Dene Nation (BRDN) reserve. According to 

the 2011 census, there were 764 BRDN members living on the reserve and a total of 

245 homes (Statistics Canada 2012; AANDC 2013).  Over half of these residents were 

under the age of thirty, thirty-seven percent were between the ages of thirty and sixty, 

and seven percent were sixty years of age or older, resulting in a median age of twenty-

five.  Of these, 330 listed Dene Sųłiné as their mother tongue, 220 listed English, 15 

listed other languages, and 200 listed both English and a non-official language 
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(Statistics Canada 2012).  As for languages spoken regularly at home3, Dene Sųłiné was 

listed by 380 people, English by 730 people, Cree by ten people, French by five people, 

and five people listed both English and either Dene or Cree (Statistics Canada 2012).  

These figures include residents of Dillon, St. George’s Hill and Michel Village4.  

Several maps are given in Figure 1 and Figure 2 to show the general layout of the 

community. 

 

Figure 1 Map showing three communities on the Buffalo River Dene Nation (Dillon, St.  
George's Hill ,  Michel Village) 
                                            

3 Note that those enumerated were permitted to list more than one language spoken regularly at 
home, hence the fact that the numbers in this list do not add up to the total population. 
4 Residents of St. George’s Hill and Michel Village are often also said to be from “Dillon” due 
to the fact that it is the largest of the three communities that make up the Buffalo River Dene 
Nation.  While the majority of my time was spent in the town of Dillon, I also interacted with 
individuals from the other two communities.  Occasionally I may refer to ‘people from Dillon,’ 
in which case I mean to include all those members of the BRDN with whom I interacted, 
regardless of the particular village in which they reside.  I will in most cases, however, refer to 
all three communities simply as ‘Buffalo River.’ 
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Figure 2 Map of Dillon town centre 

Many of the people living in Buffalo River speak both Dene Sųłiné5 and English 

in a variety of daily interactions.  While many young people appear to be able to 

understand Dene Sųłiné, very few of them speak it regularly or even at all.  The primary 

language of instruction in school is English, though students receive several hours of 

Dene Sųłiné instruction per week.  One teacher from the local school indicated that 

students seem to be more confident now than they were 20 years ago, willing to try 

speaking the language even if they make mistakes.  Her impression is that the language 

is used more now than it used to be.  Another teacher remarked that some of the really 

clever students would occasionally use Dene Sųłiné as a ‘secret’ language, especially to 
                                            

5 Dene Sųłiné is an autonym which, when translated, means ‘the real/original people’ or ‘human 
beings.’  Historically, and in much of the literature, this language and people group have been 
referred to as Chipewyan.  Increasingly, however, Dene Sųłiné is used in the literature, as it is 
the name by which the people prefer to be called.  The term ‘Dene’ is also used, particularly in 
Canada, to refer to the entire language family, as a synonym to Athabaskan.  On the other hand, 
in Saskatchewan it is also frequently used as a shortened form of Dene Sųłiné, referring to this 
one particular language.  To avoid confusion, I will use only the full form, Dene Sųłiné, to refer 
to this particular language and people group, while referring to the family as the Dene language 
family. 
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communicate with one another if their teacher doesn’t speak the language.  Others in 

the community are less optimistic about language use by young people, and express 

concern that the younger generations do not take more of an interest in speaking their 

native language.  A more in-depth discussion regarding language use in the community, 

along with a closer examination of the varying attitudes toward both Dene Sųłiné and 

English, is provided in chapter 5. 

1.3 Fieldwork experience and approach to thesis 

 The fieldwork experience was a profound one for me.  The process of first 

meeting, and then subsequently getting to know and work with members of the 

community was both rewarding and challenging.  It was rewarding because in the midst 

of building relationships with people in the community and earning their trust, I gained 

many new friendships.  The disadvantage of this is that at times, visiting seemed to take 

precedence over working, which served to provide an additional challenge to the 

pressures of meeting research goals in a limited time frame.  An excerpt from my 

fieldnotes captures some of this struggle:  

If I was doing research in an office somewhere, clocking my arrival and 
departure, perhaps I could be more efficient.  But I work in people’s homes, at 
their kitchen table, in the midst of phone calls, unexpected visitors and supper 
preparations, while their children or grandchildren run in and out for snacks, 
giving hugs, inquiring after what exactly we’re doing.  The people I work with 
invite me into their homes, they let me into their family and personal space…so is 
it fair to expect ‘business as usual’ all the time?  
(Fieldnotes, June 6, 2013) 

 
Thus I came to understand that the nature of working with people is such that efficiency 

cannot – nor should it – be the highest goal, but rather deeper understanding and respect 

for those with whom one works.  This realization fueled my desire that my work be 
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relevant to these people who shared not only their time and language with me, but their 

lives and families as well.  This has shaped the approach and focus of my research and 

as such, is worth mention at the outset of this thesis. 

 It is also my intent to present my research in a manner that is clear and accessible 

not only to an academic audience, but also to the people from Buffalo River.  Some 

technical terminology must be used, however, particularly in chapter 4, which is 

primarily directed to an audience of linguists who may not necessarily know the 

structure of the Dene Sųłiné language.  This chapter is not especially relevant for Dene 

Sųłiné speakers because they are already well-acquainted (indeed much more so than 

myself) with the inner workings of this language. Lastly, in an effort to further consider 

the direct relevance of my research for speakers of Dene Sųłiné, I will address a number 

of potentially pertinent issues and/or implications for language speakers in the 

concluding chapter (7) of this thesis. 

1.4 Outline of the thesis 

This thesis is organized as follows: chapter 2 outlines a considerable body of 

relevant scholarly literature, in order to provide context for the current study.  In 

particular, I address the historical relationship between social science researchers and 

indigenous North Americans, highlighting how my knowledge and understanding of this 

history has informed my own approach.  I also discuss literature pertaining to the Dene 

Sųłiné people and their language, as well as that concerning code-switching and 

language shift.  Chapter 3 describes the project participants, the interdisciplinary 

methods with which I approached my research, and the data that was obtained.  A brief 

and technical description of the language is provided in chapter 4, with some additional 
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comments on the Buffalo River dialect in particular.  Evidence for language shift in the 

community is discussed in chapter 5, with particular attention to language attitudes and 

meanings of language.  Chapter 6 investigates the practice of code-switching in this 

community, with particular attention given to its conversational functions in everyday 

(verbal) interactions.  Finally, the thesis concludes with a brief summary in chapter 7, 

with attention given to a number of implications of this study for members of the 

community, as well as questions to be considered in future research. 
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2  Literature and context 

 The context in which the current study is positioned is very broad, drawing on 

extensive bodies of literature that deal not only with the practice of code-switching and 

with language shift, but also with the Dene Sųłiné people and their language, and, more 

generally, the history of social science research among First Nations’ peoples in North 

America.  The significance of this latter domain will, I trust, become plain in the course 

of the following discussion.  As will be examined at length, the relationship between 

social science researchers, especially anthropologists, and First Nations’ peoples has not 

been without challenge or contestation.  Thus, attention to this history is warranted here, 

given that the knowledge of this history has directly influenced my research approach. 

 The purpose of this chapter, then, is to provide an overview of scholarly literature 

that relates to and has informed my research on code-switching among the Buffalo 

River Dene Sųłiné.  I will address three distinct areas of research: (1) the history of the 

relationship between social science researchers and First Nations’ communities in North 

America; (2) the linguistic and ethnographic literature pertaining to the Dene Sųłiné; 

and (3) relevant literature concerning the practice of code-switching, including several 

major approaches to its study, and the connection of code-switching to language shift.  

This discussion will, I trust, serve to adequately portray the context within which the 

present study is situated.  

2.1 The relationship between social science researchers and indigenous peoples in 

North America 

 “…Indians have been cursed above all other people in history.  Indians have 
anthropologists.”  (Deloria 1969:78) 
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 The above statement alludes to the somewhat contentious nature of the 

relationship of anthropologists6 with indigenous peoples in North America over the past 

century.  Starn (2011) provides a comprehensive overview of the history of this 

relationship, focusing particularly on its development in the United States.  The review 

of Starn’s account here will be interspersed with examples pertaining more directly to 

the Canadian situation, and not only to the discipline of anthropology, but also that of 

linguistics.  Though there is much overlap between these two disciplines with respect to 

their relations with indigenous North Americans, they have diverged in a number of 

ways, which will be explored below.    

2.1.1 The Boasian tradition, “Red Power,” and resistance to white domination 

 The predominant ideology of anthropology (and subsequently linguistics, as a 

branch of anthropology) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as noted by 

Starn, was one of ‘salvage ethnography’ (2011:181).  Franz Boas, who has been cited as 

the “father of American anthropology” (Holloway 1997:1), or the “father of modern 

anthropology” (Pinker 2002:22), led the way in a quest to learn as much as possible 

about the cultures, languages and customs of Native peoples before colonization had 

taken place.  This principle, which governed a period of time in anthropology where the 

study of Native American peoples was central to the discipline in the United States, is 

                                            

6 It should be noted that the paucity of references to early linguists working with indigenous 
peoples in North America is likely due to the fact that in its conception, the study of linguistics 
on this continent was considered a subdiscipline of anthropology (Krauss 1998:19).  As such, 
references to the work of anthropologists among indigenous peoples include instances of 
linguistic research as well, though this is not always explicitly indicated.  Franz Boas, for 
example, and his student Edward Sapir both contributed significant linguistic findings (Sapir’s 
work, in fact, was of a much more linguistic nature than anthropological) through their work 
with indigenous people and their languages. 
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often referred to as the Boasian Tradition, and has received many critiques (Starn 

2011:180).  For one, anthropologists from this era have been criticized for an “arrogant 

assumption of the prerogative to snoop uninvited into other people’s business” (Starn 

2011:181-182).  Other critics question the sense of entitlement and certainty with which 

white anthropologists studied Indians, typically seen as a direct result of white colonial 

power.  Krauss (1998:19) notes that while linguists of this period had a keen interest in 

documenting Native American languages, they had “little or no sense of need or 

responsibility for helping to retain them,” an attitude that seems to reflect this sense of 

entitlement.  Himmelmann (2008:341), in fact, comments on the prevalent conception 

within much of twentieth century linguistics that their fieldwork was of little concern or 

consequence to the people being studied; it was seen to do neither harm nor benefit to 

the speakers of the languages, aside from some monetary compensation to those who 

spent time talking to the linguist.  Anthropologists – from this early period as well as 

later on – have also been charged with the deliberate omission of information, that is, 

they have been criticized for what they have not said.  Early anthropologists did not 

document the “bloody story of conquest” or the trauma, poverty and upheaval in Native 

cultures caused by white colonialism (Starn 2011:182).  Instead native cultures were 

often portrayed as frozen in time, the perfect ‘primitive’ picture of how things had been 

before Europeans arrived on the scene.  Ignace, of the Shuswap First Nation in British 

Columbia, describes the work of anthropologists as portraying indigenous people and 

their cultures as “dead wood” to be looked at, as though these cultures are long gone, in 

the past and no longer exist (Ignace et al. 1993:168-169).  Dyck, a Canadian 

anthropologist, notes that even recent anthropological works have been charged with a 
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similar sort of omission, the result of which can lead to “diminished, analytically 

atrophied – and thus misleading – ethnography and advocacy which will in the end be 

of little use to Native communities, the Canadian public or the discipline” (Dyck 

1993:197).   

 Despite these numerous critiques of early anthropology, Starn notes also the 

significant contributions of Boas and other well-known figures of the time: Starn points 

out that Boas’ concept of cultural relativism – that a given culture be studied and 

understood by others on its own terms – was revolutionary during a time when the 

ideology of white supremacy was rampant (2011:182).  Also remarkable were the 

linguistic achievements of Sapir (1936), a student of Boas who discovered the link 

between Navajo and the Pacific Coast and Northern Dene languages, as well as 

Kroeber’s salvage anthropology classic, the Handbook of the Indians of California 

(1925), which has been consulted by many Native American groups in recent 

revitalization efforts (Starn 2011:183).   

 The 1960s and 1970s saw significant changes within the disciplines of 

anthropology and linguistics.  Starn characterizes this period as one of turmoil for the 

discipline of anthropology (2011:183).  Starn, who did some of his own fieldwork 

during this time, says that members of indigenous groups were no longer willing to 

passively act as objects of study (2011:183-184).  During this time Deloria, a Dakota 

scholar and activist, initiated the “Red Power” movement, advocating for an increased 

sense of pan-Indian identity, Indian pride, activism and resistance to white domination.    

Certainly this contributed to a growing native suspicion and hostility toward 

anthropologists (Starn 2011:184).  Deloria states: “Compilation of useless knowledge 
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‘for knowledge’s sake’ should be utterly rejected by the Indian people.  We should not 

be objects of observation for those who do nothing to help us” (1969:94).  Scholars, in 

Deloria’s mind, derive all the benefits without bearing the responsibility for how their 

findings are used and without being willing to put something back into the Indian 

community (Deloria 1991:457).  Similar accusations and resistance were felt within the 

discipline of linguistics.  Yamada (2007:258) describes (with palpable disdain) a 

tradition within linguistics in which fieldwork was conducted in service of the 

individual linguist and the academic community; in this model the linguist “descends 

upon a community, collects data from ‘naive informants,’ and analyzes it in support of 

whatever theories s/he is trying to prove or disprove.”  This approach was eventually 

challenged by the communities in question; as Himmelmann notes, individual speakers 

and representative bodies of the communities began to question not only the purpose of 

linguistic research, but also what role it might play in helping them to maintain their 

cultural and linguistic identity (2008:341).    

 The marked reaction of Deloria and others to this early anthropological and 

linguistic work coincided – and in many cases, likely led to – a shift within both 

disciplines away from the study of Native American peoples and languages.  In the case 

of anthropology, a new generation of anthropologists began to protest the way things 

had been done in the past; the study of indigenous peoples ceased to be central to the 

discipline and instead became somewhat marginal.  The discipline of anthropology 

changed “from the science of the primitive and the far off to the study of just about 

anything, anywhere, anytime, be it Peruvian street kids, Silicon Valley yoga studios…if 

Native America no longer seemed much to want anthropology, if it ever had, 
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anthropologists now no longer needed Indians either” (Starn 2011:184).  As for 

linguistics, the influence of Chomskyan theories led researchers to focus less on how 

languages differed and more on their universal similarities, which led to a decreased 

interest in “exotic” indigenous languages (Krauss 1998:19).  The past several decades 

have, however, seen a resurgence of interest in these languages and peoples, for both 

anthropologists and linguists.  Increased attention to language endangerment and the 

impending threat to the world’s linguistic diversity has led many linguists to turn their 

attention once again to documenting these languages.  For both anthropologists and 

linguists, however, this work necessarily comes from a much different approach and 

perspective than the disciplines’ Boasian roots.  Charles Menzies (2001:21), an 

indigenous anthropologist in British Columbia, acknowledges the freedom with which 

social science researchers once studied Indigneous peoples and states that this is no 

longer the case; in fact, researchers working with First Nations peoples today function 

in a much more restrictive field.  Indeed, the work of recent decades is marked by an 

attitude of collaboration between researcher and community.  

2.1.2 Collaboration between researchers and indigenous communities 

 As noted by Crippen & Robinson (2013) and Himmelmann (1998), among others, 

collaboration has become the operative buzzword among linguists working on language 

documentation.  The same is true for anthropology: as Starn and others have observed, 

the new anthropological work of the past ten or fifteen years has a more politicized, 

activist flavour to it.  In fact, Starn notes that there is a new orientation toward an 

anthropology that is engaged, and that is morally and politically accountable 

(2011:185).  There is a growing sense that both linguists and anthropologists should 
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approach their research as a collaborative endeavour, partnering together with 

indigenous peoples, rather than doing research on them (Asch 2001; Cruikshank 1993; 

Czaykowska-Higgins 2009; Darnell 2000; Deloria, Jr. 1991; Dwyer 2006, 2010; 

Himmelmann 1998; Menzies 2001; Rice 2006; Starn 2011; Waldram 1993; Yamada 

2007).  Achieving a collaborative approach such as this requires attention to a number 

of issues: joint design (between researcher and community) of the research agenda, 

producing something that is useful to the community, and that the researcher give 

something back to the community.  I will discuss each in turn and address how I have 

endeavoured to collaborate in my own research with the people of Buffalo River.   

 A significant part of the collaborative approach involves indigenous people having 

a role in defining the research questions; Cruikshank describes a model that is being 

negotiated in some northern Canadian communities where the researcher and local 

people together specify the terms of conducting research and of producing the final 

report (1993:137).  This extends to linguistic research endeavours as well, as evidenced 

by the development of, for example, a research protocol between researcher and 

community (Wilhelm, personal communication).  Menzies (2001:22) argues that this 

type of collaboration, in which both university-trained researchers and community 

members work together to conduct the research, serves to facilitate the transfer of 

knowledge between researcher(s) and community members, keeps important skills and 

knowledge in the community and enables community members to do research on their 

own community, thus reducing the community’s reliance on outsiders.  This act of 

giving the “subjects” of one’s research a voice and role in decision-making is an 

important step in ‘decolonization,’ a process that Menzies advocates at length as integral 
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to the work of an ethnographer in First Nations communities in Canada today (2001:21, 

24).  Though he does not explicitly define the term, he is understood to refer to the 

dismantling of colonial ideologies which still govern many aspects of the relationship 

between First Nations and the Canadian state today.   

 In one particular aspect of my research in Buffalo River, I had the opportunity to 

collaborate in this way with a member of the community.  When I was first introduced 

to this individual, he informed me of a project that he wanted me to work on.  After 

discussing the project together at length, I drafted a research agreement which he then 

read and suggested changes as he saw fit.  The agreement stated explicitly the purpose 

of the project, how both parties would benefit, and so forth (see Appendix E).  This 

community member then provided access to a number of recorded interviews (in Dene 

Sųłiné) that he conducted in 2008 with a number of elders in the community, and 

indicated his desire that they be written down and eventually compiled into a book for 

use in the local school.  While this was only one aspect of my research project, it was 

initiated by a member from the community and as such, reflects the collaborative 

approach discussed above. 

 The second and third aspects of collaboration are closely connected: that the end 

result be in some way useful to the community, and that the researcher give something 

back to the community.  Presumably, if the community is involved in the research 

design, the expected outcome will align with their particular interests.  The result of 

such an engaged and collaborative approach to ethnographic and linguistic research is 

likely to be, as acknowledged by both Cruikshank (1993:137) and Himmelmann 
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(2008:342), a significantly more time-consuming and long-term project for the 

researcher.  What is more, such a project may become political.  Menzies states:  

Researchers who are serious about their commitment to respectful research 
relationships with Indigenous and other subaltern peoples will most probably 
find it necessary to become politically engaged…If anthropology is to play a 
useful and progressive role in the process of decolonization, it will ultimately 
require a political commitment in support of Indigenous peoples and an 
unambiguous recognition of the colonial role played by mainstream social 
science paradigms (Menzies 2001:33). 

 
Harvey Feit, who has worked with the James Bay Cree, describes the role of 

anthropologists not only to document indigenous ways of life in Canada, but to 

“provide evidence for use by the native peoples in their legal, para-legal and political 

confrontations” (1982:377).  Feit describes anthropologists as advisors for the native 

peoples with whom they work in order to help them attain their political goals, and also 

suggests that anthropologists be involved in “problem-oriented research on present 

conditions” (1982:377).  Deloria likewise insists on the urgent need for research on the 

“contemporary affairs and conditions of Indians” (1991:461).  These “contemporary 

affairs” range from issues of land claims, self-determination, repatriation of bones and 

sacred objects, language preservation and recovery, band leadership, and other issues 

related to the relationship of First Nations with the Canadian state (Asch 2001; 

Cruikshank 1993; Dyck 1993; Ignace et al 1993; Menzies 2001; Starn 2011).   

 While not necessarily political, a key area here to which linguists continue to 

contribute is that of language documentation and revitalization.  Many linguists, in 

addition to their own research interests, are expected to contribute also to language 

preservation and/or revitalization efforts of the community with which they partner 

(Bowern 2008:193).  This may include the development of curriculum materials or the 
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writing of a layman’s dictionary or grammar of the language, among other efforts.  

Increasingly, researchers are expected to produce materials that are relevant and useful 

to the community members themselves, not just to the academic community (Crowley 

2007:34-38). Again, such a commitment undoubtedly increases the researcher’s 

workload significantly; however, such contributions are often (though not always, see 

Bowern 2008:193) a practical and appropriate way in which linguists can give back to 

the community, the third aspect of collaboration mentioned above.   

 In these two latter issues, that of producing a useful result and giving back to the 

community, I have again sought to adopt a collaborative posture in my work with the 

people of Buffalo River.  I have made copies of all recordings and transcripts available 

to the community and/or to the project participants individually (see consent form in 

Appendix C).  As a result, the community now has audio, video and written records of a 

number of stories and conversations in Dene Sųłiné, which contribute to the 

documentation of their language and particular dialect.  Furthermore, some individuals 

have expressed the desire for these materials to be used in the Dene Sųłiné language 

program in the local school; the materials are now in their hands should they decide to 

do this.  Thus, while the scale of my project certainly prevented me from doing a 

complete language documentation as described by Himmelmann (2008:345-347), I have 

endeavoured to be sensitive to the interests of the people of this community, and to 

collaborate with them in my research efforts.    

 Lastly, in light of both the history of researchers’ relations with First Nations’ 

communities, and the more recent emphasis on collaboration described above, it is 

pertinent to briefly consider my choice of research locale.  I was not explicitly invited 
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into the community to document their stories.  I might, then, be said to have simply 

‘descended’ upon a community for the purpose of satisfying my own research goals, as 

in the former linguistic tradition, noted by Yamada (2007:258).  However, I did know 

one community member who indicated that I would be welcome there, and I made two 

trips to the community for the sole purpose of meeting other members of the 

community (including the chief and council members), explaining and seeking approval 

for my project before I ever began working there.  On these visits I was greeted warmly 

by the people there, many of whom were glad of my interest in their language, and was 

encouraged to return.   

 There are of course a number of tensions at play here.  Should a researcher 

approach a community only if s/he has been invited to do so?  And is that researcher, in 

the spirit of collaboration, permitted only to work on that which the community 

especially wants him/her to?  It should be noted that while many scholars promote 

collaboration as the ethical course in linguistic and anthropological fieldwork with 

indigenous communities (see Rice 2006), there are others who take a somewhat 

different stance on the issue.  Crippen & Robinson (2013:124), for example, express 

their concerns regarding this trend (in linguistics in particular), that collaboration has 

come to be considered an absolute requirement of all linguists working with indigenous 

communities, regardless of particular circumstances which may make collaboration 

difficult, or even potentially harmful or damaging.  They argue that for a linguist to be 

expected to submit all his/her research goals to the authority of the community 

administrators is in fact inegalitarian and evidence that “the pendulum has swung too 

far in the shift against inequality between linguist and community” (Crippen & 



19 
 

 
 

Robinson 2013:126).  Bowern (2008:6,161) also warns against vigorous linguistic 

activism efforts or collaboration that may not reflect the wishes of the community.  

Certainly this is not to negate the value of collaborative research relations – I would not 

have devoted so much ink to these issues if I were not of the opinion that we must learn 

from our past history – but rather to acknowledge the importance of balance and mutual 

respect of both parties.  Despite their concerns regarding what they view as an extreme 

discourse promoting collaboration within the discipline, Crippen & Robinson (2013) do 

support collaborative efforts where both parties are open to it and maintain their 

respective autonomy.    

2.2 The Dene Sųłiné  

Bearing in mind the research tradition discussed above, this section now considers 

the ethnographic and linguistic work that has been done on the Dene Sųłiné, a member 

of the Dene language family, also sometimes referred to as Athabaskan.  The Dene 

language family is subdivided into three groups: the Northern languages, the Apachean 

(Southern) languages and the Pacific Coast languages.  Dene Sųłiné belongs to the 

northern group and is relatively well described.  I address first the ethnographic and 

then the linguistic literature on this people group and language, noting, where 

applicable, how these works fit into the above discussion.   

 James VanStone (1965) provides a rich ethnographic account of the Dene Sųłiné, 

which is based on his fieldwork among the Dene Sųłiné in a small community near 

Great Slave Lake, Alberta.  VanStone attempts to address both the history of the Dene 

Sųłiné as well as their contemporary way of life, thus avoiding one of the pitfalls of 

much anthropological research of portraying indigenous people as frozen in time.   
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David M. Smith (1976) also writes about cultural change among the Dene Sųłiné 

(Chipewyan), describing the Dene Sųłiné at Fort Resolution in the Northwest 

Territories.  Smith has also written about Dene Sųłiné ontology (1998) and more 

recently has published a story told by an elderly Dene woman about the hardest winter 

of her life (2003).  According to Smith, the woman wished to tell him the story in order 

to dispel any romantic notions he may have had about her people’s traditional way of 

life hunting caribou, fishing and living in the Canadian north.  This is perhaps an apt 

example of the shift that has occurred in the anthropology of indigenous peoples in 

Canada and the U.S. as discussed above; indigenous people, such as this woman, 

increasingly want to have a say in the research questions, to specify exactly what they 

will share and the terms on which it might be published.  The scholarly works of 

Koolage (1975; 1976) also add to the corpus of writings on the Dene Sųłiné.  Koolage 

writes about concepts such as “deculturation” and “disintegration” as they have been 

used in earlier writings of the Dene Sųłiné, stating that these accounts “fail to elaborate 

the many ways in which the Chipewyan are adapting to changing socio-cultural 

conditions in northern Canada” (1975:45-46).  Koolage acknowledges that at the time of 

writing, the audience (those reading ethnographic works) was already expanding to 

include the Dene Sųłiné themselves and states that they “increasingly resent such 

characterizations” (1975:46).  In each of these accounts, it is evident that both scholars 

and indigenous peoples are increasingly aware of the changing dynamics in research 

relations between them.  Other pertinent ethnographic accounts of the Dene Sųłiné in 

Alberta and the Northwest Territories include those by June Helm (1965; 1980), James 

G. E. Smith (1976; 1981; 1994) and J. C. Yerbury (1976). 
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 Several ethnographic accounts also exist of the Dene Sųłiné in Saskatchewan in 

particular.  Henry Sharp (1977) addresses what he states to be a problematic area of 

ethnography on Canadian Dene peoples – that is, the analysis and understanding of their 

social structure.  Looking particularly at a Dene Sųłiné community7 in northern 

Saskatchewan (located between the communities of Stony Rapids and Black Lake), 

Sharp addresses this issue of social organization (1977:377), as well as concepts of 

nature and culture as they are understood by the Dene Sųłiné (1976), and the economics 

of trapping (1975).  Robert Jarvenpa (1998) has also greatly contributed to the 

ethnographic writings on the Dene Sųłiné in Saskatchewan, sharing an enriching 

account of his fieldwork, first among the Han people in the Yukon and Alaska, and 

secondly with the Dene Sųłiné of Patuanak, in northern Saskatchewan.  This account 

touches on the struggle of ensuring that one’s research agenda reflects the goals of both 

the anthropologist and community members, as discussed above.  Together with Hetty 

Jo Brumbach, Jarvenpa has contributed a number of works on Dene Sųłiné to the field 

of ethnoarchaeology as well.  Brumbach and Jarvenpa have written on numerous aspects 

of Dene Sųłiné society, including hunting (1997b; 2006a), gender and other societal 

relations (1997a; 2006b), and social organization (1988). 

 Finally, a significant body of literature on the Dene Sųłiné language exists, 

including grammatical descriptions by Cook (2004), Li (1946) and Richardson (2002), a 

Dene Sųłiné-English dictionary by Elford & Elford (1998), as well as work on 

classificatory verbs by Kasyon (1997).  A number of semantic studies have been carried 

out by Holden (2010), Rice (1998; 2002; 2012), and Wilhelm (2003; 2006; 2007a,b).  
                                            

7 Sharp identifies the community by the pseudonym “Mission Chipewyan.” 
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Dene Sųłiné texts have been studied by Goddard (1912), Holden (2010), Li (1964), Li 

& Scollon (1976), and Wilhelm (personal communication) to name a few.  Scollon & 

Scollon (1979) provide an ethnolinguistic account of a community (Fort Chipewyan, 

AB) wherein Dene Sųłiné is spoken alongside three other languages, namely Cree, 

French and English.  They have also done considerable linguistic work on Dene Sųłiné 

narratives (Scollon 1975a; Scollon 1975b; Scollon 1975c; Scollon & Scollon 1984).   

2.3 Code-switching and language shift 

 Despite its dismissal by Weinreich (1963:73) as deviant linguistic behaviour and 

as indicative of a lack of bilingual proficiency, the practice of intra-sentential 

code-switching has since been affirmed in the literature not only as a legitimate 

linguistic practice (and therefore a valid subject of linguistic inquiry), but also, in fact, 

as evidence of mastery over multiple grammatical systems (Poplack 1980).  Indeed, the 

frequency with which it occurs among the speech of bilingual individuals in a variety of 

language contact situations has led many scholars, from a wide range of disciplines, to 

engage in careful and in-depth study of this phenomenon in the last several decades.  As 

discussed in more detail in the following chapter, the approach of the current study 

draws on the disciplines of anthropology and (socio)linguistics.  The literature discussed 

herein therefore falls within the realm of this interdisciplinary perspective.  Beginning 

with a brief survey of early scholarly writings on code-switching, several major 

sociocultural approaches to the study of code-switching will be discussed, as well as the 

connection between code-switching and language shift.   

2.3.1 Early influential scholarship 

 In addition to Weinreich’s (1963) work on language contact, other early scholarly 
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works on bilingual code-switching highlighted by Nilep (2006:4) include those by 

Barker (1947) and Vogt (1954), the latter of whom was actually the first to use the term 

‘code-switching’ in the discipline of linguistics.  The works of Ferguson (1959) and 

Fishman (1967) on what they described as ‘diglossia’ were significant in describing the 

contrasting use of different language varieties according to particular social situations.  

Diglossia occurs where several varieties of the same language are employed, but each is 

used only in a particular situation.  This is similar to what Blom & Gumperz (1972) 

describe as ‘situational switching’ in their seminal work on code-switching in northern 

Norway.  This is contrasted with ‘metaphorical switching,’ where more than one 

language variety is used within a single social setting or exchange.  Indeed Gumperz’s 

(1958; 1961; 1964a; 1964b) contributions to the study of code-switching, particularly 

his description of conversational code-switching (1982) and the understanding of 

code-switching as a contextualization cue (i.e. signalling contextual information through 

language alternation), have been extremely instrumental in the development of our 

understanding of this phenomenon, and in spurring on further scholarship in this field.  

Finally, Goffman’s (1979; 1981) concept of ‘footing,’ the changing of one’s stance or 

role within a particular interaction, is significant in that the practice of code-switching 

may serve to establish a shift in roles, or to establish footing.  

2.3.2 Sociocultural studies of code-switching: three approaches   

 There are several major approaches to the study of code-switching within the 

realm of sociocultural linguistics.  Nilep (2006:2) describes this field as an emerging or 

revitalized “approach to linguistics that looks beyond formal interests, to the social and 

cultural functions and meanings of language use.”  He identifies three main approaches 
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to the investigation of code-switching from this perspective: the social psychological 

approach, the analysis of identity and code choice, and a third approach, which is based 

on conversation analysis and investigates the effects of code-switching on talk in 

interaction (Nilep 2006:10).  My own research has been particularly influenced by the 

latter two approaches.  While the identification of these three approaches is useful for 

examining the relevant literature on code-switching, it should be noted that they are not 

always clearly differentiated from one another due to a significant degree of overlap 

between them.   

 The social psychological approach, as Nilep describes it, is illustrated by Myers 

Scotton’s (1993) ‘markedness model.’  Essentially, Myers Scotton argues that the 

languages used within a bilingual community are understood to be associated with 

particular social roles and that language choice directly implicates the negotiation of 

these various social meanings (Nilep 2006:11).  The model requires that speakers share 

an understanding of the underlying meanings of each available code, which enables 

them to utilize language alternation as a means of negotiating these different roles.  A 

significant difference between this approach and the two that will be discussed next, is 

that it attempts to produce a model that can be systematically mapped onto any 

code-switching situation; in other words, it is somewhat of a top-down approach.  Li 

Wei (1998:158-162) notes that while Myers Scotton’s model may be a convenient 

analytical tool for the prediction of code choice, it does not allow for the interactional 

significance of code-switching – that is, for speakers’ interpretations of code-switching 

and their negotation of meaning within a conversation. 

 The question of whether and how identity influences code choice has interested 
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many scholars, and is more closely tied to observing speakers’ behaviour in certain 

settings rather than fitting data to a particular model (Nilep 2006:12).  These studies 

tend to focus on social categories such as economic class (Heller 1992; 1995) or 

ethnicity (Bailey 2001; Rampton 1995), and essentially explore the idea that a person 

may utilize multiple languages in order to assert or claim multiple identities.  In Heller’s 

(1988b; 1992; 1995; 1999) ethnographic and sociolinguistic work in Quebec and 

Ontario, for example, she finds that anglophones living in Quebec, by using and 

switching between two languages, are able “to achieve a position in francophone 

controlled corporate culture, while still laying claim to an anglophone identity, with its 

associated value on the international market” (Nilep 2006:12-13).  Similarly, Rampton 

describes a practice called ‘language crossing,’ in which a speaker uses a language that 

does not ‘belong’ to him/her, thus crossing over both social and ethnic boundaries 

through language choice (1998:291).  Bailey’s (2001; 2002) study of Dominican 

Americans also reveals a connection between language choice and identity, whereby 

young people negotiate their complex identity – identifying fully with neither the 

African American population nor with the dominant racial category “White” – through 

code-switching between nonstandard Dominican Spanish, Carribean Spanish, African 

American Vernacular English and other nonstandard English varieties (Nilep 2006:13-

14).  Other scholars who have contributed to the investigation of identity and language 

choice include Auer (2005), Bucholtz (1999), Gal (1979:160-162), Jaffe (2000), Kulick 

(1992), Lo (1999), Nishimura (1992), Sebba & Wootton (1998), Stroud (1998), and 

Torras & Gafaranga (2002). 

 The third approach discussed by Nilep (2006) explores the effects of 
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code-switching on talk in interaction.  These studies are often based on conversation 

analysis and focus on the dynamics and meaning of talk as it happens.  That is, as Auer 

(1984:4) argues, code-switching is understood to have meaning, not based on a 

predetermined situation, but as a method of organizing a conversational exchange.  

Thus, the analyst’s focus is on the interaction itself, and the meaning of speakers’ 

language choice(s) is understood to emerge from the interaction as it unfolds.  Nilep 

notes that it is this sequential negotiation of forms between speakers that has social 

meaning (2006:14).  Other scholars who have advanced and promoted this approach to 

the study of code-switching and conversation include Cromdal (2001), Li Wei (1998; 

2005), Sebba & Wootton (1998), and others.  Not surprisingly, a number of scholars 

have also combined the conversation analytic method with a consideration of the social 

context or with ethnographic observation (Alfonzetti 1998; Moyer 1998).  Indeed, this is 

precisely what Stroud (1998:322) recommends in his argument that “conversational 

code-switching is so heavily implicated in social life that it cannot really be understood 

apart from an understanding of social phenomena.”  As indicated above, there is much 

overlap between these various approaches and, in fact, the study of code-switching 

benefits from this convergence of perspectives and understandings.  While a particular 

method or understanding may serve to illuminate what the analyst finds, every language 

situation is unique and will therefore influence, at least to some extent, the precise 

methodology, or range of methodologies, with which the researcher comes to a 

thorough understanding of it. 

2.3.3 Code-switching as connected to language shift 

 A significant concern that emerges within the present study relates to issues of 
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language use and language shift in one particular community.  The vitality of the Dene 

Sųłiné language today is a primary concern for many members of the Buffalo River 

Dene Nation, as will be discussed in detail in chapter 5.  As such, it is pertinent to 

consider how the practice of code-switching is connected to, or may even shed light on, 

the process of language shift.  Several key studies that have addressed issues of 

language shift in Canadian indigenous communities include those by Goodfellow 

(2005), Kwachka (1992) and Meek (2011), though none of them focus on the practice 

of code-switching in particular.  Also relevant is Field’s (2001) discussion of Navajo 

communicative patterns in the English speech of bilinguals in a community that is 

undergoing language shift.  Myers Scotton (1992) discusses code-switching as a 

mechanism of deep borrowing and of language shift in East Africa, arguing that this 

linguistic practice may be involved, ultimately, in language death.  Gal’s (1979) study 

of Hungarian-German language shift in Austria also addresses the practice of 

code-switching as part of the process of language shift.  She notes that it occurs only 

among a particular social demographic; in a community where language choice is 

closely connected to one’s social status, it is “the people in the middle” – neither 

strictly working class (associated with German) nor entirely peasants (associated with 

Hungarian) – who are found to make use of both languages within a single 

conversational exchange (Gal 1979:172-173).  Conversational code-switching for these 

speakers serves not only to express their uncertain social status, but it also serves a 

number of interactional functions (Gal 1979:173).  Gal argues that this switching is “an 

instrument of the social change that language shift reflects”; to engage in this linguistic 

practice, then, is to allude to the wide-ranging social changes that the community as a 
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whole is experiencing (1979:174-175).   

 A key study that has shaped my understanding of language shift, and subsequently 

has informed my research, is Kulick’s (1992) work on language shift and cultural 

reproduction in a Papua New Guinean village.  Kulick, who is himself influenced by 

Gal (1979), notes that researchers are becoming increasingly aware of the fact that 

language shift is ultimately caused by shifts in “personal and group values and goals” 

(1992:9).  That is, it is not sufficient to say that language shift is caused by 

macrosociological changes because to do so is to neglect the consideration of how such 

changes have come to be interpreted in a way that dramatically affects everyday 

language use in communities (Gal 1979:3,175; Kulick 1992:9).  In the village of Gapun, 

where Kulick carried out his research, his attention is given therefore to the ways in 

which villagers have come (and continue) to interpret a number of imposing 

macrosociological changes that they are experiencing, such that they have direct bearing 

on their language use.  Careful consideration of villager code-switching practices and 

associative meanings of languages in the community factor into Kulick’s principal 

argument that “in reproducing the self, Gapuners are changing the symbolic means 

through which the self can be reproduced,” and this is ultimately responsible for 

language shift in Gapun (1992:21, emphasis in original).   

 Thus, as these and other scholars have made clear, the practice of code-switching 

has the potential to factor significantly into the process of language shift.  As such, it is 

extremely fitting, perhaps even imperative, that the latter be considered in a study such 

as this one, which endeavours to investigate and describe the practice of code-switching 

in a multilingual community.  This chapter has established the context for the present 
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study against the backdrop of historical relations between indigenous communities and 

social science researchers, considering also the vast repertoire of ethnographic and 

linguistic literature concerning the Dene Sųłiné, as well as a number of scholarly 

accounts of code-switching and language shift.  To further situate the analysis which is 

to follow, the following chapter describes the methodological framework for the study.   
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3  Participants, Methods and Data 

 The approach and methodology of the current study fall into the realm of 

sociocultural linguistics, drawing primarily on the disciplines of linguistics and 

anthropology, but also that of sociolinguistics.  Though broad, this label, used by 

Bucholtz and Hall (2005) and Nilep (2006), among others, draws attention to the 

importance of adopting an interdisciplinary perspective when dealing with matters of 

language, culture and society.  The practice of code-switching relates not only to 

language, but also to the wider cultural and social context in which it is situated.  

Careful consideration of several disciplinary perspectives is therefore imperative in 

order to adequately investigate this type of linguistic behaviour.  As such, the approach 

described in this chapter fuses methods from these various disciplines: from linguistics, 

language documentation and conversation analysis; from anthropology, ethnography 

(i.e. participant observation); and lastly, semi-structured sociolinguistic interviews.  

Beginning with a discussion of ethics approval, identifying project participants and 

obtaining consent for the project, I will describe the methods and materials used, the 

data obtained, and will also discuss several methodological concerns that surfaced over 

the course of the project, including the handling of confidentiality, compensation to 

project participants, and the impact of the researcher on the project results or the 

so-called “observer’s paradox.”  The chapter concludes with a review of the study’s 

limitations. 
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3.1 Ethics approval, participants and consent 

 This research project was approved by the Research Ethics Board at the 

University of Regina on April 3, 2012 (see Appendix B), and carried out in Dillon, 

Saskatchewan, located on the Buffalo River Dene Nation (BRDN).  Before my first 

research trip later that month, I knew exactly one person in this community.  This 

woman, whom I had known for several years, had graciously agreed to introduce me to 

others in the community.  Thus, all the contacts that I made in Buffalo River over the 

subsequent weeks were through word of mouth and mutual acquaintance.  It was on this 

first trip that I made the acquaintance of the family with whom I would stay for the 

majority of my time in the community.  While it was my intent to record the speech of 

a wide demographic of community members, i.e. from a range of ages and backgrounds, 

my success in this endeavour was to some extent dependent on the level of interest that 

community members had in my project, and to whom those members I already knew 

introduced or recommended me.  As it turned out, I worked closely with twenty 

individuals, twelve of whom were female and eight male.  Some of these community 

members allowed me to record them, some helped in the transcription and translation 

process, others told me their opinions and thoughts on language use (during what I 

describe below as sociolinguistic interviews), and a number of people did some 

combination of these.  Of these twenty individuals, there were two in their thirties, two 

in their forties, five in their sixties, nine in their seventies and two in their eighties8.  

Though one individual now lives off the reserve and visits frequently, the rest stated 

                                            

8 It is worth noting that this places the participant median age somewhere around seventy, which 
is significantly higher than the community median age, twenty-five, given in 1.2. 
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that they had always lived in Buffalo River with the exception of brief periods of time 

away for work or schooling.   

All interview participants were asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix C) 

that briefly explained the project and their involvement, and which stated that they may 

discontinue their involvement at any time.  It was made clear that participants would 

have the opportunity to review their comments and, if they wished, to request that their 

recordings or comments not be used.  Participants were given the option of not having 

their comments recorded and on one occasion the video camera was not used as per the 

wishes of one particular individual.  Participants were also informed that they could 

request free copies of the recordings and transcripts to which they contributed.  

 Consent was also obtained from the BRDN chief for my work and presence in 

the community (see Appendix D for research agreement with community). Though 

conflicting schedules made this meeting at first difficult to arrange, we eventually sat 

down to discuss the project.  I explained the scope of the project and, as with individual 

participants, made clear that all materials would be made available to the community.  

Lastly, a research agreement was also drafted and signed between myself and the 

community member who offered access to a number of recordings (referred to as type B 

informal interviews in section 3.4 below) for me to transcribe and translate together 

with a fluent Dene Sųłiné speaker.  This agreement essentially declared that all 

recordings would remain the property of the individual who recorded them and that I 

would make all transcripts available to him upon their completion.  It also stated that I 

could draw on this material for my research.   
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3.2 An interdisciplinary approach: methods for the current study 

 As mentioned above, I stayed with a family for the majority of my time in the 

Buffalo River community.  On several trips over the course of sixteen months, I spent a 

cumulative period of nine weeks in the community.  During this time I recorded a 

number of individuals telling stories or engaging in casual conversations, primarily in 

Dene Sųłiné.  Himmelmann (2006:7) notes that recording this type of ‘observable 

linguistic behaviour,’ i.e. examples of how people actually communicate with each 

other, is an important aspect of language documentation.  These recordings were then 

transcribed and translated together with a fluent speaker of both Dene Sųłiné and 

English.  Several different individuals aided in the transcription and translation process.  

In most instances, both audio and visual recordings were made in order to capture not 

only the spoken language but also facial expressions, gaze and hand-arm gestures.  The 

subject matter of recorded speech was left largely to the participants’ choosing, in order 

to encourage more natural language and to avoid the potential discomfort of being 

recorded.  On a number of occasions, after setting up the recording equipment, I left the 

premises for an agreed-upon length of time, with the purpose to see whether the absence 

of an observer might allow for more natural language.  Over ten hours were recorded 

and almost four hours of this material have thus far been transcribed and translated.  

Recordings, along with their transcripts, were then analyzed for instances of 

code-switching, and any necessary additional details included.  For example, phonetic 

and morphological detail were included occasionally where it was deemed relevant, 

whereas elsewhere attention might have been given more to gestures or extralinguistic 

material. In this way, the conventions of conversation analysis were not followed 
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strictly, though they significantly informed the analysis.   

 In addition to linguistic research methods, I also engaged in ethnographic field 

methods, namely participant observation.  When not conducting linguistic interviews or 

recording language samples, I spent a considerable amount of time interacting with 

people in the community and observing community life.  Community events such as 

Treaty Days and Halloween festivities were among the larger gatherings that I attended, 

in addition to many shared meals and various other smaller group or one-on-one 

interactions.  These activities and any particular observations made – especially 

concerning language use, attitudes about language, citations of good or proper 

behaviour or other moral evaluations – were recorded in a field diary.  While these 

ethnographic observations have strengthened my analysis, I am deeply aware of my 

status as an outsider to the community and as such I am capable only of what Geertz 

(1973) calls ‘second order interpretations’ of all that I witnessed and observed.  That is, 

an ethnographer must understand and acknowledge that his/her anthropological ‘data’ 

are really his/her “own constructions of other people’s constructions of what they and 

their compatriots are up to” (Geertz 1973:9).  Geertz goes as far as to say that 

ethnography can be considered a type of “fiction” in the sense that it is “something 

made” or “fashioned”; anthropological writings are really second or third order 

interpretations, first order interpretations being reserved only for the insider whose 

culture is being studied (1973:15).  (Though one could argue that all interpersonal 

interactions involve some level of interpretation, even within the same “culture.”)  

While I recognize that it is not possible to disengage myself from my own subjectivity, 

I argue that ethnographic observation serves to complement linguistic research 
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methodology in the study of code-switching. 

 Lastly, semi-structured sociolinguistic interviews were conducted with fourteen of 

the twenty consultants with whom I worked (see Appendix E for interview schedule).  

These interviews were primarily intended to give project participants the opportunity to 

express their views concerning language use in their community.  They also provided 

other sociolinguistic information concerning the individuals’ family, education and 

occupational background.   

3.3 Equipment and materials 

 Recordings were made using a digital audio recorder and a camcorder.  Audio 

recordings were uploaded to a computer as .wav files and video recordings were 

converted to .mp4 movie files; both were then synchronized using ELAN, a multimedia 

annotator developed by The Language Archive of the Max Planck Institute for 

Psycholinguistics9.  The transcripts consist of several ‘tiers’ containing various kinds of 

linguistic and extra-linguistic information.  The transcripts minimally include a 

transcription of the Dene Sųłiné and a rough translation into English, as shown in 

Figure 3.  As mentioned above, some morphological or phonetic detail was added to 

some, but not all, transcripts.  In some instances an alternate translation is given as well.  

Additional comments or elaborations provided during the transcription process are also 

included.  In some cases where speakers switched to English for longer periods of a 

conversation, the speaker who was helping me with the transcription also offered the 

                                            

9 For more information, go to http://tla.mpi.nl. 
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Dene Sųłiné translation for these passages, which was included in a separate tier.  A 

sample excerpt from one transcript is included in Appendix A. 

 

Figure 3 Screenshot of ELAN window 

3.4 Data 

 As mentioned above, nearly four hours of the recorded material have been 

transcribed and translated thus far and an additional hour of material has been 

translated.  This material may be divided into three different types of discourse: 

conversations between two speakers; informal interviews (here identified as type A) 

between a young woman in her thirties and her two grandparents who are in their 

seventies or eighties; and short narratives, both traditional and anecdotal, told by single 

speakers.  This study also examines two other discourse types: radio interviews 

recorded by Missinippi Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), and two informal interviews 
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(here identified as type B) recorded by a community member in 2008.  The latter were 

made available to me for the purpose of transcribing and translating them from Dene 

Sųłiné into English, with the help of a fluent Dene Sųłiné speaker.  All five discourse 

types are shown in (1) with the cumulative number of minutes transcribed and/or 

translated. 

(1) Discourse type  Number of speakers Total length 

Conversation    2   104 minutes 

Informal interview (type A)  2   99 minutes 

Informal interview (type B)  2   65 minutes 

Radio interview   2   15 minutes 

Short narrative    1   14 minutes 

All conversation recordings were made and transcribed in Dillon, Saskatchewan on trips 

made in October 2012, and February, April and July 2013.  Some transcription was also 

carried out in Rosthern, Saskatchewan in February, March and June 2013.  The type A 

informal interviews, as mentioned, were conducted by a young woman with her two 

grandparents.  The young woman interviewed her grandparents in English and they 

responded primarily in Dene Sųłiné, though they occasionally switched to English as 

well.  The type B informal interviews were conducted by a middle-aged community 

member in 2008.  The individual interviewed a number of elders about traditional ways 

of living off the land.  These interviews were carried out almost exclusively in Dene 

Sųłiné.  Upon receiving the files, I digitized them and worked with another Dene Sųłiné 

speaker in Dillon to transcribe and translate the interviews.  The radio interviews that 

have thus far been transcribed were recorded live on MBC radio on February 1st and 
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4th, 2013 and transcribed and translated with the help of a Dene Sųłiné speaker.  This 

work was largely carried out in Rosthern, Saskatchewan. 

 Lastly, as noted above, a field diary was kept of all my activities during my time 

in Dillon, including any relevant observations of language behaviour and community 

perspectives on language use.  These field notes make up the sum of my ethnographic 

data. 

3.5 Several methodological issues 

 Confidentiality is one of a number of methodological issues that warrant further 

discussion.  One of the challenges of blending research methodologies from a number 

of disciplines is that certain issues are often handled differently within different 

disciplines.  Confidentiality is one such concern.  It is generally considered best practice 

within anthropology to assign pseudonyms to participants in order to protect their 

confidentiality (Murchison 2010:202-203).  Participants may even take part in choosing 

the name they would like to be identified by in the published work.  In linguistics and 

language documentation, however, it is more often the case that participants prefer to be 

referred to by their real name or initials so that they may be given credit for their work 

(Bowern 2008:180).  This likely has to do with the very different nature of the type of 

fieldwork and research matter that concern anthropologists vis-à-vis linguists; for 

example, ethnographic details may reveal personal information about individuals that 

should not become public or at least should not be connected to the person’s real 

identity.  A narrative, on the other hand, might, in some communities, be told only by 

particular elders and as such, it is only appropriate to give credit where credit is due, 

identifying the storyteller by his/her real name (Bowern 2008:179).  Speaking the 
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language well is highly thought of, even prestigious, and to not attribute credit to 

language speakers is considered, in some communities, very rude.  How then does a 

study such as the present one – in which both ethnographic detail and speakers’ 

knowledge of the language are displayed – resolve this tension?  In order to give credit 

to individual speakers for their contributions, I have opted to cite all language samples 

with the initials of the speaker (again, having obtained their permission to do so), as 

well as listing all project participants by name in the acknowledgements, unless 

requested not to by the consultants themselves.  However in chapter 5, where people’s 

comments reveal their language attitudes and meanings of language, or where reference 

is made to their personal experiences, I elected to anonymize the data and protect the 

confidentiality of the individuals.  I recognize that this approach may seem cumbersome 

or inconsistent, which is why I outline my reasons for doing so here. 

 Another methodological issue that arose over the course of my research was that 

of appropriate compensation of project participants.  Once again, there is some 

discrepancy between disciplines regarding the best way to compensate individuals.  All 

individuals who contributed to language documentation (allowing themselves to be 

recorded) or who spent time doing transcription and translation work were remunerated 

at the standard hourly rate for language consultation at the University of Regina (see 

Bowern 2008:162-163 and Crowley 2007:30-32 on identifying locally appropriate rates 

of pay).  While some elders were surprised by this initially, all of them accepted the 

explanation that this is common practice for paying expert consultants.  On the other 

hand, time spent visiting with members from the community or watching and learning 

about various aspects of their culture or traditions were not compensated monetarily.  In 
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such cases I offered gifts to community members who gave of their time in these less 

formal ways.  At one point it was brought to my attention that the traditional way of 

compensating an elder for telling a narrative is to present them with tobacco.  I 

promptly inquired about this with one or two language consultants with whom I had 

worked most closely.  While they acknowledged that this was often the case, I was 

advised that remuneration was in this case a more practical form of compensation, since 

many elders would not use the tobacco.  I therefore continued with monetary 

compensation. 

 In section 3.2 above, it was noted that specific measures were taken (i.e. my 

leaving the premises while recording a conversation between two speakers) to 

encourage more natural language.  This matter of naturally-occurring speech deserves 

further comment.  As noted by Wilson (1989:103) and Ten Have (1999:48-50), the 

primary goal in the study of conversation is generally to obtain samples of speech which 

are as natural as possible, unaltered by methodological processes (despite the fact that 

speech styles created by these processes may be sociolinguistically interesting in and of 

themselves).  This is, of course, easier said than done.  Tannen (1984:33-34) effectively 

captures what she considers to be the unavoidable paradox of recording natural 

conversation for analysis: if participants are aware of the presence of a recording device 

– and certainly, on ethical grounds, a researcher must always seek participants’ 

informed consent before recording – the talk that they produce is not natural.  The oft-

cited solution to this is to focus on portions of the conversation where participants have 

clearly forgotten about the recorder (perhaps evidenced by a participant’s surprise that 

the recorder is still going).  In such cases, however, Tannen suggests that if participants 
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forget they are being recorded, does this not effectively cancel their consent (1984:34)?  

To deal with this, Tannen proposes that consent be sought both before and after 

recording, which allows participants the opportunity to listen to their comments in full 

and either confirm or withdraw their consent.  While I was not able to play back entire 

recordings for all of my consultants, I did review relevant portions together with them 

before including these portions in this thesis.  Thus, even if participants did forget about 

the recorder (and some indicated that they did), I was assured of their continued consent 

to their comments being used in this study.   

This leads to one final – perhaps the most important – methodological issue that 

no doubt impacted the results of my research efforts: my very presence in the 

community, or what Labov (1970) calls the “observer’s paradox.”  While community 

members in Dillon are relatively free to choose between using English or Dene Sųłiné, 

this choice is somewhat constrained by the presence of an outsider who, for example, 

does not speak Dene Sųłiné fluently.  Furthermore, as just previously discussed, the 

presence of an audio or video recorder will almost certainly interfere with what could 

otherwise be called ‘natural’ speech, and all the more so when speakers are aware of the 

researcher’s interest in studying Dene Sųłiné.  Indeed I observed that there was more 

frequent code-switching between speakers when the recorder was turned off.  After one 

particular recording session, one speaker indicated her surprise at the language use of 

her interlocutor; she said she was accustomed to her friend using more English in their 

usual conversations, but that during their recording session, her friend used Dene Sųłiné 

almost exclusively.  She seemed to feel that this was uncharacteristic of her friend.  

These comments illustrate very well the potential effects of the observer’s paradox, and 
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the complexity of recording natural speech for the purposes of analysis.  While 

precautions may be taken to alleviate some of these effects, it remains an unavoidable 

reality of the nature of this type of research.  One benefit of an interdisciplinary 

approach, however, is that one may also draw on ethnographic observations in order to 

better understand and analyze the recorded material.   

3.6 Limitations of the study 

 In addition to the effects of the “observer’s paradox” described above, there are 

several other limitations to this study that are addressed here.  The first is the challenge 

of learning a new language.  As a principal of both ethnographic and linguistic research, 

it was my intention to develop basic competency in the Dene Sųłiné language over the 

course of my research.  The fact that I did not achieve the desired level of functional 

fluency is due, in part, to geographical limitations.  I do not live close to traditional 

Dene Sųłiné territories and there are no Dene Sųłiné language classes at the Regina 

campus of First Nations University.  While my familiarity with the language greatly 

increased over the course of my study, the time spent in the community and the scope 

of the project were such that I was not able to achieve the full extent of what I set out to 

do.  My limited (functional) command of the language has undoubtedly influenced my 

understanding and the depth of my analysis. 

 On a related note, the best ethnographic work results from extended periods of 

time in the target community.  A significant limitation of this project is that, due to 

funding, logistics and, again, the scope of the degree requirements, this period was 

reduced to approximately nine weeks.  As such, my understanding of the community, 

societal norms and expectations, and the role of the language in everyday life is not as 
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thorough as it would have been given a longer period of fieldwork.  

 Lastly, the study of language shift, addressed in chapter 5, requires investigation 

into language use by all generations of speakers (and non-speakers).  One cannot fully 

appreciate the process of language shift by only studying a narrow demographic of the 

population.  However, due to restrictions by the Research Ethics Board at the University 

of Regina, I was not permitted to conduct research with individuals under the age of 

eighteen.  Certainly I was able to make some observations of language use by younger 

speakers while in the community, but for ethical reasons I did not directly question 

them or inquire after their attitudes and opinions of language, and I did not record them, 

though it would have undoubtedly strengthened my analysis and my understanding of 

the language situation as a whole in this community.  While it is a significant gap in my 

research, I had to rely on the comments of older community members and on my 

observations. 

 To conclude, the interdisciplinary approach with which I pursued the study of 

code-switching in the community of Buffalo River added both methodological 

challenges as well as analytical insight into the complexity of the language situation in 

this community.  While trying to ‘keep one foot in each discipline,’ so to speak, 

requires a good deal of discretion, it has the invaluable benefit of enriching one’s 

perspective considerably and, I trust, allowing for a more sensitive and balanced 

understanding of the subject matter as a whole.  It is for this reason that I have 

endeavoured to incorporate methodologies from multiple disciplines in this study. 
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4  Dene Sųł iné: description of the language and 
dialect 

 As noted previously, Dene Sųłiné belongs to the group of Northern Dene 

languages, the most diverse of the three subgroups of the Dene language family, 

comprising some twenty to thirty languages which are spread throughout northwestern 

Canada and interior Alaska (Crippen 2011; Hargus 2012; Krauss & Golla 1981; Lewis 

2009).  Although there is some discrepancy regarding the precise numbers and 

classification of languages, it is estimated that the Pacific Coast group consists of 

between eight and twelve languages, and the Apachean group of six or seven languages 

(Crippen 2011; Krauss & Golla 1981; Lewis 2009). 

 Dene Sųłiné is spoken in the Northwest Territories and in northern Alberta, 

Saskatchewan and Manitoba.  Estimates of speaker population range from 9,030 (Lewis 

2009) to 15,000 (Cook 2004:xiii).  It is the second largest of the Dene languages, after 

Navajo (Apachean), which has a speaker population of close to 150,000 (Lewis 2009).  

Importantly, it is one of a small number of North American Aboriginal languages that 

are still being acquired by children (Lewis 2009).  While this is true, the majority of the 

data cited in this paper come from a dialect of Dene Sųłiné that is spoken in a 

community in which the majority of children no longer speak the language.  As pointed 

out by Cook, there is a great deal of variability between the various dialects of Dene 

Sųłiné, particularly in the speech of the younger generation (2004:xiv).  The majority of 

the original data supplied in this account comes from the dialect spoken in Dillon, SK, 

on the Buffalo River Dene Nation.  Data from other sources will be included for 

comparative purposes and, where possible, the dialect will be indicated. Examples for 



45 
 

 
 

which no citation is given are from my own data and are generally consistent with 

forms found in Cook (2004), Li (1946), and Richardson (2002).  Citations will be 

provided for the longer textual examples taken from my data, by listing speaker initials 

and the date. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide an introductory sketch of the language, 

with attention given to features of the orthography, phonology, basic morphology and 

syntax. Though it is not possible to provide an exhaustive description of the language, 

this overview will highlight a number of key grammatical characteristics and will 

provide a base understanding for the analysis of code-switching in one particular Dene 

Sųłiné community.  For more thorough descriptions of Dene Sųłiné grammar, see Cook 

(2004), Li (1946), and Richardson (2002). 

4.1 Orthography 

 At the time of writing, the Dene Sųłiné orthography is not completely 

standardized. The most comprehensive grammar of the language published to date uses 

an alphabetic system (i.e. one written symbol or symbol combination represents a single 

speech sound) that is nearly identical to that which has been adopted by the government 

of the Northwest Territories (Cook 2004:1).  A comparable system was developed by 

the Northern Canada Evangelical Mission, and is used in their publications (Elford & 

Elford 1998, Richardson 2002).  The differences between these orthographic systems 

are relatively few and restricted mainly to the interpretation of vowels (Cook 2004:1).  

Indeed, the only consonantal difference worthy of note here is the representation of the 

voiceless velar fricative [x]: while Elford & Elford cite ‹hh› as the symbol for this 

sound, Cook uses ‹x› (Cook 2004:7; Elford & Elford 1998:xii).   
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In terms of vowel differences between the two systems, the most significant are 

the interpretation of diphthongs and of the schwa (reduced vowel).  While some 

diphthongs, such as the second syllable in delgai ‘it is white,’ are represented identically 

by both systems (Cook 2004:3; Elford & Elford 1998:346), others are interpreted 

differently, as exemplified by the word for ‘old woman,’ which is represented as ts’á ̨kwi 

by Elford & Elford (1998:76) and as ts’á ̨kui by Cook (2004:3).  The differences 

between these two systems in their treatment of the schwa are slightly more complex.  

Elford & Elford (1998:xii) use the ‹ɛ› symbol for the reduced vowel ([ɛ] or [ə]) and ‹e› 

for the [e] sound, as illustrated in example (2).  The system used by Cook, on the other 

hand, uses ‹ë› for the schwa and ‹e› for [e].  Cook, however, only uses the ‹ë› in stems, 

even if a schwa occurs in a prefix syllable.  Elford & Elford (1998) use the ‹ɛ› for all 

schwas, regardless of the syllable in which they occur.  

(2) Elford & Elford (1998:xii) Cook (2004) 
sɛkwi ‘my child’   sekui ‘my child’ 
dɛnɛ ‘man’    dëne ‘man’ 
dzɛn ‘muskrat’    dzën ‘muskrat’ 
des ‘river’    des ‘river’  
tthe ‘rock’     tthe ‘rock’  
 

It is observed that some communities do not distinguish between the schwa and ‹e›, 

rather their members adopt one or the other symbol (‹ë› or ‹e›) to represent all instances 

of [ɛ], [ə] or [e].  Indeed the community of Buffalo River is one such case.  Working 

closely with a number of speakers from the community, including some local teachers, 

it was noted that all instances of [ɛ], [ə] and [e] are represented orthographically by ‹e›.   
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For the remainder of this chapter, I will employ the orthography adopted by 

Cook, which is widely accepted as the standard10.  However, out of respect for the 

people with whom I worked on this project, examples given throughout the remainder 

of this thesis will follow the orthography used in their community.  The latter system 

differs from that used by Cook in several aspects: as mentioned above, the schwa is not 

distinguished from the long [e] orthographically.  Additionally, the voiceless velar 

fricative [x] is typically represented by ‹hh›, as it is in the system used by Elford & 

Elford (1998) and Richardson (2002).  Thus, outside of this descriptive chapter, I will 

follow these conventions.  While I recognize that switching between systems may be 

confusing, I do so in an attempt to respect the traditions of both the academic 

community and the Dene Sųłiné speakers who shared their language with me.  

 Aside from the typical Roman characters used for the majority of Dene Sųłiné 

sounds, several other pertinent symbols used in the orthography are the ‹ł› to represent 

the voiceless lateral fricative [ɬ], the ‹’› used to mark ejective consonants, the nasal 

hook ‹  ̨› on nasal vowels, the acute accent mark ‹´› to designate high tone, and the 

glottal stop marked by ‹ʔ›.  Orthographic symbols for all sounds will be provided in the 

next section where all the Dene Sųłiné phonemes are listed. 

4.2 Sound system  

4.2.1 Consonants 

 Dene Sųłiné has a large consonant inventory with 34 consonants.  With the 

exception of the labial ‹p› and the glottal stop, all stops and affricates in this language 
                                            

10 Note, however, that in all examples cited, the orthographic conventions of the original author 
will be maintained.    
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form a well-defined pattern of aspirated-unaspirated-ejective, as in the following: ‹ t , d, 

t’ ›, phonologically as /tʰ , t , t’/.  This pattern can be observed in Figure 4.   

 

Figure 4 Dene Sųł iné consonants 

The continuants /j/ and /l/, while in most languages classified as sonorants, are grouped 

together with the fricatives because they behave (phonologically) like fricatives in this 

language (see also Cook 2004:8, 62).  For the interested reader, this is discussed in 

more detail in Appendix F.  The square brackets around the retroflex approximant [ɻ] in 

Figure 4 is intended to reflect the fact that this is not a phoneme, but rather an allophone 

of /t/. 

4.2.2 Vowels 

 The vowel inventory of Dene Sųłiné is considerably smaller, with six oral 

vowels, five nasal vowels and phonemic high tone (marked by an acute accent on the 

vowel).  Cook notes also that vowel length is phonemic in some dialects (2004:2). This 

is not the case for the dialect studied here, however, and as such, vowel length will not 

be addressed.  The diagram in Figure 5 below shows the vowels mapped out in relation 

to tongue height (close, mid, open) and tongue position (front, central, back).  
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Figure 5 Dene Sųł iné vowels 

As noted in Cook, the vowel qualities u vs. o (and their nasal counterparts) are 

phonemically distinct, yet they alternate somewhat freely in many words in most 

dialects (2004:2).  In the Buffalo River dialect, presented in this study, several examples 

of this alternation include kóli ~ kúli ‘even’ and kúłdų ́~ kółdų ́‘then, now.’ 

 As mentioned, Dene Sųłiné also employs phonemic contrast between regular and 

high-toned vowels, as exemplified in (3) (after Cook 2004:611): 

(3) (a) ya  ‘sky’       vs.  yá  ‘lice’ 
(b) kuę  ‘home’       vs.  kuę́  ‘town’ 
(c) se-la        vs.  se-lá  

  1.SG.POSS-cousin  1.SG.POSS-hand12 
  ‘my cousin’   ‘my hand’ 
 
In addition to the simple vowels presented above, Dene Sųłiné also has a number of 

diphthongs, or complex vowels (Cook 2004:3):  

 

                                            

11 When citing examples from other authors, I have in some instances altered the formatting 
style to be consistent with my own.  Where I have added morpheme breaks or glosses, this is 
indicated. 
12 Morpheme breaks are my own. 
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(4) ‹ai› [əi]13 k’aí   ‘willow’ 
‹ui›  [wi] ts’á ̨kui  ‘old woman’ 
‹ie›  [iɛ] jíe   ‘berry’ 
‹ue›  [we]  łue14   ‘fish’ 
‹ua›  [wa] ts’ékuaze  ‘girl’ 
 

As noted in Cook, some (conservative) dialects also have the diphthongs ‹au› [ʌw], as 

in dáudí ‘there’s nothing,’ and ‹uë› [wə], as in kuë ́n 'fire' (2004:3).  These diphthongs 

are not found in the Buffalo River dialect, as demonstrated in the following: dódí 

‘there’s nothing’ and kón ‘fire.’ 

 There is disagreement in the literature regarding the marking of tone and nasality 

on diphthongs.  I will follow the conventions of the people with whom I’ve worked, 

marking tone and nasality on both constituents in the diphthong, as in k’áí ‘willow’ or 

-kǫ́ę́ (-kų́ę́) ‘home.’ For a more detailed discussion, see Cook (2004:3-6) and Li (1946).   

4.2.3 Syllable structure 

Dene Sųłiné has fairly simple syllable structure.  Examples of the most common 

types of syllables are shown here: 

(5) CV15 ją  [ʤã] ‘here’  
CVC des  [tes] ‘river’ 
CvC shën  [ʃɛn] ‘song’  
 

Vowel-initial syllables are not permitted in the language, though some speakers who 

write the language occasionally leave out the glottal stop (in written form only) when it 

occurs word-initially (e.g. eyi vs. ʔeyi ‘this, that’). Additionally, consonant clusters (as 
                                            

13 Note that the diphthong ‹ai› [əi] is phonetically distinct from the VC (vowel-consonant) 
combination ‹ay› [aj] or [ai], as in bąlay ‘French’ or dedhay ‘salt.’ 
14 Note that some speakers pronounce this word disyllabically as [ɬu.we], in which case ‹ue› 
does not represent a diphthong but two distinct syllables.  The word łue contains a diphthong 
only when it is pronounced as a monosyllabic word (see also Cook 2004:6). 
15 Note the following abbreviations: C = a consonant, V= a full vowel, v = a reduced vowel.   
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in, for example, the English word strap) do not occur, save for a handful of exceptions 

such as sni ‘news item’ or sɬini ‘evil,’ in which the onsets contain more than one 

consonant.  Coda clusters are generally not permitted. 

4.3 Some basic morphological operations  

Dene languages are notorious for having very complex morphology, particularly 

verbal morphology.  To fully describe the morphological complexity of the Dene Sųłiné 

verb, in particular, would consume the remainder of this thesis, and even then it would 

undoubtedly fall short.  Some morphological description is necessary, however, in order 

to give the reader the necessary background information needed to interpret the data 

that will follow.  This section will briefly address morphological operations involving 

nouns and postpositions, and will describe the very basic structure of the Dene Sųłiné 

verb.     

4.3.1 Noun and postposition morphology 

 Nouns and postpositions in Dene Sųłiné are morphologically very similar.  

Nouns inflect only for possession, with a set of eight possessive prefixes that indicate 

person and number, as well as a possessive suffix –é.  Postpositions inflect with a nearly 

identical set of pronominal prefixes.  These prefixes are shown in Table 1, inflecting 

first the noun stem –ké, which, when in the possessed form, means either ‘foot’ or 

‘shoe,’ and also the postposition ts’én ‘to.’  Consider the following (adapted from Cook 

2004:114): 
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First person se-ké ‘my foot’ se-ts’én ‘to me’ 
Second person ne-ké ‘your foot’ ne-ts’én ‘to you’ 
Third person be-ké ‘his/her foot’ be-ts’én ‘to him/her’ 
Fourth person ye-ké ‘the other’s foot’ ye-ts’én ‘to the other’ 
First/second 
person plural 

nuh-ké ‘our foot’ nuhe-ts’én ‘to us’ 

Third person 
plural 

hube-ké ‘their foot’ hube-ts’én ‘to them’ 

Reciprocal ʔełe-ké ‘each other’s foot’ ʔełe-ts’én ‘to each other’ 
Reflexive ʔede-ké ‘one’s own foot’ ʔede-ts’én ‘to oneself’ 
Impersonal 
 

ʔe-ké 
 

‘a foot’ 
 

ho-ts’én 
 

‘to there’ 
 

Table 1 Pronominal prefixes inflecting nouns & postposit ions  

Speakers of Dene Sųłiné also employ periphrastic possession in some instances, 

using the postposition ts’į ‘from’ together with a pronominal prefix listed above: se-ts’į 

łį ! sets’į łį ‘my dog16.’  Another example of this is the case of certain objects that 

cannot be possessed for cultural reasons.  Animals, for example, are generally not 

‘owned’ by people, thus the form sets’elé {se-ts’eli-é} ‘my frog’ elicited a laugh from 

one speaker and the question, ‘what would you want to own a frog for?’  Rather, the 

same speaker considered the form sets’į ts’eli ‘my frog’ to be more acceptable (if 

indeed, a person should decide to own a frog!).  

4.3.2 Verb morphology 

As already alluded to, Dene Sųłiné verbs are undoubtedly the language’s most 

complex words.  Due to their polysynthetic structure, a single Dene Sųłiné verb may 

represent what in English would be an entire sentence.  Verbs inflect for a large number 

of categories including person/number (subject/direct object), mode (optative), aspect 

(imperfective/perfective) and voice (active/passive), which are marked by prefixes on 

                                            

16 See Cook (2004:89) for further discussion on the use of periphrastic possession. 
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the verb (Cook 2004:118).  Each verb consists of a stem, a classifier prefix – 

immediately preceding the stem – and several additional prefixes occurring in specified 

positions (preceding the classifier).  The template in Figure 6 illustrates the various 

prefix positions.  The prefixes in positions 1-6, called conjunct prefixes, are more 

tightly fused than those that occur further away from the stem, and thus tend to undergo 

more morphophonemic change than the prefixes in positions 7-11, which are called 

disjunct prefixes.  Additionally, as noted by Cook, disjunct prefixes are morphologically 

more independent and semantically more transparent than conjunct prefixes, and their 

morphological function is generally derivational rather than inflectional, though there 

are certainly exceptions to this generalization (2004:144).  In standard morphological 

representation, the disjunct boundary is marked by the # symbol. 

-----------------Disjunct Prefixes-------- # --------------------Conjunct Prefixes---------------- 

11 
PP 

10 
Adv 

9 
Distr 
Pl17 
dá- 

8 
Iterative 
na- 

7 
Noun 
incorp 

6 
O 

5 
Non-
local 
Subj 

4 
Theme 

3 
CM 

2 
Local 
Subj 

1 
CL 

0 
Stem 

Figure 6 Dene Sųł iné verb template 

A verb need not – indeed, will not – have every prefix position filled.  The 

obligatory morphemes in any verb are, of course, the stem, as well as those prefixes in 

positions 1, 2, 3 and 5.  Positions 2 and 5 are mutually exclusive, that is, a verb may not 

have prefixes filling both of these positions.  The object prefix in position 6 is 

obligatory only for transitive verbs, and the remaining positions are optionally filled.  

                                            

17 Cook refers to this prefix as the ‘distributive plural’ and it is glossed elsewhere in this account 
as DISTR. 



54 
 

 
 

Note also that any of the obligatory prefixes may be Ø-, in which case they are not 

visible in the surface form.  Consider the following examples18 of inflected verb forms: 

(6) násthɛr 
{ná#Ø-s-Ø-thɛr} 
TH#CM-1.SG-CL-stay19 
‘I stay’ (Elford & Elford 1998:295) 
 

(7) dájën 
{dá#Ø-Ø-D-yën} 
DISTR#3-CM-CL-sing 
‘they (PL)20 sing’ (Cook 2004:185) 
 

(8) yanɛłti 
{ya#Ø-nɛ-Ł-ti} 
TH#CM-2.SG-CL-talk 
‘You talk/pray’ (Elford & Elford 1998:311) 
 

As evidenced in the above examples, the classifier, subject marker or conjugation prefix 

positions may be filled by zero morphemes (shown in examples (6), (7), and (8) 

respectively).  To note another layer of complexity, it is not always possible to ascribe 

meaning to each individual prefix, despite the fact that the prefix may be required for 

the formation of a proper word.  Such is the case with ya# in (8): this disjunct prefix 

(indicated by the # symbol following the prefix rather than a dash) does not have a 

particular meaning per se, however when it occurs together with the verb stem –ti and 

the Ł-classifer, the verb theme takes on the overall meaning of ‘talk/pray.’  The prefix 

ya# is therefore simply glossed as a thematic prefix.   

 The following examples illustrate object marking in several verb forms.  Note 

that regardless of whether or not an object is represented by a free word, it is in nearly 

                                            

18 Morpheme breaks/glosses are my own. 
19 See Cook (2004:198, 205) for a discussion of thematic prefixes which may occur in a disjunct 
position. 
20 Note that Dene Sųłiné distinguishes between singular, dual and plural. 
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every case also marked on the verb, as shown in example (10), where ho- is the direct 

object prefix that refers to yeh ‘house.’ 

(9) seghelts’un 
{se-Ø-ghe-L-ts’un} 
1O-3.SG-CM-CL-kiss 
‘she kissed me’ (Cook 2004:190)21 
 

(10) yeh   hółtsį  
yeh   {ho-3.SG-the-Ł-tsį}   
house   AREAL-CM-CL-build 
‘he built a house’ (Cook 2004:191)22 
 

This section is, again, necessarily brief; in the interest of space, it is not possible to 

delve into other important aspects of Dene Sųłiné morphology such as aspect/mode 

marking or morphophonemics.  Please see Cook (2004), Li (1946), and Richardson 

(2002) for several excellent descriptions of these and other relevant matters. 

4.4 Word order and other syntactic phenomena 

While the syntax of this language is much less complex than its morphology, its 

significance for the current study is arguably greater.  In a bilingual situation where 

considerable intra-sentential (within the sentence) switching occurs, it is crucial to 

understand how Dene Sųłiné syntax differs from that of English, in order to determine 

the possible relevance this might have for code-switching. This section will describe the 

major and minor word categories in Dene Sųłiné and its basic word order.     

                                            

21 Morpheme breaks/glosses are my own. 
22 Morpheme breaks/glosses are my own. 
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4.4.1 Major and minor word categories 

 The three major word categories in Dene Sųłiné are nouns, verbs and 

postpositions, with the first two of these containing the vast majority of words in the 

language.  As noted by Cook, the reason for including postpositions as a major category 

has to do with their syntactic functions, though they may also be considered a minor 

category due to their grammatical function and closed membership (2004:88). This 

section will discuss and exemplify each of these, as well as a number of minor word 

categories. 

 Nouns range in the complexity of their structure, from the simplest monosyllabic 

and monomorphemic nouns (tu ‘water’, łį ‘dog’, ya ‘sky’), to nouns that share their 

roots with verbs (yałti ‘priest/prayer’, yati ‘language’, názé ‘hunt’), to compound nouns, 

made up of two free forms, as in (11).  Some noun stems cannot occur without a 

pronominal prefix, such as -lá ‘hand,’ shown in (12).  

(11) chąʔih 
{chą-ʔih} 
rain-coat  
‘raincoat’ 
 

(12) selá  
{se-lá}  
1.SG.POSS-hand 
‘my hand’    
 

Body parts, along with kinship terms and some other nouns, make up a class of 

inalienably possessed nouns.  The word ʔerihtł’ís ‘book/paper’ is called a deverbal noun 

because it may act as a noun or a verb – it literally means ‘he has written something’ 

(Cook 2004:90).  Lastly, there are nouns in which one constituent is a nominal enclitic, 

such as the diminutive =aze.  
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(13) ts’ékuaze23  
{ts’ékui=aze} 
woman=DIM 
‘girl’ 
 

 As detailed in section 4.3.2, the verb is by far the most complex word class in 

Dene Sųłiné. In addition to action verbs, which were exemplified in (6) through (10), 

Dene Sųłiné also has what are called descriptive, or stative, verbs like nechá ‘it is big’ 

or nezų ‘it is good.’  In terms of their meaning, these words are comparable to English 

adjectives, however they function like verbs in that they inflect for person and 

aspect/mode.  Other stative verbs include colour terms such as delzen ‘it is black’ or 

delk’os ‘it is red.’  As the template in section 4.3.2 indicates, verbs may also 

incorporate a noun stem or a postposition, the latter of which is illustrated in (14).   

(14) bebasthi 
{be-ba#Ø-s-Ø-thi} 
3O-for#CM-1.SG-CL-want24 
‘I want it’ (Cook 2004:88)25 
 

 Although postpositions are morphologically similar to nouns in this language (see 

section 4.3.1), they are syntactically quite distinct from nouns because they can never be 

subjects or direct objects, and they can act as conjunctions to conjoin clauses (Cook 

2004:92).  There are about three dozen postpositions in Dene Sųłiné, according to Cook 

(ibid.), including examples like ts’én ‘to’ and xëł ‘with’.  

 In addition to nouns, verbs and postpositions, Dene Sųłiné has a number of 

minor word categories, the members of which are sometimes called ‘particles’ because 

                                            

23 Note that in Dillon, enclitics such as =aze are sometimes written as a separate word, as in ts’i 
ʔaze ‘little boat’ or ‘little canoe.’ 
24 See Cook (2004: 192-195) for a discussion concerning the third person object prefix be- 
which occurs in a disjunct position. 
25 Morpheme breaks/glosses are my own. 
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they do not undergo inflectional processes (Cook 2004:94).  They generally have a 

grammatical function and are used often in discourse.  These word classes are typically 

closed.  Included in the minor categories are pronouns (si ‘1sg’, t’ąxį ‘that one, who’, 

nánį ‘some’), demonstratives (ʔeyer ‘there’, ʔeyi ‘that’, diri ‘this’), interrogatives 

(ʔedláhú ‘when?’, ʔedlą́t’u ‘how?’, ʔedlághe ‘what?’), conjunctions (chu ‘and’, húto 

‘or’, dé ‘if/when/as’), verbal enclitics (hósą ́‘yes-no question’, híle ‘negative’, nį ‘past’), 

numerals (ʔįłághe ‘one’, náke ‘two, taghe ‘three’) and adverbs (hotié ‘very’, ʔełtth’i 

‘correctly, right’, ʔałǫ́ ‘still, more’).  Text examples of these will be given in the 

following section’s discussion of word order in Dene Sųłiné. 

4.4.2 Word order 

Perhaps one of the most obvious differences between English and Dene Sųłiné 

word order is that the latter is usually verb-final.  The object, if not encoded in the verb, 

directly precedes the verb, and the subject, again, if not encoded in the verb, precedes 

the object.  Thus, Dene Sųłiné is considered an SOV language, which means its basic 

word order is subject-object-verb.  The only obligatory constituent of a sentence in 

Dene Sųłiné is the verb – that is, a verb may represent a complete sentence on its own, 

without any other added elements.  Both subject and object are optional as separate 

elements in the sentence (though the subject is always marked morphologically on the 

verb, and the object very often as well); thus the following word order combinations are 

possible: V, OV, SV, or SOV.  Examples of each are given as follows (from Richardson 

2002:10-12):  
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(15)  (a) Nádhɛr26.     ‘He/she is staying.’    (V) 
s/he.stays27 
 

 (b) Tu  hɛdą.     ‘He/she is drinking the water.’ (OV) 
 water   s/he.drinks 
 

 (c) Ts’ɛ́kwi nɛdáth.    ‘The woman is heavy.’  (SV) 
 woman  s/he.is.heavy 
 

 (d) Dɛnɛyu  ts’i    nɛɫʔį.    ‘The man is looking at the canoe.’ (SOV) 
 man   canoe  he.looks 
 

 As we saw from the previous section, however, there are many other word 

categories besides verbs and nouns that make up Dene Sųłiné sentences.  How (i.e. 

where) do these fit into the picture?  While this section will attempt to discuss some of 

the parameters regarding the ordering of these additional elements in Dene Sųłiné 

sentences, it should be noted at the outset that there is never only one way to say 

something.  It is well attested in the literature, and by speakers themselves, that there 

are many possible ways of conveying the same complex idea.  Richardson notes that, 

while the Dene Sųłiné verb is extremely complex, its form can be predicted with 

reasonable accuracy, provided that one understands its many inflectional and 

derivational processes; this is not the case with Dene Sųłiné sentences, even though the 

syntax in this language is generally considered to be less complex than its morphology 

(2002:70).  Different speakers tend to have their own styles or preferences depending on 

their mood or personality, their linguistic ability and whether they are telling a story or 

having a conversation (Richardson 2002:70-71).  Thus, the reader should bear in mind 

that what follows are general tendencies or guidelines that explain the ordering of 

                                            

26 In this section examples are generally given without a complete morphological breakdown in 
order to allow the reader to focus on the word order. 
27 Individual word glosses are my own. 
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elements after the fact.  They may or may not be useful for predicting the exact 

structure of sentences in the language. 

First of all, it has already been mentioned that in some cases the postposition is 

incorporated into the verb itself.  Even when it remains a free form, however, the 

postposition usually occurs immediately before the verb, after the object: 

(16)  (a) k’ódhɛri Jóe  hɛ́ł  ghɛgał  
 boss          with he.walks 
‘the boss is walking with Joe’ (Richardson 2002:21)28 
 

(b) Setá    bë ́ł29         nászé  basthi 
 my.dad  him.with  I.hunt   I.want 
 ‘I wanted to go hunting with my dad’ (Cook 2004:429) 
 

It appears that there is some variability here, as Li cites an example where the 

postposition occurs before the object: 

(17) sɛtθuɛ                sa   kún  θełtsį 
my.grandson       for.me fire he.made 
‘my grandson made a fire for me’ (Li 1946:422) 
 

 While most personal pronouns take the form of prefixes in Dene Sųłiné, there are 

a small number of independent pronouns: si ‘1.SG’, nën ‘2.SG’, ʔedëne ‘3.SG’ (human, 

specified), and nuhni ‘1.PL/2.PL.’ These are used mainly for three reasons: in 

coordination with free nouns, to indicate contrast, or for special emphasis, as shown in 

examples (18) (a), (b), and (c), respectively.  In each of these examples, the pronoun 

represents the subject; therefore it occurs before both object and verb, as per the SOV 

order discussed above. 

 

                                            

28 Individual word glosses are my own. 
29 Note that the postposition here is inflected for the third person singular object be- (the 
underlying form is {be-hë ́ł}), which agrees with setá ‘my dad.’ 
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(18) (a) Nën chu si chu wújën. 
 you  and  I and  we.will.sing 
 ‘You and I will sing, let’s sing’ (Cook 2004:100) 
 

 (b) T’a   ts’į́́ya         lasí, sį   tth’i  huzį   hesa   xa 
 any   to.you.go   Foc   I    too  there   I.go   intention 
 ‘Whichever way you go, I will go that way, too’ (Cook 2004:98) 
 

 (c) Si   nuhʔą́zį́́          nesnéth. 
 I     than.you(PL)   I.am.taller  

  ‘I am taller than you guys.’ (M.J., November 24, 2011) 
 
 The noun phrase (NP) in Dene Sųłiné is construed slightly differently than in 

English.  The noun is the head of any NP, and this may be any one of the types of 

nouns discussed in section 4.4.1.  Additionally, there are a number of constituents that 

may precede or follow the head to form an NP: a demonstrative (D), a quantifier (QT), 

a numeral (NUM) or another noun (N).  Demonstratives typically precede the head, 

while quanitifiers, numerals30 and additional nouns are variable, in some cases 

preceding and in others following the head.  Examples (19) through (21) illustrate the 

positions of demonstratives, quantifiers and numerals, and (22) demonstrates the 

variable positions of a second noun in an NP (examples from Cook 2004:306-307, 

unless otherwise noted). 

(19) [ʔeyiD dëneyuN]NP nátsër     
that man     he.is.strong 
‘that man is strong’ 
 

(20) [ʔįłághįNUM dëneyuN]NP hejën  
 one           man   he.sings 

‘one man is singing’ 
 
 
 

                                            

30 It should be noted that numerals are essentially a special type of quantifier, though they are 
separated here following Cook (2004:306). 



62 
 

 
 

(21) (a)  [nánįQT dëneyuN]NP ghesʔį       
 some31    man       I.see 
 ‘I saw some men’ 
 

(b)  …[ʔetthë ́n-tthë ́nN nahíQT]NP ninįla.  
     caribou-meat   some      he.brings 
 ‘…he brought some caribou meat.’ 
 

(22) (a) [[ʔeyiD sekuiN] ts’ékuazeN]NP Mary  yúshé       nį. 
  that child girl  Mary she.is.named     past 
 ‘That child, a girl, was named Mary.’ 
 

(b) [nąN    bekuę́N]NP  hots’ë ́n 
 your.mother    her.home to 
 ‘to your mother’s home’ (Cook 2004:91) 
 

Cook demonstrates in (22)(a) that when an appositive noun occurs in an NP, it follows 

the head.  As shown in (22)(b), however, when a noun is a possessor in a possessive 

construction, it precedes the head noun. 

Cook also notes a small class of particles that follow a head noun in an NP, 

which might be analyzed either as adjectives or as relative clauses (2004:307).  

Examples of these are łą ‘many/much’, mą ‘stinking’ and t’e ‘raw,’ the first of which is 

exemplified below: 

(23) dëne  łą     
people many  
‘many people’, ‘there are many people’ 
 

 Question words, or DL-words32, occur at the beginning of the sentence, and they 

may also be incorporated into the verb form, as shown in example (24) (after Cook 

                                            

31 Note that nánį quantifies a human entity and nahí quantifies a non-human entity (Cook 
2004:94). 
32 Question words in Dene Sųłiné are often referred to as DL-words, just as in English they are 
referred to asWH-words (Cook 2004:99). 
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2004:100).  This incorporation, however, appears to result in an alternate word order in 

which the verb does not occur sentence-finally.  

(24) ʔedlághelyą          diri    sekui     
 ʔedlá-Ø-ghe-L-yą33       diri    sekui 

how-3.SG-CM-CL-big   this child 
‘how big is this child?’ 
 

 The phrasal conjunctions chu ‘and’, húto ‘or’ and ʔú/hú/-ú34 ‘and’ are used to join 

multiple nouns, and occur immediately following each noun or, in the case of húto, in 

between two nouns (Cook 2004:100-101):  

(25)  (a) nën chu35 si chu  wújën  
 you and   I  and  we.sing(opt) 
 ‘you and I (we) will sing/let’s sing’  
 

(b) dëneyu   húto  ts’ékui    sa   yałti   ha   
man    or woman   me.for 3.speak FUT 
‘the man or woman will speak for me’ 
 

(c) łés     ʔu,   ʔegëne      ʔu,   bë ́r 
 flour  and   dry meat  and   meat 
‘flour, dry meat, and meat’ 
 

Clausal conjunctions such as dé ‘if/when/as’ or (dé)kúlú ‘even if/although/but’ occur at 

the end of a subordinate clause: 

(26) (a) …nuhskéne   benerídí                  héná? ʔAsódi   híle     dé kúlú  
our.children  them.we.understand  right  they.say  NEG   even.though 
‘…our children, we understand them, right? Even though they don’t say 
anything’ (C.C., July 9, 2013) 
 

                                            

33 Morpheme breaks/glosses are my own. 
34 Note that Cook lists this conjunction without the high tone, on the premise that its high pitch 
is due to rising intonation (2004:6).  I will show it with high tone because that corresponds most 
accurately to my data. 
35 The conjunction chu may occur after both nouns, or after one or the other noun (Cook 
2004:100). 
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There are a number of enclitics that may co-occur with (i.e. follow) a verb, 

which Cook distinguishes according to whether they mark aspect/tense/mode (type (i)), 

or whether they mark the speech act as a question, negative statement, or negative 

command (type (ii)) (2004:281).  Examples of verbal enclitics are shown in the 

following (from Cook 2004:281-282): 

(27)  (a) ha ‘future/intention’ (mode) 
hesjën ha  ‘I am going to sing’ 
 

(b) nį ‘past’ (tense) 
 hesjën nį  ‘I was singing’ 
 

 (c) hósą ́‘question’ 
 hejën hósą́ ‘will she be singing?’ 
 

 (d) híle ‘negative’ 
 hejën híle ‘he is not singing’ 
 

It is also possible that two or more enclitics may co-occur, and when they do, there are 

restrictions on the order in which they may occur.  The general order (though there are 

some exceptions) is that the negative enclitic (e.g. híle) occurs before aspect/tense/mode 

enclitics, and the latter occur before question enclitics, as in (28). 

(28) nëjen    híle  nį-u  
you.sing NEG past-Q36 
‘did you not sing?’   (Cook 2004:282) 
 

Where more than one aspect/tense/mode enclitic occurs, Cook does not suggest an 

order, though I have observed that the past tense nį generally follows other aspect/mode 

enclitics, as in the following examples: 

 

 
                                            

36 Word glosses are my own. 
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(29) (a) Kú   ʔeyi      jíe       ɫą        ʔą       jíe       ɫą         łí nį. 
 and   those   berries  many   DM   berries  many    habitual past 
‘There used to be lots and lots of berries there.’    
 (T.B., April 3, 2013)    
 

(b) ʔEtthë ́n-tthë ́n ghą shéstį ha nį. 
 caribou-meat  of   I.eat  intention past 
‘I was going to eat caribou meat.’ 
 (Cook 2004:109)  
 

 Cook distinguishes between adverbs that modify verbs, and particles that modify 

other constituents or entire clauses (2004:102-105).  The former typically occur 

immediately before a verb, as shown in (30).  The latter occur immediately following 

the constituent that they modify, as in (31), or else at the beginning of the sentence that 

they modify, shown in (32) (examples in (31) and (32) are from Cook 2004:104-105).   

(30)  (a) ʔeyi  hotié   nárédhá    ʔáyį́la       dé  
that   very   it.is.deep   she.made.it       when 
‘when she would make the hole deep enough…’    
(T.B., April 3, 2013) 
 

(b) Kú  betsuné   degháré  yeghąnįghétą   nį. 
  and  her.grandmother   really    her.she.love      past 
  ‘And her grandmother really loved her’ (Cook 2004:103) 
 
(31)  (a) [ʔEtthë ́n t’á zą]     dëne     hotié   dághena     łí. 

 caribou with only  people  very    3.PL.live    habitual 
 ‘Only because of caribou people used to be well off’ 
 

(b) t’a     ghą shénetį lasí,   [sį tth’i] beghą  shéstį   xa 
 what  of   you.eat  FOC  I   too   it.of    I.eat     intention 

  ‘whatever you eat, I too will eat it’ 
 
(32)  (a) Kút’a,      dółti   híle kúlú  

 that’s.it    you.PL.talk  not  but37 
Don’t talk anymore! 
 
 
 

                                            

37 Word glosses for (32)(a) and (c) are my own. 
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(b) ʔíle, híltsi  ha       híle 
 no   we.make  intention   not 
 ‘no, we are not going to make it’ 
 

 (c) ʔEt’axą   ʔeyi  ts’ą́kui    bórįdhër 
 suddenly that   woman   she.became.sick 
‘Suddenly that old lady became sick’ 
 

Additionally, Richardson (2002:71-72) notes that adverbs relating to time (i.e. 

tthidzinɛ́k’ɛ ‘yesterday,’ k’abį́́ ‘tomorrow,’ or k’áłɛdánɛ́ ‘already’) may occur in one of 

three orders: in formal storytelling, they often occur before the subject, as in (33)(a); in 

conversation, they often occur after the subject, as in (33)(b); and when more than one 

adverbial element occurs,38 the time element often occurs at the end of the sentence, as 

shown in (33)(c) (all examples in (33) are from Richardson 2002:72). 

(33)  (a) Tth’idzinɛ́k’ɛ k’ódhɛri ɛghɛ́laghɛna   yoghɛ́ 
 yesterday       boss      he.was.working over.there39 
 ‘The boss was working there yesterday’ 
 

 (b) Dɛnɛyu k’abį́́   tɛgha     ha 
 man      tomorrow he.goes   intention 
 ‘The man will go tomorrow’ 
 

 (c) Dɛnɛyu eyɛr40    nádhɛr      tth’idzinɛ́k’ɛ 
 man      there     he.stays    yesterday 
 ‘The man was staying there yesterday’ 
 

Lastly, it is pertinent to note the role of word order in actually determining the 

function of many of the words in these minor categories.  In fact many of them may 

have two or more different functions, depending where in the sentence they occur.  The 

word kúlú, for example, may act as a clausal conjunction ‘although,’ to conjoin two 

                                            

38 Richardson suggests that this also seems to occur somewhat arbitrarily at times (2002:72). 
39 Word glosses in (33) are my own. 
40 Note that Cook lists ʔeyër ‘there’ as a locative/demonstrative (2004:95), but Richardson lists 
it as a ‘place element’ (locative) under the category of ‘adverbial elements’ (2002:72). 



67 
 

 
 

clauses as in (34)(a), but it may also act as a verbal enclitic when it occurs together with 

híle ‘not’ to form a command sentence, as in (b) (both examples in (34) are from Cook 

2004:279): 

(34)  (a) …honų́níle   kúlú     hotié   hayíłthën. 
there.is.much.not though  very    her.she.treated 
‘although she didn’t have much, she treated her well…’ 
 

(b) netsagh  híle kúlú 
 you.cry  not but 
 ‘Don’t cry!’ 
 

It is intended that this discussion of word order will lay the groundwork for an analysis 

of intra-sentential code-switching in Buffalo River.  It will be particularly relevant for 

the discussion concerning syntactic integration of code-switching in section 6.4. 

4.5 Summary of dialect features in Buffalo River 

It is well attested in the literature that a great deal of variability exists among the 

dialects of this language (Cook 2004: xiv; Richardson 2002: xi).  As noted at the outset 

of this chapter, the majority of the data for the current study comes from the dialect 

spoken in the Dene Sųłiné community of Dillon, Saskatchewan, located on the Buffalo 

River Dene Nation (BRDN).  A number of specific characteristics pertaining to this 

dialect have been discussed throughout this chapter, including its particular orthographic 

conventions regarding the reduced vowel and the voiceless velar fricative (see section 

4.1), and the marking of tone and nasality on diphthongs (see section 4.2.2).  In 

addition, where the vowel qualities u and o freely alternate, as discussed in section 

4.2.2, it is observed that ‹o› is more often used in the written work of speakers of this 

dialect.  For example, while the vowels alternate freely in the words kúli ~ kóli ‘even’ 
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and kúłdų ́~ kółdų ́‘then, now,’ the latter of these orthographic representations appears 

to be used more regularly.  These features may be observed in the data that follow. 
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5  “We live in a world of English”: language 
ideology in Buffalo River 

There is an expression among people in Dillon that goes, ʔEstųnį́t’ine, Dene 

dį́́tth’íle41, which, when translated, means something like, “Poor you, you don’t 

understand Dene.”  Young people of Dene Sųłiné background who do not speak or 

understand the Dene Sųłiné language are likely to attract such a comment, particularly 

from an older speaker of the language.  Bound up in this statement are a number of 

implications surrounding the beliefs and values held by members of this community – 

or by those who utter it – regarding the Dene Sųłiné language.  Also reflected in its 

utterance is an awareness of changes in language use in the community; such a remark 

would not have been warranted fifty years ago when young people spoke Dene Sųłiné 

fluently, on a regular basis.  This chapter investigates this linguistic change and how 

people in Dillon experience this.  Language shift is understood as stemming not only 

from a number of macrosociological factors that have significantly impacted the 

community, but, more precisely, from how these social changes have been interpreted 

by its members, shaping the particular meanings they have come to associate with both 

Dene Sųłiné and English, and how this has in turn led to a shift in their language 

practices.  In response to this shift, community members’ expressed attitudes regarding 

the use of both Dene Sųłiné and English in the community and their ideological 

perspectives concerning language are explored, revealing some amount of tension 
                                            

41 For the interested reader, word glosses for the Dene Sųłiné are as follows (note that in the 
form cited in the body of the text, the negative enclitic is incorporated into the verb, as often 
happens in rapid speech):  
ʔEstųnį́t’ine  dene dį́́tth’i   híle 
you.are.poor     dene     you.hear.it NEG 
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between these attitudes and the current sociolinguistic situation in which they find 

themselves.  Accommodation of one’s listener is also found to be a significant 

motivating factor in the determination of language choice within the community. 

5.1 Awareness of language shift 

At the outset, it is pertinent to discuss the concept of language shift more 

generally, in order to discern how the community of Buffalo River fits into this picture.  

Chapter 2 identified a number of scholars who have examined language shift in various 

communities, most notably Kulick (1992) who, in his study of the people of Gapun in 

Papua New Guinea, gives convincing evidence not only for the occurrence of language 

shift, but for its connection with code-switching.  Language shift, he argues, is the result 

of shifts in both individual and community values and goals; as such, “the study of 

language shift becomes the study of a people’s conceptions of themselves in relation to 

one another and to their changing social world, and of how those conceptions are 

encoded by and mediated through language” (Kulick 1992:9).  Furthermore, he makes a 

case for attending closely not only to people’s interactions with outsiders, but also to the 

“dynamics of intragroup interaction” in order to illuminate these conceptions (Kulick 

1992:11).  The practice of code-switching, then, is one such aspect of intragroup 

interaction, the examination of which may provide a deeper understanding of the 

process of language shift in a particular community.  

But what evidence is there to suggest that the Buffalo River community is in the 

midst of language shift?  Certainly the existence of code-switching in and of itself is not 

a necessary indication of language shift; there are communities in which two or more 

languages exist simultaneously over many years and even indefinitely, without resulting 
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in a large-scale, community-wide linguistic shift (see Gumperz 1982).  As Gal (1979:1) 

notes, not all bilingual communities are in a state of language shift.  Recall, however, 

from the discussion in chapters 1 and 2 that the legacy of colonialism in North America 

has been marked by the demise of many indigenous languages, a result of the 

“imposition of a colonial language” – in most cases English, and in some, French or 

Spanish – over a prolonged period of contact (Goodfellow 2005:11).  Language use in 

the community of Dillon reflects this history.  Where Dene Sųłiné was at one time the 

primary language spoken42, English now predominates as the language spoken most 

regularly in many households.  According to Statistics Canada, 520 individuals (out of 

760 submitted responses to the census) claimed English to be the language spoken most 

regularly at home in 2011, compared with 320 (out of 740 responses) in 2006 (Statistics 

Canada 2007; 2012).  The percentage of the community’s population who claim English 

to be their mother tongue has also increased significantly, even in the past decade: from 

18% of the total population in 2001, to 28% of the population in 2011 (Statistics 

Canada 2002; 2012).  Residents of the community are aware of this shift and talk about 

it openly.  Many of the elders recall growing up in a community where English was 

virtually nonexistent, learned and spoken only at the residential school.  It is particularly 

salient for many of these speakers that the young people today speak English almost 

exclusively, producing very little, if any, Dene Sųłiné.  That is not to say, however, that 

                                            

42 It should be noted that while Dene Sųłiné was certainly the main language spoken in Dillon in 
its earlier history, it is certainly possible that some degree of bi- or multilinguality existed due 
to the fact that the Dene Sųłiné were in contact with other Aboriginal groups.  Indeed a number 
of elders recalled their parents or others in the community speaking both Dene Sųłiné and Cree, 
due to a significant amount of inter-marriage between groups.  See also Jarvenpa (1998:95-97; 
108-109;146-147) on historical relations between Dene Sųłiné and Cree groups. 
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they can necessarily account for the reason that young people do not speak their native 

language.  When asked about it, some individuals indicated that perhaps technology had 

something to do with it (a point which will be addressed shortly), while others would 

shrug their shoulders or indicate that they did not know, an attitude similar to that which 

Kulick (1992:7) describes of Gapuners who are somewhat bewildered by the fact that 

their kids do not speak the vernacular language.  Furthermore, there is a prevailing 

sense among people of all ages that members of the older generations are, for the most 

part, the language ‘experts,’ the ones who truly speak the language well.  When 

speakers commented on the rare child or teenager who speaks Dene Sųłiné fluently, it 

was in every case indicated that he or she was being raised by his or her grandparents.  

Again, a stronger Dene Sųłiné influence is often cited to come from members of the 

older generation.  Thus, it is evident that the community of Buffalo River is 

experiencing some amount of shift in language use – from the predominant use of Dene 

Sųłiné some fifty or sixty years ago, to an increasingly strong English presence, 

particularly among the younger generations.   

Language shift is not a clearly delineated process, with a precise beginning or end.  

Languages themselves are dynamic and ever-evolving, like many aspects of social life, 

and language use itself is no less so.  Moreover, at any moment, perspectives on this 

process may vary among community members – both in terms of the precise state or 

nature of the shift, and in qualitative judgments regarding the shift itself and its impact 

on the community.  The goal here is not to suggest exactly where in the process of 

language shift the community of Dillon is, but rather to acknowledge the fact that 
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language shift is happening and that members of the community are aware of it.  What 

then are the factors that have contributed to this shift?   

5.2 Social change and changing meanings of language 

Certainly there are a number of factors that may be seen as effecting language 

shift in Buffalo River.  However, as both Gal and Kulick have noted, while 

macrosociological factors such as industrialization, urbanization or government policies 

concerning language use in schools and other institutions certainly do play a role in 

language shift, they should not be taken as the sole causes thereof, because doing so 

leaves out the important question of how such changes have come to be interpreted by 

the people they influence (Gal 1979:2-3; Kulick 1992:8-9).  Thus, while it is possible – 

and worthwhile – to identify a number of outside factors that have contributed to 

language shift in the Buffalo River community, one should not stop there.  There may 

be, as Gal suggests, more revealing questions to ask: 

What is of interest to know is not whether industrialization, for instance, is 
correlated with language shift, but rather: By what intervening processes does 
industrialization, or any other social change, effect changes in the uses to 
which speakers put their languages in everyday interactions?  How does the 
social change affect the communicative economy of the group?  How does it 
change the evaluations of languages and the social statuses and meanings 
associated with them?  How does it affect the communicative strategies of 
speakers so that individuals are motivated to change their choice of language in 
different contexts of social interaction – to reallocate their linguistic resources 
radically so that eventually they abandon one of their languages altogether? 
(1979:3) 
 

Bearing this in mind, the following discussion sets out not only to identify the 

macrosociological factors that have and continue to influence the current sociolinguistic 

situation in Dillon, but also to consider how these have shaped – and are in the process 
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of shaping – people’s attitudes, evaluations and understandings of language, such that 

they have altered their language practices and are now experiencing language shift.   

As noted previously, the very presence of English in this Dene Sųłiné community 

is a consequence of European colonialism, and the avenue through which the colonial 

language(s) most methodically infiltrated this and other indigenous communities is, 

arguably, the residential school system43.  Every elder with whom I spoke indicated that 

s/he did not speak English before attending a residential school.  Miller (1996:199-200, 

204) describes the enforcement of government policies in Canada that mandated English 

to be the only language used in school; in some cases, students were punished for 

speaking their native language.  One elder from Buffalo River who is in her seventies 

recalled that she “never understood one word in English” upon arriving at the 

residential school, but she was put in grade one right away and required to use only 

English.  She further recounted that some of the nuns from Montreal spoke French to 

the students, so they had to learn some French words too.  With a laugh, she 

commented, “now when I think of it, I think we’re the smartest people the way we learn 

in one year.”  What is more, many elders indicated that their language use changed – at 

least to some degree – as a result of their experience in residential schools.  Having 

been punished at a residential school for speaking their native language – or struggling 

because they did not understand English – some people even indicated that they chose 

not to speak Dene Sųłiné to their children.  Another elder shared: 

                                            

43 For detailed accounts of the history of residential schools in Canada, see Miller (1996) and 
Milloy (1999). For the effects of residential schools on Indigenous people today, see Brasfield 
(2001). 
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Si dot'á seskene dene ʔá hadóniłtįle, seba horená nisą́ datth’e si school dániya 
hi, Dene ʔų́łį k'óshyą nįsą́ dátthe sekuaze hesłį ʔú ją násther ʔú. ʔEyer hots'į 
Beauval ts'én ni nuhél ya ʔó ho tot'iné ʔá dáyáilti ha nuhéts'edí ʔú seba 
bóreníle.  Seba bóreníle ʔá bóreníle. Kǫ́t'i ʔá seba it was hard ʔánįsą kǫ́t'u sį 
school nástheri. Tot'iné déstth'a ląt'į lú ʔasíe łą tth'i heneresnį́ lą́t'ele ʔú.  
Seskene kǫ́t'u húdel ha horésʔįle nįʔá, ʔeyi ʔá dene ʔá hadóniłtą híle nį.   
 
‘Me, the reason why I didn't teach my kids Dene, it was hard for me when I 
first went to school, because I only knew Dene as a kid when I was living here. 
And then they took us to Beauval, we only had to speak in English and that 
was hard for me.  It was so hard for me. That's why it was hard for me to be at 
school.  I couldn't understand English, so I couldn't understand much.  I didn't 
want my kids to go through what I went through, that's why I didn't teach them 
Dene.’ 
(Dene elder, April 8, 2013) 

What is significant here, for the purposes of understanding language shift, is that 

individuals like this elder understood and interpreted their experiences in residential 

schools such that they chose not to speak Dene Sųłiné with their children.  This decision 

may be interpreted in a number of ways.  Individuals may have decided not to speak 

their language upon returning home because the memories of their punishment were 

simply too painful.  In his description of what he calls residential school syndrome, 

Charles Brasfield (2001) cites a number of symptoms that are manifest in a signficant 

minority of Indian residential school students: “recurrent intrusive memories, 

nightmares, occasional flashbacks, and quite striking avoidance of anything that might 

be reminiscent of the Indian residential school experience.”  These symptoms are, 

notably, very similar to those associated with the severe condition known as 

post-traumatic stress disorder.  Very likely, for some, it was the aforementioned 

avoidance of anything associated with that experience that led them to abandon their 

language in their own homes.  Krauss (1998:16) also notes a certain ambivalence 

among many indigenous language speakers in regards to passing on their languages that 
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is undeniably linked to the trauma of being punished for speaking their languages at 

school.   

Some decided not to teach the language to their children specifically because they 

wanted to spare their children the punishment that they themselves experienced.  

Alternatively, some felt that learning English would help their children succeed in 

school, since in their own experience they were at a disadvantage when they arrived at 

school unable to speak English.  Related to this is the interpretation that English 

became, for some individuals, associated with education and was on that basis attributed 

additional worth.  A number of individuals spoke openly about the fact that English is 

needed in order to become educated.  Such an interpretation could very well warrant a 

decision to speak English with one’s children in order to better equip them for future 

educational opportunities.  Indeed, this latter interpretation surfaced most frequently in 

my conversations with community members, as evidenced by comments like, “we need 

English for education.”  This associative meaning of English with education, is obvious 

for many members of this community, such that they simply see the language as being 

necessary for education and as such, they have adjusted their language practices 

accordingly.  The impact of residential schools, in terms of contributing to language 

shift, is thus most keenly felt in that people have come to interpret their own 

experiences at the schools in such a way that they have consciously chosen to speak 

English with their children rather than Dene Sųłiné.    

Another salient meaning that appears to be associated with the English language is 

the sense that it is needed for communication, or as a link with the world outside of 

Dillon.  It is very likely that this association also stems, at least in part, from the impact 
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of residential schools, because for many school was their first encounter with the world 

beyond their community.  One woman in her forties who attended a residential school 

recalled that although she was allowed to speak her native language at the school, she 

often chose to use English for practical reasons because some of the other students did 

not understand Dene Sųłiné (many were Cree).  Miller (1996:203) also notes that in a 

number of residential schools where native languages were not forbidden, students still 

chose to use English in order to communicate across various ethnic and linguistic 

boundaries.  This woman from Dillon also noted that even after returning to her 

community she preferred to speak in English.  She thus interpreted her experience in 

such a way that she decided to continue using English even after leaving the school.  

This interpretation may have something to do with this association of English with the 

‘outside’ world.  English is used as a lingua franca for the maintenance of friendships 

with people from neighbouring Cree communities44 and to build other relations with 

non-Dene Sųłiné speakers.  Today there are a whole host of daily interactions in which 

the people of Buffalo River use English to communicate with people from outside their 

community, whether going to Buffalo Narrows for groceries or other amenities, talking 

with a coworker from another community, calling a business in a nearby city or any 

other number of circumstances.  Another woman commented on the need to use English 

in dealings with the government, especially relating to matters such as land claims. She 

noted that English is used not only in meetings with English-speaking government 

officials, but even in band meetings where Dene Sųłiné would be understood by all 

                                            

44 It warrants further investigation whether bilinguality between Dene Sųłiné and Cree is in fact 
decreasing in these communities in favour of using English as a common language. 
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present.  She felt strongly that these matters should be relegated to the realm of English 

usage.  Thus, it seems that not only has English achieved a particular value for people 

in Dillon because of its usefulness in a variety of interactions, but that this association 

of English with the outside world actually governs their language use, both with 

outsiders and also within the context of their own community.  Kulick (1992:254) 

describes this level of language usage and meaning as the “global” or “domain” level, 

after Fasold (1984:183-6), wherein speakers associate one language with a particular 

speech genre or situation due to the particular associative meanings attached to it (in 

this case, matters of non-traditional government are associated with, and therefore 

conducted in, English).        

Technology was also cited as a major factor in the shift to English use, 

particularly among young people.  When the radio was first introduced, all broadcasting 

was in English.  One elder recalled learning to sing English songs by listening to the 

radio.  It wasn’t until the seventies or eighties that Missinippi Broadcasting Corporation 

(MBC) began broadcasting in Dene Sųłiné, and even today there is only one hour of 

Dene Sųłiné programming per day.  Television is another potent source of English 

influence for young people, as there are currently no television programs in Dene 

Sųłiné.  Countless hours spent in front of the television translates into countless hours of 

English input, rather than the native language.  Krauss (1980a:82; 1992:6; 1998:16) also 

discusses the significant impact of English-only media, particularly television, in the 

shift towards English usage in indigenous communities.  One woman from Dillon put it 

this way: “after the TV went on in our community, that’s when English started really 

being used.”  And as technology advances, so expand the potential avenues for English 
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influence: computer applications, social networking, mobile devices, and so forth.  The 

word potential here is key, for the advance of technology does not necessitate the 

advance of English use; indeed, there are Dene Sųłiné speakers who are actively 

reclaiming these sites for Dene Sųłiné use rather than English (for example, using their 

language on Facebook®, in emails or when texting).  Krauss (1980a:82-87) also 

discusses the positive potential of technology to be adapted and used to the service of 

Native languages.  Why then do the majority of these activities, at least in Dillon, tend 

to be carried out in English?  How have people in this community come to interpret 

these technological changes such that they, for the most part, choose to use the English 

language?  Or in the spirit of Gal’s (1979:3) question, how do these technological 

advancements affect and even change the evaluations of English and Dene Sųłiné and 

the meanings associated with them?   

One comment may shed some light on this: a woman from Dillon indicated that 

all her children speak Dene Sųłiné fluently, but they are able to use computers and they 

all graduated high school.  That she felt compelled to make this clarification reveals 

something about the meanings she attaches to these languages; in effect, this statement 

pits the knowledge of Dene Sųłiné against technological expertise – in this case, the use 

of computers – and even as somehow in contradistinction to education.  It is as though 

to claim that her children speak Dene Sųłiné might be understood to mean that they 

cannot cope with advanced technology, or that they are not well educated, an 

implication that she explicitly refutes.  Thus, I would suggest that people in Dillon have 

so interpreted technological advancements over the past number of decades that not 

only have they come to associate the English language with technology, but many have 
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also come to view the Dene Sųłiné language as standing in opposition to technology.  

Are there, then, meanings attached to the Dene Sųłiné language that reinforce this 

polarity? 

One community member who teaches in the local school described a student she 

had recently who, unlike the majority of her peers, speaks Dene Sųłiné fluently and is, 

in fact, stronger in her native tongue than in English. The teacher often found herself 

explaining concepts to the student in Dene Sųłiné because she had difficulty 

understanding them in English.  Students who speak and understand Dene Sųłiné, the 

teacher noted, generally come from more “traditional” or “cultural” homes where Dene 

Sųłiné is the primary language spoken.  On a practical level, it is intuitive that young 

people who hear the language in the home are more likely to speak it themselves or at 

least to be able to understand it.  What is particularly noteworthy in this teacher’s 

comments is the association of the Dene Sųłiné language with “tradition” or “culture”45.  

This association resurfaced many times in people’s talk about language.  One elder 

commented on the current efforts by some to bring Dene immersion into the education 

program.  In his next breath he said, “it’s important to teach the kids our traditional 

ways,” describing the work he and his wife have done with students at the school, 

teaching them about Dene Sųłiné traditions and showing them things like how to tan a 

                                            

45 As Roy Wagner (1975) persuasively writes, the concept of ‘culture,’ while used relatively 
freely, is a problematic one, invented as a tool or prop by which a person may compare their 
understanding of reality with that of another.  For the purposes of the present discussion, I 
understand the speaker to be referring to aspects of social life that are generally associated with 
what it means to be Dene Sųłiné, including activities such as hunting, fishing and trapping, 
beadwork, tanning a moose hide, as well as shared values regarding the way a person should be 
and live and interact with others.  A “cultural” home, as the term is used here, would thus refer 
to one in which these aspects are taught and made explicit.  It is therefore not an 
anthropological or social scientific use of the term, but a local adaptation of it. 
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moose hide.  Clearly, the connection between the language and their traditions is a 

salient one for him.   

Closely tied to this idea is the association between the Dene Sųłiné language and 

the past, particularly as it contrasts with the use of English to mark the present.  One 

woman connected her use of Dene Sųłiné with her “childhood time,” saying that “when 

remembering the olden days, how the elders were, how my grandfather or dad lived off 

the land and what they taught us in Dene, I would talk about that in Dene.”  By 

contrast, she indicated that she would be inclined to use English when “talking about 

the government system now, or things that are right now.”  (As mentioned earlier, her 

reference here to speaking about the government system related especially to land 

claims and the need for talking about these matters in English.)  This sense of Dene 

Sųłiné as somehow inherently connected to the past – which is bound up with tradition 

– and of English as being connected to the present, was evident in numerous 

conversations about language.  Furthermore, this same woman also commented on the 

connection she feels between the Dene Sųłiné language and spirituality, an aspect of her 

world that she seems to connect very strongly with traditions passed on by elders in the 

past: “For me, it’s easy to express myself in the form of prayer in my own language, 

and it comes with a lot of respect because it’s what I have received from the elders of 

my time.”   

Evidently, the concepts of tradition and spirituality are very closely intertwined 

and bound up, to some extent, in the past.  Moreover, they constitute key meanings 

associated with the Dene Sųłiné language, particularly in contrast with English, whose 

associative meanings for the people of Dillon seem to include education, the ‘outside’ 
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world, technology, and the present.  What begins to emerge from this discussion, then, 

is a dichotomy of sorts, in which the people of Buffalo River view Dene Sųłiné as being 

connected to tradition and the past, and English to aspects related to modernity (i.e. 

education, techonology, non-traditional government, and so forth) and the present.  To 

recall again Kulick’s (1992:254-5) discussion of the “domain” level of code-switching 

patterns, these associative meanings, having developed as a result of the community’s 

efforts to make sense of a number of imposing macrosociological factors, have in turn 

directly influenced their language practices in a number of ways.  The fact that English 

is becoming, at least for some community members, more strongly associated with 

aspects related to modernity, has resulted in it being used more frequently in the realms 

of education, technology, non-traditional government and other matters that are 

interpreted as being connected to the present46.  Conversely, the fact that many 

community members are coming to view Dene Sųłiné as intrinsically tied to the past 

and matters of tradition has resulted in it being used more often for traditional matters, 

such as storytelling, teaching young people how to tan a moose hide or talking about 

elders from the past, or for matters of spirituality.  As members from this community 

alter their language choices in accordance with these associations, they (the associative 

meanings) become reinforced or reproduced, as argued by Kulick (1992), thus 

heightening their salience for people in Buffalo River.    

                                            

46 It is worth noting that in the case of Gapun, Kulick (1992) argues that villagers are in many 
cases unaware of any link between one of their languages and any particular “domain.”  This 
differs from the case in Dillon where, as evidenced by the woman’s comment that she would 
use English when “talking about the government system now,” there is an explicit awareness of 
this link between English and a particular “domain,” that is, matters relating to non-traditional 
government (cf. p.77). 
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Lastly, there is an increasing number of English-speaking people either living or 

spending time on the reserve, including teachers, nurses, RCMP officers, a Catholic 

nun, visiting doctors, priests or social workers, spouses of community members who 

come from various other backgrounds, and BRDN members returning to the community 

after living off the reserve.  One prominent leader in the community noted that he 

would use Dene Sųłiné all the time if English were not required to engage with so many 

non-Dene Sųłiné-speaking residents and visitors.  This is another significant and very 

practical factor in the shift towards English use in the community.   

While this discussion has endeavoured to provide insight into the interpretive 

meanings that have become attached to the languages in use in this community, it 

should be noted that what is a particularly salient association for one speaker may not 

necessarily be so for another.  A community may be characterized, to some extent, by 

the existence of shared values among its members, which often lead to certain trends or 

recurring patterns of thought that govern social interactions within that group.  

However, a community is also, by its very nature, dynamic, and not merely an 

internally homogenous entity made up of people who all think exactly the same way.  

Indeed, there are a number of widely differing attitudes that surface in response to the 

current sociolinguistic situation in Buffalo River, which will be examined presently. 

5.3 Language attitudes: responses to language shift 

Having established that language shift is happening in this community and that 

people are aware of it, what are the felt attitudes regarding the use of Dene Sųłiné and 

English?  This question relates more broadly to that of language ideology – a matter that 
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is closely connected with language shift – and the beliefs about language that are held 

by residents of Buffalo River.  Rumsey (1990:346) defines language ideology as 

“shared bodies of commonsense notions about the nature of language in the world.”  

What then are the commonly held notions about language among the people of Dillon?  

As discussed above, there are a number of meaningful associations attached to the 

particular languages used in this community which in turn appear to influence, to some 

extent, people’s language choices. More broadly however, what do people think that 

language does?   In Kulick’s (1992:48-49;126-127) account of the people of Gapun, he 

argues that there exists a gap between words and thoughts – that is, people do not 

expect one’s words to reflect what s/he is actually thinking.  Rather, speech is 

understood to serve the function of achieving consensus, accommodating one’s listeners, 

or facilitating agreement, which are aspects of showing save, an important concept for 

villagers that represents knowledge about appropriate behaviour and speech, social 

obligations and roles, and so forth (Kulick 1992:119).  Language then, in the minds of 

Gapuners, is a tool through which villagers can show save, thus demonstrating their 

status as competent members of their society.   

Many of the expressed language attitudes in Buffalo River seem to reflect the 

belief that language is significant in the identity work that it accomplishes, that is, 

language is a tool by which community members are able to assert [various aspects of] 

their identity.  One of the prevailing and widespread convictions among people in 

Buffalo River, for example, is that a Dene Sųłiné person should speak the Dene Sųłiné 

language.  To return to the saying quoted in the introduction to this chapter, ʔEstųnįt́’ine 

Dene dį́́tth’íle ‘Poor you, you don’t understand Dene,’ this, again, is primarily directed 
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towards young people of Dene Sųłiné background who do not speak or understand the 

Dene Sųłiné language.  Importantly, it is not something that would be said to an 

outsider.  The woman who informed me of this common saying paraphrased it in the 

following words: ‘You don’t even understand your own language’ (emphasis added). 

The statement, then, seems to imply that the language somehow makes a person of 

Dene Sųłiné heritage, that s/he therefore ought to understand it and is to be pitied if s/he 

does not.  She added, “Language is a part of you, it’s rich.”  This sense that the Dene 

Sųłiné language is or should be considered an intrinsic part of a Dene Sųłiné person was 

oft-repeated by members of the community.  One elder said, “Since we’re a Dene 

community, the language should be strong in our community.  We’re natives, we’re 

Dene, we should not lose our language.”  Another woman, mentioned in 5.2 above, 

recalled that when she returned from residential school in her late teens, she only 

wanted to speak in English.  This changed when a relative of hers teasingly – and 

somewhat seriously – told her that he would only talk with her if she spoke in Dene 

Sųłiné:   

ʔEyer hots'į yuwé my family bek'édáréshą hejá hots'į La Loche hots'į, my 
family like, on my dad's side bek'édóreshą hejá hú. “Dlą́t'e ʔá hok'étł'á tot'ine 
ʔá?” yanełtį ʔá daséłnį ʔá hotié dene ʔá dayałti ʔola kozį,́ hená? ʔEyi ʔá kóresį 
la kǫ́t'e nįʔá ʔą́t'e ʔa hélesį ʔá kú. Dene ʔá yanełtį dé senié lóni naredi ʔá my 
cousin, Y., ʔeyi ʔá. ʔEyi ts'į ʔáne hotié dene ʔá yasti heja la. ʔEłtth'i ʔásti ʔǫ́są.́ 
 
‘Then when I started to get to know my family from La Loche, my family like, 
on my dad's side.  They used to say to me, 'how come you always talk in 
English?' because there they always talking in Dene. So then I told them how it 
was when I went to school, everything was in English, that's why. So then my 
cousin, Y., would like it if I would talk in Dene more, and that's why.  Then I 
started talking in Dene really well again.  That was the right thing to do.’ 
(Dene speaker, April 8, 2013) 
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Along with the sense that people should speak the language is an expression of regret or 

pity when this is, in fact, not the case.  Consider again the words: “Poor you, you don’t 

understand Dene” (emphasis added).  Or the comment of another elder, “Some kids 

don’t understand not a word.  Some of my grandchildren are like that.  I feel sorry for 

them.”  These statements reflect a subtle judgment that not to speak Dene Sųłiné is to 

be pitied.   

 If then, there exists a strong conviction that Dene Sųłiné should be spoken in the 

community, it follows that there are also marked attitudes regarding the English 

language and its use in the communities that make up the Buffalo River Dene Nation.  

Indeed, as discussed above, its very presence in the community is a testament to the 

pervasive legacy of residential schools.  It comes as little surprise, then, that many 

regard the English language as a significant threat to the ongoing use of Dene Sųłiné.  

In the words of a prominent leader in the community, “English threatens Dene” because 

the younger generation are “only picking up English” and not Dene Sųłiné.  Another 

elder said there’s “too much English, it’s not too good.”  These same individuals 

indicated that they intentionally speak Dene Sųłiné as often as possible, in an effort to 

curb the tendency toward English in their community and promote the use of Dene 

Sųłiné. 

It bears considering, however, whether comments such as those cited above reflect 

people’s actual feelings, or whether people in Dillon somehow feel that English should 

be seen as a threat, that it should be deemed pitiable not to speak the language, and that 

they should fear the loss of their language.  In other words, do people simply see that 

their language is intrinsically tied to their identity (i.e. is it obvious to them?) or have 
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they adopted this discourse from forces imposed on them?  Woolard & Schieffelin 

(1994:60-61) describe the infiltration of [Western] nationalist ideologies of language – 

the idea that one language represents one people – through colonialism, to the extent 

that legitimacy of claims to nationhood or ethnic status may be called into question by 

the absence of a distinct language: “Ironically, movements to save minority languages 

are often structured around the same notions of language that have led to their 

oppression and/or suppression.”  The authors further note that language varieties that 

are associated with particular speakers are often revalorized not only as symbols of 

group identity, but also markers of political allegiance, or social, intellectual or moral 

worth, and that these meanings then affect patterns of language acquisition, 

style-switching, shift, change, and policy (Woolard & Schieffelin 1994:61-62).  Perhaps, 

then, the attitudes discussed thus far are not only a reflection of the community’s 

ideology of language, but are in fact a more subtle indication of the impact of their 

colonizers’ discourses about language and identity.  Perhaps the “Western insistence on 

the authenticity and moral significance of the mother tongue” (Woolard & Schieffelin 

1994:61) has been, to a certain extent, adopted by the people of Buffalo River such that 

they now cite freely the symbolic associations of language to the assertion of one’s true 

identity47.  What is more, Hill (2006:125) notes that language ideologies are dynamic 

                                            

47 Several points of divergence between the Buffalo River situation and that which Kulick 
(1992) describes warrant brief mention.  There is, among residents of Buffalo River, a 
considerable amount of deontological rhetoric about speaking Dene Sųłiné.  This differs from 
speakers of Taiap in Gapun, who feel or at least express no obligation to intentionally speak 
their vernacular rather than Tok Pisin.  Also, the identity politics which surface in the comments 
of Dene Sųłiné speakers, i.e. the notion of authenticity being tied to speaking Dene Sųłiné, do 
not factor into the shift occurring between Taiap and Tok Pisin in Gapun, where villagers have 
reproduced the notion of self so as to warrant and even require the use of Tok Pisin in their 
daily interactions.  
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and fast-moving, particularly within endangered language communities, having a 

tendency to evolve and spread rapidly within a given community.  It is very likely that 

the ideological system in Buffalo River is, in fact, in flux, changing even as language 

use itself in the community is changing.   

Herein lies an unfortunate yet unavoidable gap in my analysis: a more thorough 

investigation regarding the language attitudes (and practices) of young people in Dillon 

today would certainly shed light on the ways in which language ideologies in this 

community might be changing (see chapter 3, section 3.6 for a discussion of 

methodological restrictions pertaining to the age of project participants).  Do young 

people, for example, feel that they should speak Dene Sųłiné in order to maintain their 

cultural heritage?  Do they choose not to speak the language because this is unimportant 

to them? Or do they feel that they are able to express their Dene Sųłiné heritage in other 

ways, without needing to speak the language?  The very fact that they are not, for the 

most part, speaking the language reflects a different attitude toward language than that 

of their elders.  Meek (2007) discusses the agency of children and young people in 

transforming language ideologies, as they make sense of their shifting sociolinguistic 

environments.  Her analysis describes a situation where the revaluing of an indigenous 

language, Kaska (of the Dene language family), in fact reinforces language shift – 

through transformation and delimitation of elders’ roles – rather than reversing it (Meek 

2007:34).    

While the perspective(s) of the younger generations are certainly missing in this 

discussion, there are, interestingly, more neutral and even opposing attitudes among 

some community members regarding the use of English. One elder commented that she 
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tries to use only Dene Sųłiné with her grandchildren, but when they respond to her in 

English, she finds herself switching to English without even thinking about it, “it just 

comes out.”  The same individual noted that “some people are so used to English, they 

rather speak in English, even if they know Dene.  It’s natural for them, I guess.”  A 

number of people indicated that they mix English and Dene Sųłiné and that they “don’t 

really think about it,” that is, about which language they are using.  Some individuals 

explicitly endorse the use of both languages, noting that it’s “helpful” or “useful” to 

speak two languages; one woman said she felt “fortunate” to have two languages: “I do 

respect both languages, and if it must be that I speak English, I speak English, but if…I 

know I need to talk my language, I would talk my language.”  Several people noted that 

having two languages allows them to better accommodate their listener, a point that will 

be further expanded in 5.5.  Still others commented on the fact that English is not only 

useful, but is in fact needed in the community, for matters pertaining to education, the 

government and otherwise.   

With this range of attitudes and ideological perspectives comes a certain amount 

of tension due to the fact that they do not easily align with one another.  How does one 

resolve the fact that one should speak Dene Sųłiné to be true to one’s traditions and 

cultural heritage, but that one cannot speak Dene Sųłiné to the English-speaking doctor 

and expect to get anything but a blank stare?  Many members of this community feel 

strongly that Dene Sųłiné should be spoken, yet they also acknowledge the need for 

English to participate in a variety of daily and other important interactions.  Moreover, 

while Dene Sųłiné is, for some speakers, essentially tied to the past, as this discussion 

shows, the language is far from obsolete or in any way irrelevant to the present.  It is a 
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contemporary phenomenon, used on a daily basis, in people’s everyday interactions 

right now.  This tension regarding the underlying meanings involved in the current 

language shift and people’s attitudes concerning language use in their community is, I 

suggest, particularly salient for the people of Buffalo River.   

5.4 Living in the tension 

One woman indicated, on numerous occasions, that she wrestles with whether she 

should raise her children in Dillon or move to the city.  She feels that to move away 

from Dillon would allow her to provide better opportunities for her kids, both in terms 

of education and other potential involvements.  At the same time, she feels a strong 

desire to stay connected to her community, her Dene Sųłiné cultural heritage and the 

language.  As she reflected on other families in the community who have either stayed 

or gone, she expressed the conflict she feels in the decision: to stay means that her 

children have the opportunity to hear and understand the Dene Sųłiné language, to learn 

it in school, and possibly even one day to speak it, should they decide to.  Leaving, on 

the other hand, would almost certainly mean that they would not understand or know 

the Dene Sųłiné language, but that they would benefit from other opportunities not 

available to them in Dillon.  In her words, “you can only have one or the other.”  This 

struggle illustrates how the above-described tension is played out in the reality of one 

mother, who is trying to provide the best for her children.   

Even for those who do not necessarily contemplate leaving the community, the 

conflict is real; many community members want to preserve their Dene Sųłiné language, 

but they are equally aware that for life in Dillon today, the need for English is real.  

English is simultaneously, for some, a threat to the ongoing use of Dene Sųłiné and for 
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others, a link to the world outside their community, including ‘outsiders’ who live 

within their community.  One individual poignantly summed it up: “We live in a world 

of English.  It’s not like in the old days where it was just people and the land, and they 

could use Dene.  Now you can’t just pick up the phone and call SaskPower48 and speak 

in Dene, you need English.”  As mentioned above, one of the community’s prominent 

leaders expressed that, in order to battle the threat of English against Dene Sųłiné, he 

tries to use his native language as much as possible.  He indicated that he would speak 

only Dene Sųłiné if he could, but the reality is that there are a lot of English-speaking 

people on the reserve, so it is not possible to avoid speaking English entirely.  He and a 

number of others in Dillon feel that Dene immersion in school would be an important 

step in preventing the loss of their language; indeed he seemed to feel this was the only 

way forward49.   

Another woman told of her niece, who lives in another Dene Sųłiné community, 

who won a prize for telling a story in Dene Sųłiné, something she learned to do in 

school.  This woman feels that they are moving toward having Dene Sųłiné curriculum 

in schools and even eventually in colleges: “these types of things are going to pick up in 

the future,” she said.  Several elders noted that they intentionally use the language with 

younger children, particularly those who do not hear it spoken in their homes.  One man 

said that he always speaks Dene Sųłiné with the little neighbour girl who spends time 

                                            

48 SaskPower is the primary electric utility in Saskatchewan, Canada, run by the provincial 
government. 
49 In light of the previous discussion concerning evaluative meanings of language, such a 
development could have a significant impact on the association of education with the English 
language!  Furthermore, the ideological perspective suggested by comments such as these may 
reflect the influence of Western discourses regarding language preservation as well as the 
central role of Western-style education. 
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with his granddaughter.  He tells her that she must learn it slowly, a little bit at a time, 

just like he had to learn English when he went to school.   

It remains to be seen how this community will balance these competing values 

and agendas in the future, and how language ideologies will continue to shift and 

change.  Many feel optimistic about the potential for Dene immersion in their local 

school and the gap this would fill in socializing their children to speak the language.  

On the other hand, some feel the permeating presence of English will continue to drive 

the shift away from the use of Dene Sųłiné in their community; elaborating on her 

previous comment about living in a “world of English,” one younger woman expressed, 

concerning English, “it’s not going away.  We’re not gonna be fluent from here on in.”  

Regardless of their particular feelings about the current language situation, community 

members live in the tension of wanting to maintain their language and yet 

acknowledging the importance and even necessity of the presence of English as well.  

To state what is perhaps the obvious next question, is it possible to have both?  Or, 

perhaps more controversially, will it matter to the next generation?  What language 

ideology might young people be picking up or developing?  These questions will be 

revisited in the final chapter of this thesis.   

5.5 Language choice in daily interactions 

Before concluding this chapter, I will explore one final aspect that factors into 

community members’ language choices on the Buffalo River Dene Nation.  As 

described above, while many young people appear to be able to understand Dene 

Sųłiné, few use it in their regular speech.  For those who do speak and understand both 

languages (generally the older population), the overriding motivation for determining 
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language choice is governed by a sense of accommodation.  One individual stated, 

‘when I talk, I try to make sure both parties can understand.  If a person doesn’t talk 

English good and he’s a Dene I talk Dene, but if [not], then I speak English.’  Even in 

settings where there are some general tendencies regarding language choice, the use of 

one or the other language can still be generally explained by this ethic of 

accommodation.  At the local school or the medical clinic, for example, many of the 

staff – some teachers, and most of the nurses and doctors – are from outside the 

community and do not speak or understand Dene Sųłiné.  Thus, it follows that the 

primary language of interaction in these settings is English in order to accommodate 

non-Dene Sųłiné speakers.  That said, one woman noted that when she is at the school, 

despite the general tendency toward using English in that setting, she speaks Dene 

Sųłiné to the receptionist or to others she encounters who are able to understand and 

converse in Dene Sųłiné.  

  To further illustrate this point, when asked about language choice in various 

other local milieus – the store, for example – nearly every person with whom I spoke 

indicated that “it depends” who you meet.  If one encounters an elder in the grocery 

aisle, one will undoubtedly speak to them in Dene Sųłiné.  When asking a young cashier 

about a particular item, however, one may need to use English in order for the worker 

to understand.  One elder said, “you have to ask for stuff you want in English. I’d rather 

speak my language but with the young kids now you have to speak in English because 

they don’t understand, some of them.”   Language choice is thus very often determined 

by the linguistic ability of one’s conversation partner.  Several people noted that for this 

reason, they opt to ‘mix’ the two languages.  One lady suggested that she prefers to use 
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both English and Dene Sųłiné “because if you talk just English and I ask you if you 

speak Dene and you said no, then it’s very hard for me to communicate with you. 

Sometimes I mix my language to make people understand.”    

This follows for familial relations as well.  Many of the individuals with whom I 

spoke indicated that while they speak ‘straight Dene’ with most of their relatives, they 

‘mix’ Dene Sųłiné and English (perhaps repeating words or phrases in both languages) 

when speaking to members of the younger generations – either their children or 

grandchildren – in order to help them understand.  Accommodation, it seems, accounts 

not only for choosing one language over the other in a given situation, but also for 

instances of ‘mixing’ the two languages, a point that is particularly pertinent to the 

discussion of code-switching, and will be revisited in chapter 6.  

While this ethic of accommodation is certainly strong and cited by many 

individuals in the community of various ages, it is of particular interest that both 

languages are often used within a single interaction, even if there is no need to 

accommodate anyone, i.e. when both speakers are fluent in Dene Sųłiné and English.  

This may, in some instances, be connected to the “domain” level of language usage and 

meaning discussed earlier (Kulick 1992:254), whereby speakers’ language choices are 

governed by the associative meanings that they attach to languages (e.g. that English is 

associated with the outside world and is therefore used when speaking of issues relating 

to non-traditional government).  In many instances, however, speakers claim to be 

unaware of their language choices or of their code-switching behaviour.  When 

questioned about language choice, many speakers commented that they do not really 

think about it or even realize they are doing it.  As quoted earlier, one speaker indicated 
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that sometimes English “just comes out.”  Another speaker, while assisting in the 

transcription of a previously recorded conversation, expressed her surprise at the 

amount of English spoken in what she thought had been an exclusively Dene Sųłiné 

conversation with a close friend.  Thus, it seems that language use is not always an 

explicit choice for members of this community, that in the natural flow of conversation, 

one or the other language “just comes out,” or at least is perceived by speakers as doing 

so.  There is, then, another level of language usage and meaning, described by Kulick 

(1992:255) as the “interactional” or “rhetorical” level, at which “speakers exploit the 

possibilities of rhetorical effect available to them through their command of two 

languages.”  This may happen consciously or unconsciously (Gumperz 1982:61; Kulick 

1992:255).  Indeed, closer examination of various instances of language choice and 

code-switching in Buffalo River reveal that the use of both languages in this way is in 

many cases not random, despite the fact that speakers cannot always account for it.  As 

will be argued in the following chapter, code-switching of this nature is in fact useful to 

contextualize communication between bilingual speakers.      
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6  Finding meaning in code-switching 

As discussed in the previous chapter, there is reasonable evidence to suggest that 

the people of Buffalo River are experiencing a shift in language use across their 

community, due not only to a number of imposing macrosociological changes, but also 

to the particular ways in which these changes have been understood and interpreted by 

members of this community, which has in turn influenced their patterns of everyday 

language use. One salient feature of daily interaction in this community is the practice 

of code-switching, or what community members refer to as ‘mixing’ the Dene Sųłiné 

and English languages.  There is some disparity in the literature regarding the precise 

definition of code-switching and related practices.  For the purposes of this discussion, I 

adopt Nilep’s definition of code-switching as “the practice of selecting or altering 

linguistic elements so as to contextualize talk in interaction” (2006:1).  Members of the 

Buffalo River Dene Nation, I argue, switch between Dene Sųłiné and English as a 

means to contextualize their verbal interactions.  Thus, while this practice is itself 

connected to language shift in this community, it has become a meaningful tool for 

speakers to enrich their communication with one another.  This chapter will investigate 

the types of switching that occur in daily interaction in Buffalo River and how code-

switching adds meaning to speakers’ interactions.  Attention is given to the ongoing 

discussion in the literature around what constitutes an instance of ‘true’ code-switching, 

both in terms of the definition of ‘codes’ and of the distinction between code-switching 

and borrowing.  Specifically, I will substantiate the claim that Dene Sųłiné and English 

should be considered distinct ‘codes’ in the verbal repertoires of community members in 

Dillon, and that alternation between the two is meaningful for speakers.  This 
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meaningful alternation is distinguished from what scholars variably label (lexical) 

borrowing (Auer 1998:17; Gal 1979:79; Gumperz 1982:66; Myers Scotton 1988:160; 

Poplack 2001), loan words (Poplack 2001), or insertion (Muysken 2000).  A brief 

investigation of the syntactic integration of code-switched utterances will be included 

before moving on to discuss a number of conversational functions of code-switching, 

such as reiteration, interjections, topic change and the marking of quotations, among 

others, that surface in daily talk in this community and that, I argue, serve to 

significantly enrich the meaning of community members’ interactions.  I conclude the 

chapter with a number of comments pertaining to the connection between 

code-switching and identity for members of this community.   

6.1 Understanding ‘codes’ in code-switching 

Before addressing the details of this practice in Buffalo River, it is pertinent to 

consider the question of what constitutes a ‘code’ in code-switching.  Alvarez-Cáccamo 

(1998:29) notes that, while researchers have provided considerable evidence that 

language alternation in discourse is, in many instances, meaningful for speakers, this 

has led to the unfortunate practice of necessarily associating distinct speech varieties 

with codes, regardless of whether these codes contrast in a meaningful way.  This is 

significant because it has resulted in an ambiguous definition of code-switching that 

includes instances of language alternation which are not meaningful for speakers and 

potentially excludes phenomena that are.  Arguing for a return to a “communicative 

view of codes,” Alvarez-Cáccamo urges that a distinction be made between a broader 

understanding of ‘linguistic variety,’ by which he is understood to refer to distinct 

languages or dialects, and ‘communicative code’ (1998:30).  “The act of 



98 
 

 
 

code-switching,” he argues elsewhere, “is not necessarily the act of alternating between 

speech varieties, but the act of shifting gears in communicative behavior,” which may 

be accomplished not only by switching languages, dialects or registers, but also, for 

example, in the act of straightening one’s tie before a professional encounter 

(Alvarez-Cáccamo 1990:11).  Instrumental in this understanding is Gumperz’s (1982) 

description of code-switching as a contextualization cue50 (Alvarez-Cáccamo 1990:4).   

A number of scholars caution that often what seems to be a linguistic code to an 

outside analyst may not actually count as a communicative code for the speaker(s) 

concerned; the goal of the researcher should therefore be to identify what speakers 

themselves consider to be a code51 (Alvarez-Cáccamo 1990:4; Auer 1998:13).  In order 

to justify such an identification, Auer (1998:13) claims it necessary to show that 

speakers switch between the two codes in a meaningful way in the course of their 

bilingual interactions.  Moreover, Auer (1984:2-3) maintains that in the conversation 

analytic approach, this contrast between codes is understood to be achieved over the 

course of a single interaction, as a conversation unfolds, and need not exist as an a 

priori distinction.  This chapter provides evidence that speakers in Buffalo River switch 

between Dene Sųłiné and English in a meaningful way – indeed that this act of 

switching actually contextualizes communication between speakers – and that they are 

therefore perceived by speakers as distinct codes.  While these codes do correspond to 

                                            

50 Gumperz describes a contextualization cue as “any feature of linguistic form that contributes 
to the signalling of contextual presuppositions” or whose meaning becomes evident over the 
course of an interaction (1982:131).   
51 Note that speakers may not be consciously aware of the designation ‘code,’ nor of their 
particular switching behaviour.  The authors are understood to refer, rather, to the investigation 
into whether speakers alternate between codes in such a way that they are shown to contrast 
meaningfully with one another. 
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distinct speech varieties, this does not preclude the potential existence of other codes in 

this speech community that are distinguished by other sets of co-occurring linguistic 

features.  (Indeed, an investigation into other possible codes in the verbal repertoires of 

this community warrants further research in the future.)   

6.2 Code-switching vs. borrowing in Dene Sųłiné 

Not only have scholars expressed concern regarding the identification of codes 

within a bilingual community, but much discussion has also surrounded the problem of 

how to distinguish code-switching from the practice of borrowing.  Despite the wealth 

of literature on the topic, scholars do not seem to agree on the precise criteria that 

determine whether a switched item should be considered an instance of borrowing or 

code-switching.  Yet there is unanimous acknowledgement that they are two very 

different phenomena.  According to Gumperz (1982:66, 68), borrowing is a word and 

clause level phenomenon, defined as the “introduction of single words or short, frozen, 

idiomatic phrases from one variety into the other,” which are then incorporated into the 

borrowing language’s grammatical system.  Poplack (1981) and Sankoff and Poplack 

(1984) also discuss grammatical adaptation as evidence of borrowing; however, the 

latter add several other criteria, namely frequency of use, semantic change, that the 

borrowed item be a single word, and that it replace52 the borrowing language’s own 

term.  Code-switching, on the other hand, is a matter of conversational interpretation, 

requiring two distinct grammatical systems, the internal rules of which govern the 

formation of strings that are meaningfully juxtaposed (Gumperz 1982:66, 68).  Or, as 

                                            

52 Note that some instances of borrowing introduce a term into the borrowing language, rather 
than replacing one, as discussed further on p.101 and p.105. 
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Myers Scotton puts it, code-switched forms serve only the sociopragmatic needs of the 

current exchange, while undergoing no grammatical incorporation to the language in 

which they are embedded (1992:33). 

Even with these concepts thus defined, the task of distinguishing particular 

phenomena as either borrowing or code-switching remains a difficult one (Myers 

Scotton 1988; Poplack 2001).  On the basis of the above-cited criteria, there are a 

significant number of items in my data that could be interpreted as having been 

borrowed into Dene Sųłiné from English.  However, while Gumperz (1982) claims that 

loan words are readily accepted in bilingual speech, Sally Rice (2012) argues that Dene 

Sųłiné – along with Dene languages more generally – is in fact highly resistant to 

borrowing.  Speakers of this language have typically employed various metaphors and 

metonymies through which to recombine or reinterpret a small set of core stems, thus 

expanding the lexicon without borrowing; as shown in the examples below, Rice 

(2012:22) provides evidence of this pattern in the formation of both indigenous concepts 

(35) and concepts that have been introduced to the language, which she refers to as 

terms of acculturation (36).   

(35) nilts’i slini ‘wind it is evil’ ‘tornado’ 

(36) kóntué   ‘fire water’  ‘alcohol’ 

Indeed, the author claims that the number of conventionalized loan words in this 

language does not exceed several dozen, the majority of which are borrowed from 

French and have been adapted phonologically to Dene Sųłiné, as exemplified in (37) 

below (from Rice 2012:22): 
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(37) libada  <French le potate  ‘potato’  
masi53 <French merci  ‘thank you’ 
lidi <French le thé  ‘tea’ 
 

While Rice argues that terms of acculturation are often figuratively constructed in Dene 

Sųłiné rather than borrowed, data from the current study, as mentioned, reveals that 

many of these terms are uttered in English by Dene Sųłiné speakers in Buffalo River.  

Following are several examples from Rice’s data, followed by examples from my own 

data, in which the items in question (or a parallel construction, as in (40)) are uttered in 

English54: 

(38) (a) tsątsánételi   ‘metal.container’  ‘tin can’  

(Rice 2012:54) 

(b) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. ʔAsíe kóli ʔą́lghál ʔíle nį ʔasíe jam 
can ʔú peanut butter can ʔú ʔasíe 
cans ʔų́yį́ nųlá yanísį. 

We didn't throw anything away, we 
save everything: jam cans, peanut 
butter cans, everything used to be in 
cans. 
 

(39) (a) beyághe horétth’ąí    ‘that which one hears through it’ ‘radio’ 

(Rice 2012:60) 

(b) A.B., April 2, 2013 

A.B. ʔEyi horelyų́ dene yedádorįɫ ʔá.  
Radio dą́lį tth'i battery ʔá kólú nechai 
chogh battery ʔeyi ʔǫ́ɫį dádoré ʔá. 
 

Everybody used that type of radio 
with the big battery. 

(40) (a)  náke saritł’ésé  ‘two sun.marking’  ‘two o’clock’ 

(Rice 2012:61) 

                                            

53 This corresponds to marsi in the Buffalo River dialect.  
54 In keeping with conventions used throughout this thesis, all utterances are given in italics, 
translations are in regular script, all items uttered in English are underlined, and bold face is 
used to identify the specific portion discussed. 
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(b) ETLI 021908-3455 

A.H. Holna benasní ɫí ʔá k'abį́́ dané three 
o'clock taghe natthírít'ą dé ʔeyi, ʔeyi 
nónįshe ʔaze nų́leɫ. 

I used to remember a lot of times early 
in the morning, we had to wake up at 
three o’clock in the morning to plant 
vegetables. 
 

 
The majority of the single-word switches in my data include terms of acculturation, 

place names, time expressions, and various others.  Many of these, such as those 

exemplified above, are items for which there are, as Rice points out, Dene Sųłiné 

equivalents.  Furthermore, speakers were very often aware of the term in Dene Sųłiné 

and many volunteered it after the fact.  Importantly then, speakers do not, in most cases, 

switch to English because they have to; i.e. the switching reflects neither an 

incompetence in Dene Sųłiné nor the fact that a particular idea cannot be expressed in 

the language.  To describe these items as borrowed fits neither with Rice’s (2012) 

analysis, nor with the criteria given by Sankoff and Poplack (1984) that a borrowed 

item actually replaces a word in the borrowing language.  On the other hand, these 

single-word switches often differ from the code-switching behaviour that truly 

represents alternation between two grammatical systems, as described by Gumperz 

(1982).  How then should they be interpreted?   

 One helpful perspective in this discussion may be to understand code-switching 

and borrowing as existing on a continuum.  Indeed, Myers Scotton (1992:34) describes 

a process whereby an item that starts out as code-switched material in another language 

(which she refers to as the matrix language) may over time become fully incorporated 

                                            

55 Examples labeled “ETLI” correspond to the type B informal interviews, discussed in chapter 
3, section 3.4. 
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into the matrix language, eventually replacing that language’s own term for the same 

concept, at which point it is considered a true borrowing.  Several examples from my 

data may support this hypothesis.  In the following examples, a borrowed or 

code-switched item is either morphologically, syntactically or phonologically 

incorporated into the Dene Sųłiné grammar.   

(41) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. Ts'i ʔaze, bets'į łí ʔá nį canoe ʔaze. 
(ts’i= ‘boat’) 
 

My grandmother had a little canoe. 

(42) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. Florence chu Edward Francois chu 
náhedher nįʔá kú ʔedine washing 
machine bets'į nįʔá electric wash---, 
electric ʔ í le, gas beyédiɫ ʔá yú 
k'enáltsiɫ ʔe. 
 

Florence and Edward Francois had a 
washing machine, an electric wash--- 
not electric, gas, you had to pour gas 
in there. 
 

(43) M.C., April 8, 2013 

M.C. ʔEdiri sedress ʔé yedághé ts'én hasłá 
nįsą́ ʔeyi ts'ékui tth'i tth'i yazį yaghé 
hanayįĺa seghą.  [laughs]  
 

I had pulled up my dress, but that lady 
put it down for me again56. 

(44) M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. Kú yanísį nįsą́ kú ʔeyi t'ąt'ú hutón ʔú 
you look ją beyá hots'én glass ʔaze 
thetą są́. ʔEyi honiłʔį ʔų then kǫ́t'u 
ts'énetį́ są du hots'én focus hots'én. 

And in the olden days this one 
(referring to camera), this is how you 
hold it, you look here inside and there's 
a little glass sitting in there.  You 
look in there, then you can move it 
around until it focuses. 
 

 

                                            

56 A note of clarification: the speaker in this example was referring to an off-the-shoulder dress 
that she wore as a costume in a professional photo shoot.  The speaker pulled the sleeves up 
over her shoulders but the photographer then arranged them so that they fell just below her 
shoulders. 
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In both examples (41) and (42) above, an enclitic (=ʔaze ‘diminutive’, =ʔíle 

‘negative’) follows an item that is not originally a Dene Sųłiné word, namely, canoe and 

electric, respectively.  Enclitics are grammatically very closely tied to the item they 

follow, thus, this may suggest that some measure of syntactic adaptation has occurred to 

accommodate the switched item into the stream of Dene Sųłiné speech.  Example (43) 

shows that morphological adaptation has occurred, as the Dene Sųłiné possessive prefix 

se- is attached to the English word dress.  The example in (44) illustrates both syntactic 

and phonological adaptation of the switched item, glass.  Syntactically, this example is 

similar to both (41) and (42), with an enclitic (the diminutive=ʔaze in this case) 

following the switched item.  Phonologically, the English glass is integrated into the 

Dene Sųłiné stream of speech because the word-final [s] is voiced in the actual 

utterance.  This is an example of voice assimilation, a common phonological process in 

Dene Sųłiné whereby a fricative is voiced when it occurs between two vowels (see 

Appendix G for further discussion of phonological processes).  The switched items in 

(41), (43) and (44) can be expressed in Dene Sųłiné, but they are instead uttered in 

English.  This may support the view that code-switching and borrowing exist on a 

continuum because while there is grammatical adaptation to these other-language items 

(recall this was part of the criteria for borrowing according to both Gumperz 1982 and 

Poplack 1981), they have not yet completely replaced the Dene Sųłiné word (additional 

critera for borrowing according to Sankoff and Poplack 1984). 

 Myers Scotton describes two types of lexical borrowings: cultural loans, that is, 

concepts or objects that are new to the borrowing language’s culture (referred to above 

as terms of acculturation, after Rice (2012)), and core loans, which refer to objects or 
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concepts for which the borrowing language already has its own terminology (1992:34).  

In this view, the fact that speakers of Dene Sųłiné have traditionally employed metaphor 

and metonymy, rather than borrowing, for the purposes of referring to new concepts 

does not necessarily prevent speakers of the language from borrowing words for these 

and other concepts from another language.  Indeed, it is possible that the effects of close 

contact with English over time may eventually lead to borrowing. 

 Certainly it is not possible to do justice to this complex issue in such a brief 

discussion, and it is not my intent to make claims in this regard for the dialect of Dene 

Sųłiné spoken in Buffalo River.  It is, however, pertinent to address this ongoing 

discussion in the literature, particularly since there are so many instances of single-word 

switching in my data.  While I do address a number of these in brief, my focus for the 

majority of this chapter will be on switches of entire phrases or sentences, which are 

generally undisputed in the literature to qualify as code-switching.  

6.3 Single-word switches 

 Much of the debate regarding borrowing and code-switching surrounds the issue 

of how to categorize single words that are uttered in a language other than the primary 

language of a given interaction.  Similar to Myers Scotton’s idea of the continuum 

between code-switching and borrowing, a number of scholars have suggested the 

division of code-switching phenomena into different types (Muysken 2000; Poplack 

1981; Auer 1984, 1988).  While these scholars do leave room in their various analyses 

for single-word code-switching, all of them also differentiate this phenomenon as 

distinct from the more prototypical notion of switching codes, namely that which is 

termed code-switching by Auer (1988), conversational code-switching by Gumperz 
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(1982), intrasentential switching by Poplack (1981) and alternation by Muysken (2000).  

Thus, while I briefly discuss a number of single-word switches that surface in my data, 

I do not attempt to classify them as borrowing, code-switching or any of the other 

various labels suggested by the scholars mentioned above.  At the very least, it should 

be noted that these examples represent something quite different from what I later 

describe as conversational code-switching (after Gumperz 1982). 

 As discussed and exemplified above, the majority of the single-word switches in 

my data are so-called terms of acculturation or items that have been introduced into the 

community; others, however, include certain place names, months of the year, and days 

of the week, all of which have Dene Sųłiné expressions (in a number of cases, speakers 

later clarified or offered the Dene Sųłiné term for these items).  Some examples of 

single noun switches from my data are shown in (45).  There are also a number of other 

single-word switches that involve other word categories (e.g. adverbs, verbs, adjectives, 

and discourse markers, the latter of which will be dealt with later in this chapter).  

Several examples of this type are given in (46).     

(45) Noun switches 

(a)  N.B., February 5, 2013 

N.B. Dene horelyų́ ʔeją community, 
Dillon57 ʔįjere dábets'i łínį ʔįjere 
th'úé. 
 

Everybody here in the community, in 
Dillon, had cows and cows’ milk. 

(b) M.J., January 31, 2012 

M.J. January58 ʔełóta ̨ hultaú, Saskatoon 
nediyena beghą náthiya. 
 

On January ninth, I went to see the 
doctor in Saskatoon. 

                                            

57 Dillon is often referred to in Dene Sųłiné as ʔEjerésche. 
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(c) L.M., Dene Honi, February 1, 2013 

L.M. Kółdų́ Friday59 ʔoʔá ʔasíe łą ʔaze 
k'enáts'edé hǫndí. 

And on Friday there’s going to be lots 
of events. 
 

(46) Other single-word switches 

(a)  A.N., February 5, 2013 

A.N. Kú duhų́ easy ʔǫ́la truck yé 
shech'elyį  ʔǫ́la ʔeyi kóli dene ha dúé 
la duhų́. 

What about now, it's so easy to just eat 
in your truck and even that's hard for 
people to do now. 
 

(b) T.B., April 2, 2013 

T.B. ʔEyer hots'į overnight Ts'énakas 
húlye ts'ékui school k'e dane yaɫti    
kǫ́ę́ gá nádher ʔé bekǫ́ę́ hití nį la. 

From there, we stayed overnight at 
Ts’énakas’60 house on my way to 
school, because she lived not far from 
the priest's house. 
 

(c)  M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. Fishing, łúe tth'i ghą náts'edé ha 
súni. 
 

People will be fishing too. 

All of the single-word switches in (45) and (46) may be expressed in Dene Sųłiné, with 

the exception of Saskatoon in (45)(b).  This is unsurprising, however, since Saskatoon is 

traditionally an English settlement, not a Dene Sųłiné community, and thus would not 

be expected to have a Dene Sųłiné name. 

Another category that is frequently switched in my data are numerals (including 

measurements of time, money, size, distance and so forth).  In the vast majority of 

                                            

58 One of the Dene Sųłiné names for this month is ʔełedzelts’úni dziné zaghé ‘kissing day 
month,’ which was given by a community member from Dillon (N.B., February 7, 2013) and is 
also cited by Elford & Elford (1998:36).   
59 The Dene Sųłiné term for Friday is sǫlághi dziné, which means roughly ‘five days’ or ‘fifth 
day’ (Elford & Elford 1998:27). 
60 Ts’énakas is a nickname which is translated as ‘orphan.’ 
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cases, however, these switches are not single-word insertions, but rather entire phrases 

or constituents, as shown in (47) and (48) below.  I include these in this discussion 

because I interpret them to function similarly to the other types of single-word switches.  

As shown below, a single sentence will frequently contain some numerals in Dene 

Sųłiné and others that are switched to English.  (In examples (48)(b) and (d) I have 

indicated word glosses for the Dene Sųłiné numerals to make this clear to the reader.)  

(47) Numerals (age, date, etc.) 

A.N., February 5, 2013 

A.N. Tth’idzinek'e nuwé nathehzé nį tth'i 
ʔįłáh deníe thiłk'éth nį k'ąní,  
seventy-seven seghaye kólú ʔałų́ 
thidele ʔá nǫt'enįsą́. 
 

Yesterday when I went hunting I shot 
one moose, even at seventy-seven I 
don’t just sit around. 

(48) Measurements (time, money, size, distance, etc.) 

(a) A.B., April 2, 2013 

A.B. About three years, ʔíle dé two 
years zą bél náídher. 
 

About three years, no, two years I 
stayed with him. 

(b) M.C., April 8, 2013 

M.C. ʔEyi náke [two] ʔá yuwe those two 
pictures, and that one, ʔeyi taghe  
[three] pictures two hundred 
dollars ʔą́sį.́ 
 

Those two over there, those two 
pictures, and that one, those three 
pictures were two hundred dollars. 

(c) N.B., February 6, 2013 

N.B. Bechǫtth'ené, they were about 
four inches ʔáhį́́łkodh ʔínį.  
 

The ribs, they were about four 
inches wide. 

(d) N.B., February 5, 2013 

N.B. Two, three miles hech'a ʔúhni łíni 
ʔįłághe [one] dzįné k'e. 

In one day you could walk two, 
three miles. 
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Again, as the examples in (47) and (48) show, numerals are frequently switched despite 

the fact that they can be expressed in Dene Sųłiné.  Note example (48)(b) in particular, 

where the speaker utters the numeral náke ‘two’ and then immediately follows it with a 

switch to English, those two pictures.  This occurs throughout my data.  As well, 

numerals that express a measurement of some kind frequently include an entire 

switched phrase, as in (48)(a) about two miles, (b) those two pictures and two hundred 

dollars, (c) they were about four inches, and (d) two, three miles.  Code-switching for 

numerals is extremely widespread; in fact, a number of scholars have noted this practice 

to be commonplace in other bilingual situations as well, such as in Cree/English 

bilingual settings (Okima ̄sis, personal communication).  Auer (1998:17), for example, 

mentions work by Khamis (1994) on the exclusive use of English numbers in various 

East African settings among bilinguals.  Although a detailed investigation into the 

reasons for this is beyond the scope of this thesis, a brief look at studies on the 

psychology of bilingualism and counting may shed some light on the issue.  Pinker 

(2007:138), for example, notes that traditional hunter-gatherer societies frequently have 

only several number words, distinguishing between “one,” “two,” and “many.”  He 

argues that, according to the historical record, the development of a more sophisticated 

counting system is in direct proportion to technological development – that is, as 

societies “become more settled and complex, whether on their own or under pressure 

from their neighbors, they quickly develop or borrow a counting system, regardless of 

their language type” (Pinker 2007:140).  In this view, it is no surprise that 

code-switching for numerals is, in the Buffalo River dialect, very nearly as prevalent as 

switching for terms of acculturation; in effect, numerals could actually be included in 
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this latter category because they too represent a concept that has been introduced into 

the culture of the Dene Sųłiné (as for many other indigenous groups as well).  

Furthermore, Pinker points out that counting really involves a different skill set than 

that of language; that is, while we use language to express numeracy, counting is, in 

actual fact, an algorithm and not intrinsically part of one’s language (2007:141).  For 

Dene Sųłiné speakers, then, who learned to count in school where the majority if not all 

instruction was in English, it makes sense that they would continue to perform this skill 

using the language in which it was learned. 

6.4 Syntactic integration of code-switched material 

Before moving on to investigate the meaning achieved through conversational 

code-switching, it is pertinent to consider the syntactic integration of code-switched 

material between English and Dene Sųłiné.  As described in chapter 4, word order in 

each of these two languages is quite different, thus begging the question: how do 

speakers navigate these very distinct syntactic systems when alternating between 

languages?  This section examines a number of examples of language alternation, 

ultimately showing that the practice of code-switching between these two languages 

demonstrates skillful use of multiple grammatical systems.   

At the outset, it is pertinent to note that the majority of this discussion will be 

focused on examples of intrasentential switching, or switching that occurs mid-sentence.  

Intuitively, single-word switches or switches that occur at a sentence boundary are less 

likely to violate syntax restrictions, and therefore require less attention.  Consider the 

following examples: 
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(49) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. ʔEyer hotł'és, clay snį ʔǫ́t'ela thót'įné 
ʔá ʔeyi ʔá ʔasíe dághą hú. 

That clay, it means ‘clay’ in English, 
they would make little things with it. 
 

(50) T.B., April 3, 201361 

T.B. The horn. ʔEyi ʔá then we got to Lake 
St Anne.  I don't remember our 
camping there, I don't remember how 
we got back. Kǫ ́ t 'u ʔeyi hotié 
datthé seghayé dlínugháré. I 
must have been about five or four 
years old that time, my first trip to 
Lake St Anne. 

The horn. That’s why, then we got to 
Lake St Anne.  I don't remember our 
camping there, I don't remember how 
we got back. Back then I can’t 
remember how old I was. I must 
have been about five or four years old 
that time, my first trip to Lake St Anne. 

 
As evidenced in both of the above examples, switches of a single word or an entire 

sentence may be inserted into the other-language discourse as a bounded unit, without 

disrupting the syntactic structure of the matrix language.  Whether a single word, as in 

(49), or a complete sentence, as in (50), the surrounding matrix language material is 

relatively unaffected syntactically.  Indeed, when shown a number of examples of 

single-word switches, one speaker indicated that one could simply insert the 

other-language equivalent for that item and the utterances would remain grammatical.  

By contrast, a switch that occurs intrasententially has the potential, in theory, to violate 

the word order of the matrix language because it must be factored into the overall word 

order for that sentence.  Consider the following: 

(51) M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. Tot'iné ʔá dáyáilti ha nuhéts'edí ʔú 
seba bóreníle. Seba bóreníle ʔá 

We only had to speak English and that 
was hard for me.  It was so hard for 

                                            

61 It may be noted that this example is predominantly in English with the switched portion (in 
bold) uttered in Dene Sųłiné.  This thesis examines examples of switching in both directions, i.e. 
from English to Dene Sųłiné and from Dene Sųłiné to English.  The latter, however, is more 
common in my data. 
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bóreníle. Kǫ́t'i ʔá seba it was hard 
ʔánįsą kǫ́t'u sį school nástheri. Tot'iné 
déstth'a ląt'į lú ʔasíe łą tth'i heneresnį́ 
lą́t'ile ʔú. 
 

me.  That’s why it was hard for me 
to be at school.  I couldn’t understand 
English, so I couldn’t understand much. 

 
Consider the English phrase it was hard in (51), which occurs after seba ‘for me.’  As 

per typical Dene Sųłiné word order, the inflected postposition seba precedes the verb it 

was hard.  If, however, the English phrase was inserted before the postposition (or 

postpositional phrase), as in *it was hard seba, this would result in a construction that 

no longer conformed to Dene Sųłiné syntax.  In this example we have the advantage of 

observing the same phrase entirely in Dene Sųłiné in the preceding sentence, in which 

the order is the same: seba bóreníle62 ‘it was hard for me.’  Thus, while intrasentential 

code-switching appears to have more inherent potential to cause syntactic problems than 

single-word or sentential switches, it does not, in this case, appear to do so.  

Let us consider some more examples.  As discussed in chapter 4, clausal 

conjunctions such as dé kólú ‘even though’ occur at the end of a subordinate clause.  

This contrasts with English where the conjunction occurs at the beginning of the clause.  

Consider the following example: 

(52) E.C., July 9, 2013 

E.C. Barétth’éle dé kólú, even though 
we don't hear about them still, ʔałų́ 
we know, héná? 

Even though we don’t hear, even 
though we don’t hear about them, 
still, still we know, right? 
 

 
In example (52), the Dene Sųłiné phrase barétth’éle dé kólú ‘even though we don’t 

hear’ is immediately repeated in English, even though we don’t hear about them.  What 

                                            

62 Bóreníle means ‘it was hard’ or ‘it was not easy.’ 
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is interesting here is that each statement follows the syntactic rule of the appropriate 

language: the conjunction occurs at the end of the clause in Dene Sųłiné and at the 

beginning of the clause in English.  Thus, the alternation between languages violates 

neither the syntax of the primary language of the interaction (Dene Sųłiné), nor that of 

English.  The following example illustrates a parallel situation with the conjunction dé 

‘when.’ Note there are two separate phrases using dé that are switched to Dene Sųłiné.    

(53) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. Us parents, I notice me as a parent, 
when I go out in the community 
dé, yeʔáné dzéréssa dé…I always 
look for my child and seyaze húle 
dé then ah, na--- other places? Then 
I see them with certain friends or if 
they're at home, the kids, the 
grandchildren, they say, “Mom, 
Mamá nádher” they say. 
 

Us parents, I notice me as a parent, 
when I go out in the community when, 
when I’m walking around the 
community…I always look for my child 
and when my child is not there then ah, 
na--- other places? Then I see them with 
certain friends or if they're at home, the 
kids, the grandchildren, they say, “My 
mom is at home” they say. 
 

 
In (53), one may observe that the clausal conjunction when occurs at the beginning of 

the statement, when I go out in the community, according to the syntactic conventions 

of English.  This statement is then repeated in Dene Sųłiné, yeʔáné dzéréssa dé ‘when 

I’m walking around the community.’ Here we see that the clausal conjunction dé ‘when’ 

occurs at the end of the subordinate clause, as is typically the case in Dene Sųłiné.  

Similarly, in the phrase seyaze húle dé ‘when my child is not there,’ the Dene Sųłiné 

conjunction occurs at the end of the clause, despite its insertion into English discourse. 

What is particularly worthy of note in this case is that the English phrase not only 

contains the English conjunction when, but it is also followed by the Dene Sųłiné 

equivalent dé, in the appropriate position for this language: when I go out in the 

community dé.  While it does not seem to be necessary for the conjunction to occur in 
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both places, it is possible that this repetition of the conjunction clause-finally (the 

appropriate Dene Sųłiné position) sets up the transition to Dene Sųłiné in the following 

phrase, yeʔáné dzéréssa dé.  In any case, it appears from these examples that speakers 

have no difficulty alternating between languages while adhering to the syntactic rules of 

each language. 

Just as the clausal conjunctions conform to the syntactic patterns of each 

language, the following examples show that the same is true with postpositions.  

Consider the following: 

(54) M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. ʔEyer hoʔą́zį́ horélyą nįʔą́ chą dódí ʔú  
ʔu under the tarp, tarp, tarp 
yaghe ts’én. 

It was nice in there and also there was 
no rain in there under the tarp, 
under the tarp. 

 
(55) M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. Degháre shéstį, ʔeyi bek'eré sekǫ́ę́   
nesja dé, treadmill k'e ts’éréssa ha 
half an hour ha. 

I ate really good, then when I get 
home, I’ll walk on the treadmill for 
about half an hour. 

 
In (54), the phrase under the tarp is first switched to English and subsequently repeated 

in Dene Sųłiné (with tarp still uttered in English).  While English syntax dictates that 

the preposition under precede the noun, as in under the tarp, the equivalent Dene Sųłiné 

postposition yaghe ‘under’ follows the noun, as in tarp yaghe ts’én.  Similarly in (55), 

the postposition k’e ‘on’ follows the switched noun treadmill, according to the 

conventions of Dene Sųłiné.  In English, the equivalent preposition on would normally 

precede the noun, as we see in the translation, ‘on the treadmill.’  Thus, again, the 

conventions of both languages are maintained in both examples, despite the switches to 

English. 
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The following examples are somewhat similar to (51) above, showing the 

maintenance of Dene Sųłiné syntactic conventions while incorporating a switch to 

English.  Consider the following: 

(56) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. ʔEyi ʔáresį la they always, I always 
tell them sets 'én phone ʔǫ le 
nų lé63. 
 

That's why I say they always, I always 
tell them for sure you phone me. 

 
As in (51) above, example (56) demonstrates a code-switched verb that follows the 

inflected postposition, in this case sets’én ‘to me,’ rather than preceding it, as would be 

required according to English syntax.  Again, the word order of the matrix language, 

Dene Sųłiné, is unaffected. 

(57) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. All day dz įne k'ét ł 'á tué senádé 
łínį tué nádé hú senádé hú. 
 

All day, all day they’d stay and play 
in the water. 

 
In (57), the English noun phrase all day is inserted into a Dene Sųłiné sentence.  In this 

example, the switched portion is again given in Dene Sųłiné, so we can easily compare 

the two.  Note that the Dene Sųłiné equivalent, dzįne k'étł'á has the reverse order: the 

noun dzįne ‘day’ precedes the quantifier k'étł'á ‘all, right through,’ whereas in English, 

the noun follows the quantifier all.  Despite the fact that English and Dene Sųłiné have 

differing NP structure, this does not seem to pose a problem here since the entire NP is 

switched; each language simply maintains its own conventions.   

                                            

63 The phrase ʔǫle nųlé is translated as ‘you’ll do that’ or ‘make sure.’ 
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There are examples in my data, however, where code-switching does appear to 

violate syntactic rules, in one or both languages.  Consider the following example: 

(58) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. Kú bóreníle ʔełt'órenįla ʔeyi ya. 
Dechąghayé ʔálʔį hhéł łínį bet'á ya, 
ʔeyi horelyų́ colour different tué 
ya yé tué yéłą k'į́t’a. Dlólye ʔá bet'á 
ʔasíe hárédler łí ʔínį? 
 

It's not easy, you're right. The roots that 
you use, she had them in containers 
with colour different water.  What 
you call it, the one you use to colour 
things with? 

 
In the above example, two adjectives, colour (in the sense of ‘coloured’) and different, 

are switched to English, but the noun that they describe, tué ‘water,’ is uttered in Dene 

Sųłiné, the primary (matrix) language of the utterance.  What is worthy of note here is 

that while Dene Sųłiné does not have adjectives in the sense that English has, property 

concept words, or stative verbs, typically occur after the noun that they modify, as 

shown in the following:   

(59) M.J., March 29, 2012 

M.J. Bet’á kón nechá hestsi ha. So I can make a big fire with it. 
 
Here we have a description of fire, kón nechá ‘a big fire’ and we see that the stative 

verb nechá ‘it is big,’ which corresponds to the English adjective big, follows the noun 

that it describes.  In (58), however, the code-switched adjectives precede the noun, as 

they would in English.  What is more, the fact that colour precedes different in this case 

is interesting because in English the order would be the reverse, different colour or 

different coloured.  Thus, in this particular instance, neither the syntactic restrictions of 

Dene Sųłiné nor those of English are adhered to.  By comparison, in a subsequent 

utterance in the same conversation, this speaker did reverse the two English adjectives, 

as shown in the following: 
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(60) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. Bet'á horetthoghe ʔeyi kǫ́t'i, ʔeyi yé 
yéł different colour tué yéłą sí. 
 

Dye, yeah, that kind, with that there, 
she had them in different colour water. 

 
Given that the code-switched adjectives follow the conventions of English word order in 

(60) (different colour(ed)), it is therefore possible that the utterance in (58) might have 

been a slip that was subsequently corrected later in the discourse.  In both cases, 

however, it is noteworthy that the switch conforms more closely to English conventions 

– with the adjectives (property concept words) preceding the noun – than those of Dene 

Sųłiné, despite the fact that the latter is the primary language of the interaction. 

 In sum, while it is somewhat difficult to predict syntactic structure in Dene 

Sųłiné due to speakers’ differing preferences and styles of speech, among other things 

(see chapter 4, section 4.4.2), this brief discussion reveals that in the majority of 

instances, code-switching does not appear to violate syntactic restrictions.  Rather, 

speakers show considerable deftness in navigating the very different grammatical 

systems of two languages and switching in such a way as not to disrupt the natural flow 

of speech. 

6.5 Conversational code-switching: emergent meaning  

As Gumperz (1982) describes, conversational code-switching differs from 

diglossia, or what Blom & Gumperz (1972) label situational code-switching, where 

codes are restricted to particular settings (e.g. one code is used primarily at home and 

another in the workplace), and where only one code is used at any given time.  Rather, 

it implies the use of multiple codes within a single conversation, producing a situation 

in which “the relationship of language usage to social context is much more complex” 
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(Gumperz 1982:61).  Importantly, code-switching is not a necessary indicator of 

grammatical incompetence in one of the languages or codes in question; Gumperz 

(1982:65) notes – and this is true of speakers in Buffalo River – that oftentimes, 

information that is code-switched may be expressed equally well in both languages, as 

evidenced by the fact that what is said in one code is often repeated in the other, either 

immediately or later in the same conversation, by the same speaker.  Conversational 

code-switching, rather, reflects in some measure the bilingual experience: 

What distinguishes bilinguals from their monolingual neighbors is the 
juxtaposition of cultural forms: the awareness that their own mode of behaviour is 
only one of several possible modes, that style of communication affects the 
interpretation of what a speaker intends to communicate and that there are others 
with different communicative conventions and standards of evaluation that must 
not only be taken into account but that can also be imitated or mimicked for 
special communicative effect…in bilingual situations the participants’ awareness 
of alternative communicative conventions becomes a resource, which can be built 
on to lend subtlety to what is said (Gumperz 1982:65). 
 

Members of bilingual communities, then, have an additional resource on which to draw 

that enriches their communication with one another.  This may or may not be done 

consciously. As discussed in chapter 5, people in Dillon do not necessarily choose 

which language to use at any one time – in fact, they are often unaware of their 

switching behaviour – unless constrained by the fact that their listener(s) do not 

understand either Dene Sųłiné or English.  Gumperz (1982:61), too, notes that speakers 

may not be aware of which code is being used at a given moment, but that they are 

primarily concerned, rather, with their communicative intent.  Kulick (1992:77) captures 

this in a quote from a villager in Gapun, who says, “If Tok Pisin comes to your mouth, 

you use Tok Pisin. If Taiap comes to your mouth, you use Taiap.” 
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 While an ethnographic understanding of language use and the meanings of 

language within Buffalo River, discussed in the previous chapter, will undoubtedly aid 

in arriving at a fuller understanding of code-switching in this community, careful 

analysis, as Auer (1998:1-2) argues, of its “local production in the emerging 

conversational context which it both shapes and responds to” is of paramount 

importance in understanding code-switching as a conversational event.  Recall Nilep’s 

(2006:17) description of code-switching as linguistic alternation for the purpose of 

contextualizing talk in interaction:  

A useful definition for sociocultural linguistic analysis should recognize it as an 
alternation in the form of communication that signals a context in which the 
linguistic contribution can be understood. The ‘context’ so signaled may be very 
local (such as the end of a turn at talk), very general (such as positioning vis-à-
vis some macro-sociological category), or anywhere in between.   
 

Thus, an understanding of the broader social and ethnographic context is important, but 

its meaning emerges from within the interaction itself, i.e. it is ‘signaled’ by the act of 

switching code.  One must therefore pay close attention to discourse, to the details of 

interactions and the effect that code-switching has on the interactional meaning, in order 

to establish that a linguistic form is salient as a code for participants, and to recover the 

meaning accomplished through the act of switching (Nilep 2005:17).  In the following 

section, then, I will do just this: I will consider a number of examples of conversational, 

and in some cases, storytelling discourse from Buffalo River, in which code-switching 

occurs between Dene Sųłiné and English.  As will be shown, code-switching serves a 

number of conversational functions within participants’ interactions in this community.   



120 
 

 
 

6.6 Conversational functions of code-switching 

Detailed analysis of recorded speech samples, combined with observations of 

interactions within the community reveal that the code-switching behaviour that 

characterizes the speech of community members in Buffalo River serves a number of 

discourse-related64 functions.  These include reiteration (for the purposes of 

accommodation or emphasis), interjections, topic change, quotation-marking, and a 

number of others, all of which have been addressed by various scholars for other speech 

communities (Auer 1988; Gumperz 1982; Kulick 1992; et alia).  Examples of each will 

be discussed in an attempt to show how they contribute to the meaning of the overall 

interactions in which they occur. 

6.6.1 Reiteration 

 One very common function of code-switching in Buffalo River is reiteration, or 

the repetition of material in both Dene Sųłiné and English.  This tends to serve one of 

two purposes: as a means to accommodate one’s listener or provide clarification, or to 

provide emphasis in a given utterance.  In the case of the former, accommodation (or 

clarification) may be given in response to an overt misunderstanding (e.g. the listener 

asks the speaker to clarify what s/he means, either because the listener does not know 

the term in Dene Sųłiné, or because it is ambiguous), or it may be offered preemptively, 

based on the speaker’s perception that the listener might not understand, even if this is 

not explicitly expressed.  

   

                                            

64 Auer (1988) defines discourse-related switching as language alternation that contributes to the 
organization of the ongoing interaction. 



121 
 

 
 

(61) Accommodation  

(a) A.B., April 2, 2013 

A.B. Dene, dene k'óldheri tth'i hilé kolá sį, 
dene k'óldher ʔáze, councillor. 
 

Well, I used to be a councillor at one 
time, a councillor, councillor.  

(b) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. ʔEyer hotł'és, clay sn į ʔǫ ́ t 'ela 
thót ' įné ʔá ʔeyi ʔá ʔasíe dághą hú. 

That clay, it means clay in 
English, they would make little things 
with it.  
 

(62) Accommodation – request for clarification 

(a) A.B. & J.C., April 2, 2013 
 

A.B. ʔEyi tth'i náidher ʔú, nąde 
sedzídidhé hát'ą hált'áth ʔá ją 
Saskatoon. 

So I stayed there too, but I couldn’t get 
better so they had to take out my 
lung. The operation was in Saskatoon.  

J.C. Are those tonsils? Are those tonsils? 
A.B. No, sedzídidhé, my lung. No, sedzídidhé, my lung. 

 
(b) T.B. & J.C., April 3, 2013 

T.B. ʔEyi tth'i bech'ásgheth ʔá thá bet'a 
nightmares sets'į híja nį ʔeyi tth'i. 

I got so scared of that whistle that I had 
nightmares for quite a while 

J.C. The what? The fire truck? The what? The fire truck? 
T.B. It 's called, kón beschené is a 

train.  
It 's called, kón beschené is a 
train.  

J.C. Oh the … Oh the … 
T.B. The [train, you, your, I got scared of 

that, there was,] the horn.65 
The [train, you, your, I got scared of 
that, there was,] the horn. 

J.C.       [you got scared of the, oh, of 
the horn.] 
 

      [you got scared of the, oh, of the 
horn.] 
 

(c) M.C. & M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.C. De yá residence hots'į nįnesja tł'ą́ ją 
thot'įné dáyį ́yasti horést'į nį hótthe. 

That's why when I came back from the 
residence, I wanted to speak English 
all the time. 

M.J. Dlą́t'ú you mean praying or 
talking? 

How, you mean praying or 
talking? 

                                            

65 Square brackets designate speaker overlaps. 



122 
 

 
 

M.C. Like, talking. 
 

Like, talking. 

 
The examples in (61) and (62) represent reiteration for the purpose of accommodation 

or clarification; all but the example in (62)(c) are taken from interviews (referred to as 

type A in section 3.4 of chapter 3) in which an elder was telling a story to his or her 

granddaughter, a woman in her thirties.  The granddaughter fluently understands Dene 

Sųłiné, but has indicated that she finds it difficult to speak the language.  It is worth 

noting that in (62)(b), we not only see that J.C.’s question triggers T.B.’s switch to 

English, but T.B. maintains this switch until a mutual understanding is reached.  Thus, it 

is evident that the inclination towards accommodation of one’s listener is very strong.  

Example (62)(c) illustrates a clarification that is requested because the first speaker’s 

utterance is ambiguous.  The Dene Sųłiné verb yasti is polysemous; it may be translated 

as either ‘I talk’ or ‘I pray.’  Both participants in this exchange are fluent Dene Sųłiné 

speakers.  As discussed in section 5.5 of the previous chapter, this ethic of 

accommodation strongly influences speakers’ language choices in Buffalo River.  In 

discussions concerning code-switching in particular, a number of speakers cited this as a 

reason for switching between languages.  One teacher recalled one occasion on which 

she asked an elder to come speak to her students in Dene Sųłiné.  She noticed that the 

elder frequently switched to English so that those students with a weaker grasp of their 

native language would better understand what was being said in Dene Sųłiné.  

It is also worthy of note that in both examples in (62), the request for 

clarification and the response are both uttered in English.  This is to be expected in 

(62)(a), since the second speaker claims not to speak Dene Sųłiné and in every instance 

in my data responds to her grandparents in English rather than Dene Sųłiné.  However, 
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in (62)(b) both speakers are fluent in Dene Sųłiné; thus, it is striking that switching to 

English is used here not only to respond to a request for clarification, but also in the act 

of requesting clarification. 

Reiteration is also used by speakers in this community to show emphasis.  In 

several of the examples below, emphasis shown through reiteration and code-switching 

is also reflected in aspects of speakers’ intonation, such as length and volume, just as it 

is in monolingual speech.  Items that are expressed in both languages are shown in bold 

face. 

(63) T.B., April 3, 2013 

T.B. All day dz įne k'ét ł 'á tué senádé 
łínį tué nádé hú senádé hú. 
 

All day, all day they’d stay and play 
in the water. 

(64) M.J., April 8, 2013 

M.J. Tot'iné ʔá dáyáilti ha nuhéts'edí ʔú 
seba bóreníle. Seba bóreníle ʔá 
bóreníle. Kǫ́t'i ʔá seba it was 
hard ʔánįsą kǫ́t'u sį school nástheri. 
Tot'iné déstth'a ląt'į lú ʔasíe łą tth'i 
heneresnį ́lą́t'ile ʔú. 
 

We only had to speak English and that 
was hard for me, it was so hard 
for me.  That’s why it was hard for 
me to be at school.  I couldn’t 
understand English, so I couldn’t 
understand much. 

(65) T.B., April 2, 2013 

T.B. ʔEsjie nuhbą ʔasíe porridge benasníle 
ʔá dedók ʔá dedók theʔą lą́t’ǫį. 
Beghą shéstį hadúé nį hebets'én hesku 
nį ʔį se heses ʔeha hadúé ʔá it was 
too thick. 
 

I’ll never forget the porridge they gave 
us that morning, it was so thick.  I 
couldn’t eat it, I tried to eat it but I was 
just gagging, it was too thick. 

(66) Fieldnotes, July 7, 2013 

M.C. Nindá, or sit here [motioning beside 
her]. You’re blocking my view. 
 

Sit down, or sit here.  You’re 
blocking my view. 
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(67) E.C., July 9, 2013 

E.C. Barétth’éle dé kólú even though we 
don't hear about them still , ʔa łų ́ we 
know, héná? 
 

Even though we don’t hear, even 
though we don’t hear about them, 
still ,  still we know, right? 

 
The English phrase all day in example (63), though not shown in the written form, was 

uttered with additional stress in the voice (i.e. increased length and higher pitch), thus 

reinforcing the intent of this switch to convey emphasis.  Examples (66) and (67) also 

demonstrate a higher pitch for nindá and still respectively.  In addition to 

code-switching, examples (64) and (65) also illustrate a Dene Sųłiné convention for 

indicating emphasis, namely the repetition of the verb in Dene Sųłiné (dedók ‘it was 

thick’ and bóreníle ‘it was hard,’ respectively), separated by the particle ʔá.  This 

construction is typically translated with the English adverb so, as in dedók ʔá dedók ‘it 

was so thick’ and bóreníle ʔá bóreníle ‘it was so hard.’  Thus, reiteration for the purpose 

of conveying emphasis may be done in Dene Sųłiné or through code-switching to 

English, and at times through both. The example in (66) was uttered by a mother to her 

daughter who was standing in front of the window in their living room.  The 

surrounding conversation was entirely in English, and then the command nindá ‘sit 

down’ was uttered in Dene Sųłiné, supposedly for added emphasis (to get the listener’s 

attention).  Lastly, in (67), the utterance of ʔałų ́‘still’ in both languages suggests 

reiteration for emphasis.  The first part of this utterance, however, is also given in both 

Dene Sųłiné and English, though the meaning of this repetition is less clear.  It may also 

be intended to give emphasis; however, there are a number of cases like this in my data 

where the significance of a speaker’s reiteration is less transparent.  Another example of 

this type is given below: 
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(68) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. Us parents, I notice me as a parent, 
when I go out in the community 
dé, yeʔáné dzéréssa dé… 

Us parents, I notice me as a parent, 
when I go out in the community 
when, when I’m walking around 
the community… 

 
The phrase yeʔáné dzéréssa dé ‘when I’m walking around the community’ is nearly an 

exact repetition of what was said in English just prior, though in this context the 

repetition seems to be neither for accommodation (both speakers are fluent in both 

languages and no one has asked for a clarification) nor for emphasis.  Thus reiteration 

through code-switching occurs outside of these parameters as well.    

6.6.2 Interjections 

 Another common use of code-switching in this community is the marking of 

interjections or ‘filler’ words in discourse.  As is evident in the following examples, the 

act of switching codes for an interjection may or may not trigger a longer switch into 

that code.  That is, the interjection may be the only part that is switched or it may begin 

a longer segment in the contrasting code (see (72)). 

(69) ETLI 021908-34 

G.B. Kú deghǫn dé tth'i horelyų́ yanalye 
ʔú tth'i? 

So if it's rough, then you have to do 
everything all over again? 

A.H. Tth'i ʔałų́́ ʔełak'é ʔeyi t'ąt'ų́ nih yalyá 
nį losį́́ tth'i ʔałų́ konalye tth'i ʔałų́ tú 
talchuth ʔú… 

And over again the same steps of how it 
was done up to this point, we'd go back 
to putting it back in the water… 

G.B. Oh geez . Oh geez. 
A.H. …denųr ʔálye hots'én. …until it’s gotten soft. 

 
(70) ETLI 021908-34 

G.B. Kú ʔeyi ya łį yuwé, like ah, 
bethtł'ul ʔú horelyų́ łį beschené ʔedlą́ 
yełtsi łíni ʔá ʔeyi? 
 

So, for the dogs over there, like ah, 
who would make the dog team harness 
and toboggan? 
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(71) K.F., Dene Honi (MBC), February 4, 2013 

K.F. ʔĘ́, well, horélyą zą ełt'órįnį, sį 
edza tth'i nadlé hú tth'i. 
 

‘Yes, well, it’s beautiful, you’re right, 
and it was very cold too.’ 

 
(72) M.C., April 8, 2013 

M.C. Kú ʔeyi ʔeyi picture kóli ʔeyi dot'á 
setsuné, netsuné nį, well, which is 
my great-grandmother, są́ héná?  

And that’s why, that, even that picture, 
my grandmother, your late grandmother, 
well, which is my great-
grandmother, right? 

M.J. ʔĘ́. Yes. 
 
Examples (69) through (71) each contain a short interjection in English, surrounded by 

speech in Dene Sųłiné.  Example (72), as mentioned above, contains an interjection that 

triggers or introduces a longer switch in the contrasting code (English in this case).    

6.6.3 Topic change 

 Code-switching is often used by speakers in Buffalo River to change the topic or 

to shift one’s attention in discourse.  This is often accomplished by switching one or 

more discourse markers, such as so, oh, well, like, yeah, kú ‘and, now,’ kółdų ́‘then’ 

and so forth66.  Consider the following examples: 

(73) K.F., Dene Honi (MBC), February 1, 2013 

L.M. ʔEyi kúta ediri ya hockey 
tournament hobazį́ ha dé. 

So that’s in regards to the hockey 
tournament. 

K.F. Well, ah, Lawrence, kú diri t'a 
yanedhé ją hots'į ʔałų́ bayáináilti ʔú 
tth'i, t'a ʔałų́ nets'én information 
hots'élʔį dé nets'én náilti hóʔą są́na? 
 

‘Well, ah, Lawrence, we will talk 
again in the future, but if somebody else 
wants information, they can call you, 
right?’ 

(74) T.B., April 2, 2013 

T.B. And he stayed like that for five 
days, my grandpa, just passed away 

And he stayed like that for five days, my 
grandpa, just passed away like that. 

                                            

66 Note that kú ‘and, now’ and kółdų ‘then’ may also function like conjunctions. 
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like that. Kó łdų ́, then, I remember, 
my dad picked us up on the horse… 
 

then, then, I remember, my dad picked 
us up on the horse… 

(75) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. ʔeyi cookies nezǫ zá nezǫ ɫekam 
ʔayįĺá. 

Those cookies, they're really nice and 
tasty. 

E.C. (Turns and picks up some beadwork) 
C.C. Oh yeah, lemme see, nuwasʔį́ 

ʔeyi dląnt'u ʔanelá hú you put in---  
Oh yeah, lemme see, I wanna see 
how you did that, you put in--- 

 
In examples (73) and (74), a discourse marker is used to mark a (rather subtle) shift in 

the speakers’ attention: in (73) K.F. attempts to conclude the conversation and thus 

changes the topic from a description of a winter festival to how people may contact the 

organizer to get more information, and in (74) T.B. is giving tangential details in a story 

about when her grandfather passed away and then returns to the narrative to recall what 

happened next.  The context for the utterances in (75) was a conversation between two 

women, good friends, visiting one afternoon.  The reference to the cookies in the first 

statement concludes a brief exchange about some baking which the researcher (myself) 

had a habit of bringing to our work sessions.  Then one woman turned to pick up some 

beadwork that was lying nearby, and her friend uttered the second statement given in 

(75).  Thus, the shift in the speakers’ attention was achieved in part by the first 

speaker’s actions of picking up her beadwork, but also in part by C.C.’s switch to 

English.  This example also demonstrates the use of two interjections used together, 

namely oh yeah and lemme see, so the switch to English here appears to serve more 

than one function.   

 As in the case of interjections, the switching of a discourse marker or 

conjunction for the purpose of changing topic may or may not trigger a longer switch, 

as shown in the following: 
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(76) C.C. & E.C., February 4, 2013 

1 C.C. Dlógh nįʔá łą́įdher ʔínį? When did she pass away? 
2 E.C. About 2 years ago, sané? About 2 years ago, I think? 
3 C.C. ʔĘ́. Yes. 
4 E.C. About 2 years. About 2 years. 
5 C.C. Oh, that was her beadwork. Oh, that was her beadwork. 
6 E.C. Mmm-hmmm. Mmm-hmmm. 
7 C.C. Kú diri nen hi ł tsį héná? 

T’ą́chá ʔaze ʔá? 
 

Now you made this one, right? 
With the little flowers? 

(77) T.B. & J.C., April 3, 2013 

J.C. Was there a lot, you don't 
remember, like, seeing a lot of 
campers?  

Was there a lot, you don't remember, 
like, seeing a lot of campers 

T.B. No, no, I don’t remember anything, 
this is the part that I remember, I’m 
telling you 

No, no, I don’t remember anything, this 
is the part that I remember, I’m telling 
you 

J.C. Oh, ok.  Oh, ok.  
T.B. Yeah and, kú duhų ́ yati ka Yati 

Tué ts 'ésa ha dé… 
 

Yeah and, like today if I want to go 
to Lake St. Anne… 

(78) E.C., July 9, 2013 

E.C. K'óshyą ʔá badúwé nę hétsa donéką  
yegha hólni dé. 

I know, it’s hard for her, just like she’s 
gonna cry when she talks about it. 

C.C. ʔĘ́. Yes, when she remembers. Yes. Yes, when she remembers. 
E.C. Nesthen sį seyáze benánesther, R., 

yaįłti hú, but I seen her 
yesterday, she was doing ok. 
 

I was thinking about my child, R., when 
she shared, but I seen her 
yesterday, she was doing ok. 

 
The exchange in (76) is taken from a conversation about one of the speakers’ beadwork.  

In the course of their discussion, one speaker mentions the work of a deceased relative, 

at which point we pick up with the given excerpt.  This example is worthy of note for a 

number of reasons.  The two speakers’ switching to English in this exchange may be 

interpreted as being triggered by a number of different factors that have been discussed 

above.  Briefly, E.C.’s switch to English in the second line is unremarkable, given our 

previous discussion of switching for numerals and measurements (of time, in this case).  
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C.C.’s utterance Oh, that was her beadwork in line five illustrates the use of a discourse 

marker, oh, which then triggers a longer phrase in English.  As will be discussed later in 

this chapter, it might also be interpreted as having been triggered by E.C.’s switch to 

English in the previous line. (However, one might then ask why she was not thus 

influenced in her earlier response ʔę́ ‘yes,’ which is given in Dene Sųłiné, despite E.C.’s 

switching in her first statement, about two years, sáné ‘about two years, I think.’)  

Regardless of the motivation for their switching to English, what is of note in (76) for 

the current discussion, is C.C.’s use of kú ‘and, now’ in the last line as she shifts her 

attention to a different piece of handicraft (i.e. a piece that E.C. beaded).  This switch 

involves not only the discourse marker kú, but this marker seems to trigger C.C.’s 

switch back to Dene Sųłiné, which is then maintained for the next number of turns.  

Similarly, in (77) the Dene Sųłiné discourse marker kú, which is here translated ‘like,’ 

marks the speaker’s shift back to her story after a period of tangential chatting with her 

granddaughter who is interviewing her.  Lastly, in (78), the speaker notes that hearing a 

friend’s story (the conversation in the minutes leading up to this comment were about 

this mutual friend of both speakers) made her think about her daughter R.67, which 

prompted her to spontaneously add that she had seen her daughter the day before.  This 

comment, code-switched to English, effectively turned the conversation away from their 

mutual friend whom they had been discussing, and established a new topic of 

conversation, namely, the speaker’s meeting with her daughter.  

                                            

67 Initials of individuals mentioned during the course of other speakers’ talk have been changed 
to protect their confidentiality. 



130 
 

 
 

  In his description of code-switched discourse markers in Hebrew-English 

bilingual speech, Maschler (1998) suggests this to be evidence for a mixed code.  He 

makes a convincing case, showing that in one bilingual speech situation, discourse 

markers have come to be almost indiscriminately uttered in Hebrew, while conjunctions 

are nearly always given in English.  The fact that these linguistic elements have 

specialized in function and do not have equivalents in the other language is, he argues, 

evidence for a mixed code.  This does not seem to be the case for the Buffalo River 

dialect, because discourse markers are not uttered in English to the exclusion of their 

being uttered in Dene Sųłiné.  As shown in (74), (76) and (77), Dene Sųłiné discourse 

markers are still widely in use in Dillon today.  However, as Auer (1998) describes, the 

move from code alternation to a mixed code is best understood as occurring on a 

continuum, so it may well be something worth exploring in the future for this speech 

community. 

6.6.4 Quotations 

Speakers in Buffalo River also switch codes to set off direct quotations in 

speech. As the following examples show, the direction of the switch does not seem to 

be a factor; in other words, whether the main language of the interaction is English or 

Dene Sųłiné, switching to the other language can serve the function of marking a direct 

quote.  

(79) A.N., February 4, 2013 

A.N. ʔĮłághe ʔenáse ʔeghálaną yuwé, 
nǫ́gol ga eghádáláída nįʔá, hená? 
Nǫ́gol bek'esį naįyį theiyį nįʔá ʔeyer, 
hená? Kú t'ahhą yuwé foreman 
yenełʔį tasú, ʔá yeghąníya ʔú 

There was one Cree who was working at 
shoveling, hey? He was standing against 
the shovel, hey?  There must have been 
a foreman watching him from over 
there, so he came up to him and told 
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kóyéłnį "ʔEgháláina horílʔįlé są́?" 
yełnį.  "I don't feel like 
working on the shovel" hénį ʔá 
są ʔeyi dene. 
 

him, ‘You don’t wanna work?’ He says, 
“I don’t feel like working on the 
shovel,” that guy. 

(80) A.B., April 3, 2013 

A.B. Tth'i dzą yághe beschene nįketh sų́ 
hú, ʔáheyitį́ tth'i dúé ʔǫt'esą́. Kú 
hotié hodásulnį kozį narest'éth nįʔá.  
ʔEyi ʔá ʔeyi bets'én ts'ithiya ʔú. Kú 
Claudia, hótłą́ sel hólnį, dene hhare 
dódí ʔí séłnį, “Here comes Jesus 
himself!” 
 

The vehicle got stuck in the mud and 
they couldn't get out.  It just so 
happened that I came walking over there 
and as I walked up to her, Claudia said 
to me, the sister said, “Here comes 
Jesus himself!” 
 

(81) T.B., April 2, 2013 

T.B. I remember when he come back 
from fishing he said this, 
"Sedzaghé ʔeya desį ni. Duhų ́ 
kú hoʔą ́ sį́ sę" he said. “My ear is 
getting worse,” he said. 
 

I remember when he come back from 
fishing he said this, "I used to say 
that I had a sore ear, but I think 
this time it 's worse," he said. “My 
ear is getting worse,” he said. 

(82) C.C., July 9, 2013 

C.C. I always look for my child and 
seyaze húle dé then ah, na--- other 
places? Then I see them with certain 
friends or if they're at home, the 
kids, the grandchildren, they say, 
“Mom, Mamá nádher” they say. 
 

I always look for my child and when my 
child is not there then ah, na--- other 
places? Then I see them with certain 
friends or if they're at home, the kids, 
the grandchildren, they say, “My mom 
is at home” they say. 

 
Examples (79) and (80) show the marking of a quotation through switching to English 

(when the primary language of the interaction is Dene Sųłiné), and examples (81) and 

(82) show the use of Dene Sųłiné to set off a quotation in a stream of English speech.  

The obvious question arises as to whether the language used to mark a quotation within 

discourse corresponds to the language in which the statement was originally uttered, 

which may weaken the argument that this switching serves a discourse-related function. 

For several of these examples there is reason to suspect such an association.  For 
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example, in (79), the coworker being quoted is a Cree man who was on a job site with 

both Dene Sųłiné- and Cree-speaking workers. It is very likely that English functioned 

as a lingua franca and that the Cree man really did speak to the foreman in English.  

However, it is notable that the speaker did not mark the foreman’s utterance through 

code-switching.  If English did indeed function as a common language on a multilingual 

work site, it seems likely that the foreman would also have been speaking in English.  

In (82), the speaker quotes her grandchildren in Dene Sųłiné, but on a separate occasion 

she indicated that her grandchildren speak English and cannot, for the most part, speak 

Dene Sųłiné.  Thus, while it is certainly possible that the language in which reported 

speech is uttered represents that in which it was originally spoken, this is not always the 

case.  This is confirmed in the findings of Gumperz (1982:82), who notes that speakers 

are not always quoted in the language they most often use.  It can be surmised, then, 

that code-switching in this dialect serves the conversational function of setting off 

quotations. 

6.6.5 Other possible functions 

 Lastly, I will touch on a number of other conversational functions that code-

switching appears to serve in the verbal repertoires of speakers in this community.  

Certainly the above-described functions do not account for all instances of 

code-switching in my data; however, they do represent a number of regularities in the 

use of code-switching among various speakers from Buffalo River.  This section will 

attend briefly to a number of examples that seem to accomplish some function other 

than those that have been discussed thus far, though I have not documented enough 
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examples at this point to judge their salience for speakers in this community more 

generally.   

First, there are a number of examples in my data in which the English word like 

is used to introduce code-switched information.  Though it is often referred to as a 

discourse marker, like does not always function like a true discourse marker; in fact, it 

appears to serve several different functions.  In the following example, like is used in 

the sense of ‘for example.’   

(83) M.C., April 8, 2013 

M.C. Ją tth'i kǫ́t'e nįʔá like from one, 
grade one to eight nįsą́ t'ahú ją 
school náíde he, but after we left ją 
yuwé hídel nǫla thirteen, fourteen 
seghaye nįsą́. 
 

Even here it was like that, like from 
one, grade one to eight we went to 
school here, but after we left here and 
went to the residence, I was about 
thirteen or fourteen years old. 

 
The following example requires some additional context.  Two women were discussing 

a number of framed photographs in the one woman’s living room.  After discussing at 

length the costumes worn by the family members in the photographs, M.C. turned their 

attention to a different set of photographs from previous years.  In this example, like 

serves to draw a comparison between one set of photos and the other. 

(84) M.C., April 8, 2013 

M.C. Kú tth'i ya nuwé hotthé sekui, ya 
hots'į ʔǫla like when they were 
younger… 
 

And those ones too, over there, of the 
kids, from the year before, like when 
they were younger… 

 
In the following example, like functions like a proper discourse marker and is 

comparable to those examples seen in 6.6.2 above. 
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(85) ETLI 020408-19 

G.B. Yanísį dene ch'ánį nisį́́ dlánitha 
hots'én ch'ani łínį?  Like, náni dene 
déyałtį Cold Lake ts'én hú náni wé 
yatthé nįdhá hots'én hú, ʔedlą́nįtha 
hots'én dene ch'ani nį benalní yanísį? 

In the olden days, when people 
travelled, how far did they travel?  
Like, some people say Cold Lake and 
some far north, how far did people 
travel, do you remember? 
 

 
In all of the above examples, (83) through (85), the code-switched information might be 

seen as adding some additional relevant information or qualifying some other statement.  

Gumperz (1982:79) describes a function which he labels message qualification, and it is 

possible that these examples may correspond, if somewhat loosely, to this description.  

Examples (83) and (84) were uttered by the same speaker and in both cases the segment 

that is code-switched into English adds some clarifying piece of information to the 

original statement, i.e. the particular school grades that were completed ją “here,” in 

(83), and the fact that the second set of photographs were taken when the kids were 

younger, in (84).  In (85) the discourse marker like is used to clarify the speaker’s 

question; however, it is the only part of the qualification that is code-switched.   

 Another function already mentioned briefly is the triggering of further code-

switching – that is, occasionally when one participant in a conversation switches to a 

new code, the action seems to trigger the subsequent switching of their co-participant(s) 

to the same code.  This was suggested as a possible explanation for C.C.’s comment oh, 

that was her beadwork in (76) above.  This also happens frequently in the type A 

interviews mentioned above between a young woman in her thirties and her 

grandparents.  While her grandparents spoke primarily in Dene Sųłiné throughout the 

interviews, periodically the granddaughter would ask questions (always in English) and 



135 
 

 
 

this did seem to trigger an English response from her grandparents, as in the following 

example: 

(86) T.B. & J.C., April 2, 2013 

T.B. Two years or three years setsíe 
nuhél hįną́ ʔú, two years walí. ʔEyer 
ʔú kútth'i setsíe nuhha thaįdher nį. 

My grandpa was alive for another two 
or three years, maybe two years.  Then 
my grandpa passed on. 

J.C. How did he die? How did he die? 
T.B. He died of ear infection. 

 
He died of ear infection. 

 
The turns leading up the excerpt in (86) were all uttered in Dene Sųłiné, but J.C.’s 

question here triggers a switch to English by T.B., which she maintains for the next 

minute or two of their conversation. 

 This discussion has endeavoured to show that code-switching serves a variety of 

discourse-related functions in many different verbal interactions in Buffalo River.  As 

members of this community interact with one another, code-switching is one useful tool 

with which they negotiate meaning in their interactions.  By carefully examining these 

interactions and the meaning that emerges through speakers’ use of two languages, it 

becomes plain that Dene Sųłiné and English are perceived by speakers as distinct codes, 

and that the strategic switching between them is used to contextualize interaction as it 

unfolds. In the words of Nilep (2006:17), “codes emerge from interaction, and become 

relevant when parties to discourse treat them as such.” 

6.7 Code-switching and identity 

As outlined in chapter 2, one of the main approaches to the study of code-

switching within sociocultural linguistics has involved the investigation of how this 

practice relates to the construction of identity.  Goodfellow (2005:148) states that 
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language is more than a means of communicating ideas, that it is a vehicle through 

which people assert their identity.  On the other hand, Gumperz (1982:39) notes that 

“ethnic identity does not show a one to one relationship to language,” citing that 

immigrant groups in North American cities, for example, maintain their ethnic identity 

“long after the original minority languages are lost.”  Similarly, Auer (2005:404-405) 

says that while in some speech situations language may play a dominant role in social 

identity categorization, in other social contexts language is understood to merely reflect 

other social structures that are connected with identity. In relation to code-switching, 

then, Auer (2005) describes the interplay of various semiotic constellations which may 

be referenced through the juxtaposition of local versus regional languages, indigenous 

versus colonial languages, minority versus majority languages, and so forth.  Chapter 5 

addressed a number of meanings that have come to be associated with both Dene Sųłiné 

and English in the Buffalo River community; thus, it follows that speakers might 

strategically draw on those meanings in the act of switching between these codes in 

their daily interactions.  The approach taken in this chapter thus far has largely focused 

on the meaning of code-switching as emerging over the course of an interaction, rather 

than being established a priori for all discourse situations in the community.  Evidence 

has been given that much of the code-switching that occurs among speakers can be 

accounted for through sequential analysis of interactions.  However, as Sebba and 

Wootton (1998:280-281) note in the speech of British-born Caribbeans living in 

London, not all instances of code-switching can be explained through this method; a 

fuller understanding of code-switching practices must draw on relevant ethnographic 
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information that reveals the symbolic values put on codes by their users68.  It is, 

therefore, pertinent to consider the possible role that identity may play in 

code-switching practices in Buffalo River.  Furthermore, as a number of scholars have 

noted, languages or codes in colonial situations tend to be loaded with strong ethnic and 

cultural connotations, perhaps more so than other bilingual situations, and as such this 

deserves further attention for the Buffalo River context (Alfonzetti 1998:205; 

Goodfellow 2005:152).     

Consider again the following examples, originally given in (80) and (81) above.  

These code-switches for reported speech may provide some insight into the connection 

between identity and code-switching for speakers in this community. 

(87) A.B., April 3, 2013 

A.B. Tth'i dzą yághe beschene nįketh sų́ 
hú, ʔáheyitį́ tth'i dúé ʔǫt'esą́. Kú 
hotié hodásulnį kozį narest'éth nįʔá.  
ʔEyi ʔá ʔeyi bets'én ts'ithiya ʔú. Kú 
Claudia, hótłą́ sel hólnį, dene hhare 
dódí ʔí séłnį, “Here comes Jesus 
himself!” 
 

 The vehicle got stuck in the mud and 
they couldn't get out.  It just so 
happened that I came walking over there 
and as I walked up to her, Claudia said 
to me, the sister said, “Here comes 
Jesus himself!” 

(88) T.B., April 2, 2013 

T.B. I remember when he come back 
from fishing he said this, 
"Sedzaghé ʔeya desį ni. Duhų ́ 
kú hoʔą ́ sį́ sę" he said. “My ear is 
getting worse,” he said. 
 

I remember when he come back from 
fishing he said this, "I used to say 
that I had a sore ear, but I think 
this time it 's worse," he said. “My 
ear is getting worse,” he said. 

 
The quotation cited in (87) comes from an amusing story: the speaker recalled coming 

                                            

68 Note that for this reason it was the focus of chapter 5 to provide ethnographic input regarding 
the language situation in Dillon, particularly regarding associative meanings that may shed some 
light on the practice of code-switching in this community. 
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upon a Catholic nun and some children whose vehicle got stuck in the mud.  Upon 

seeing help approaching, the nun is reported to have exclaimed, “Here comes Jesus 

himself!”   The nun’s comment is clearly tied to her religious identity, and the fact that 

it is uttered in English, regardless of whether the nun did or did not speak Dene Sųłiné, 

may mark her identity as an English-speaker or as a non-Dene Sųłiné, an ‘outsider.’  

Recall the discussion in 5.2 of the previous chapter in which I suggest that English has 

come to be associated with the world outside of Dillon.  It is possible that this 

association contributes to the meaning of the use of English in this instance, in addition 

to the discourse function it serves of setting off reported speech.  Conversely, the 

speaker in (88) recalls a story about her grandfather contracting an ear infection and 

quotes him in Dene Sųłiné.  Aside from the question of whether or not this statement 

was originally uttered in Dene Sųłiné, the fact that this quotation is marked by a switch 

to Dene Sųłiné may also signal any one of a number of associative meanings, such as 

explicit connections to Dene Sųłiné cultural identity, to the speaker’s ‘insider’ status, or 

to his position as an elder.  Or perhaps all of these meanings are combined in a 

‘semiotic constellation’ referenced by the use of Dene Sųłiné for this quotation.  Thus, 

“discourse-related uses of code-switching,” such as quotations in this case, “may be 

overlaid by identity displays” (Auer 2005:406).  

 In her account of language use among the Kwakwaka’wakw, Goodfellow (2005) 

describes the use of their indigenous language as a marker of cultural identity.  Even 

among less fluent speakers, she notes that the native language will be used strategically 

in particular settings for the purpose of marking this associated identity (Goodfellow 

2005:10).  In ceremonial settings, for example, non-fluent speakers of the language will 
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learn certain speeches or songs in Kwak’wala in order to assert this cultural identity.  She 

also cites the insertion of certain Kwak’wala words into everyday (English) conversation 

as being connected to this cultural identity.  This account is particularly relevant to this 

discussion because it describes a language situation that is similar to that in Buffalo 

River, namely, that of a First Nations community that has profoundly felt, and continues 

to experience, the effects of colonialism on their traditional language and culture.  As 

described in the previous chapter, community members in Dillon also view their 

language as being strongly tied to their cultural identity, and this is reflected in their 

discussions of language use and in their language choices.  One of the teachers 

indicated that, interestingly, students who do not speak Dene Sųłiné fluently will learn 

to use the language for telling jokes or for humorous effect.  She said that they have 

picked up on the fact that things are ‘funnier’ in their native language (see also Siegel 

1995 and Woolard 1988 on code-switching and humour; Highway 2008 on the 

association between language and humour; Sherzer 1993 and Overing 2000 on the 

association between humour and ethnic identity).  In this way, the Dene Sųłiné language 

is drawn on not only for humorous effect, but also as a way for these students to assert 

the aspect of their Dene Sųłiné identity that is associated with having a good sense of 

humour. 

 The same teacher also commented on the fact that, as was mentioned in chapter 

1, some students use Dene Sųłiné words to talk to each other so that their teacher, if 

s/he does not speak the language, will not understand what they are saying.  They are 

thus able to use Dene Sųłiné to communicate with one another to the exclusion of 

others, i.e. in a ‘secret’ language.  In so doing, these students draw on their common 
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identity as Dene Sųłiné speakers, highlighting the ‘outsider’ status of the non-Dene 

Sųłiné teacher who cannot understand them. 

 Thus, it appears that patterns of code-switching and language use in this 

community do indeed function on a number of levels.  Again, Kulick’s (1992) concept 

of the “domain” level can be seen reflected in the discussion of the previous chapter 

and possibly also in the expression of identity through code-switching.  Additionally 

(and perhaps more significantly), as I have endeavoured to illustrate in this chapter, 

code-switching also functions on an “interactional” level, whereby speakers make the 

most of their ability to draw on multiple languages for rhetorical effect (Kulick 

1992:255).  Dene Sųłiné and English are, I strongly suggest, perceived as distinct codes 

for community members, and the alternating use of these codes – a masterful 

achievement in and of itself – is employed for a variety of effects related primarily to 

the organization of discourse, but also to the signalling of various social identities.  

Significantly, both conversational and identity-marking functions of code-switching 

serve to contextualize communication as it unfolds between speakers.  This 

phenomenon is shown to be best understood through a combination of sequential 

analysis and ethnographic inquiry. 
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7  Conclusion: on moving forward 

7.1 Layers of meaning 

This thesis set out to discover and articulate how meaning is achieved through the 

practice of code-switching among speakers from the Buffalo River community.  As 

discussed at the outset, there are in fact many layers of meaning surrounding language 

use in this community.  For one, as outlined in chapter 5, speakers understand both 

Dene Sųłiné and English as being associated with a number of different – and in many 

cases, contrasting – meanings.  These associations, it was argued, make up a sort of 

dichotomy for the people of Buffalo River, such that Dene Sųłiné has come to be 

associated with tradition, the past, the elders and spirituality, while English is associated 

with matters corresponding to modernity, such as technology, Western-style education 

and non-traditional government.  These associative meanings are continually reinforced 

and reproduced through speakers’ language use such that, for example, matters of 

non-traditional government have come to be uttered almost exclusively in English, 

while matters related to traditional ways and ‘the olden days’ are, for many speakers, 

most often expressed in Dene Sųłiné.   

Furthermore, additional layers of meaning can be found within the range of 

attitudes and responses of community members to the current sociolinguistic situation.  

For instance, many feel that one’s language is a part of who they are, intrinsic to their 

identity, and that those who cannot speak their own language should be pitied.  There 

are also conflicting beliefs surrounding English use in the community: for some, 

English is considered a threat to the Dene Sųłiné language, while others feel either 
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ambivalent about its use, or that it is good and helpful, even necessary for everyday life.  

And while Dene Sųłiné is meaningfully associated with the past, it is also very much a 

contemporary tool, used in everyday interactions as a means for communication and as 

an expression of identity in the present day. 

 Another layer of meaning that informs speakers’ language choices involves an 

ethic of accommodation, whereby speakers choose the language of their utterance 

according to the language competencies of their listener(s).  In other instances, speakers 

seem to be unaware of their language choices and code-switching behaviour, as in the 

case of one speaker who expressed surprise upon listening to her recorded speech, 

finding that she code-switched to English a great deal more than she remembered.  On 

another occasion a speaker indicated that sometimes she does not realize when she 

switches languages and that she does not always do so intentionally.  Language, then, is 

not always an explicit choice and is perceived by speakers as ‘just coming out’ in the 

flow of conversation. 

Indeed, it is often in this unconscious flow of conversation that a rhetorical level 

of meaning is achieved through code-switching.  Conversational functions such as 

reiteration for emphasis or clarification, interjections, changing the topic of 

conversation, and marking quotations are often achieved through intrasentential 

switching between English and Dene Sųłiné within a single interaction.  So fluid is the 

movement from one language to the other, that speakers are not always aware of their 

own code-switching behaviour.  Moreover, in some instances code-switching may 

reflect multiple meanings simultaneously, as discussed in the case of quotations where a 
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code-switch may not only function on a rhetorical level, but may also reflect claims to 

various social identities.  

Thus, while many of the meaningful layers of language use in this community 

may suggest a connection between verbal behaviour such as code-switching and 

language shift, I have endeavoured to show that code-switching in this community also 

demonstrates skillful mastery over multiple grammatical systems, serving to 

contextualize communication between speakers in a meaningful way.  Code-switching, 

then, need not be viewed solely as a symptom of language loss, although the two have 

been shown to be closely connected in similar language situations around the world 

(Myers Scotton 1992).  In light of this latter point, this study does prompt the 

consideration of a number of questions concerning the future of the Dene Sųłiné 

language and the sociolinguistic situation in Buffalo River.     

7.2 Questions for the future 

As discussed in chapter 5, a closer look at the various language ideologies of this 

community reveals a certain amount of tension that exists regarding community 

members’ language use and their attitudes concerning both Dene Sųłiné and English.  

Many people feel deeply the importance of maintaining their native language as part of 

their cultual heritage and identity; they want the young people to speak the language 

and they want it to continue to be spoken in their community.  On the other hand, most 

also recognize the pervading presence of English and while some consider it a threat, 

others value its use in everyday interactions, even finding it to be necessary.  How then 

shall community members balance these tensions?  Again, and perhaps most 

importantly, will the next generation feel the same tensions?  Will it (or does it) matter 
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to young people in the community that they do not speak Dene Sųłiné?  Or do they feel 

that they can maintain their cultural heritage and be Dene without necessarily speaking 

the language?  What language ideology are they picking up or developing? 

The appeal of language preservation is very prevalent in both Western and 

indigenous discourse, whether for aesthetic, moral or spiritual reasons, though one must 

not assume that it is in every case desired.  Daniel Suslak (2011) writes of an 

indigenous Mexican language where two of the last fluent speakers have little occasion 

to speak with one another, and do not seem particularly bothered by this.  It is certainly 

possible for people to maintain strong group identities while undergoing language shift.  

Kwachka writes of just such a case in a Koyukon community, where, she argues, 

despite sudden and widespread language shift as well as cultural change, community 

members have maintained a strong sense of Koyukon identity (1992:68).  Kulick also 

notes that while in some cases of language shift the vernacular may become closely 

associated with a stigmatized identity, this is not always the case (1992:9).  The 

maintenance of one’s cultural identity does not, therefore, seem to be necessarily 

dependent on the maintenance of one’s native language.  Moreover, as noted by Field 

(2001), some communities demonstrate the maintenance of indigenous patterns of 

interaction within English speech even after a significant language shift has occurred.  

The investigation of English speech in Buffalo River for this phenomenon is a topic for 

further research. 

It was noted above that language ideology or ideologies are dynamic, just as a 

language situation itself may be.  Thus, just as Buffalo River is experiencing some 

amount of language shift, it is possible that an ideological shift is also underway.  
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Indeed it has already been demonstrated that a range of ideological perspectives exists 

within the community.  Certainly this is an area for further investigation, and an 

important one for community members who feel strongly about preserving their 

language to consider.  Particularly, as touched on in 5.3, the study of language ideology 

(or ideologies) among the younger generations may provide considerable insight into 

the process of language shift and the potential sociolinguistic changes one might 

anticipate in the future of this community.  Ultimately, the direction of the current 

language situation and shift is in the hands of the community itself.  If one of the goals 

of linguistics and anthropology today, as discussed in chapter 2, is to give indigenous 

peoples a voice, then this extends also to choices about language use, language 

preservation and revitalization.  As the community of Buffalo River moves forward in 

this constellation of meanings and shifting ideologies, they will, individually and 

collectively, make decisions about the future of the Dene Sųłiné language.  Perhaps a 

study such as this one, which has attempted to shed light on one aspect of their verbal 

behaviour – code-switching – may comprise a small step in assessing the current state 

of their native language, and in planning for the future.  
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Appendix A: Conversation Excerpt (Transcript) 

C.C & E.C., July 9, 2013 

CC 
 
 
EC 
 
 
 
 
 
CC 
 
 
EC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC 
 
EC 
 
CC 
 
EC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC 
 
EC 
 
CC 
 
 
EC 
 

You hear that?  ʔĮyese chogh hadi lá, 
héná?  Bóret’įĺe ʔá bekáyesʔį́ kólú. 
 
ʔEyi zą k’e hadíle honédi. 
 
ʔĮyese ʔaze hádi nechílaze, ʔįyese  
tthogháze.  ʔĮyese tthogháze bets’ę́lį. 
 
 
ʔĮyese chogh dé, ʔedláhót’į lá?  Hį́ʔį 
hǫlú? 
 
ʔĮyese chogh k’ásjene ʔeyi ya ʔú, ya 
ʔįyese sųłiné yałį́ ʔínį.  Brown ʔa hót’į 
híla t’ahǫ́t’i, ʔeyi ʔályą hoyázį.  
 
 
 
 
Dechen ch’į? 
 
ʔĮyese. 
 
ʔĮyese. 
 
ʔĮyese ʔaze nádé ʔínį just the brown 
one, brown ʔa hót’į lą́t’e nįlá black and 
brown mix ya łí ʔínį.  Betth’edhé ʔaze 
dahǫ́t’į delgaze lą́t’e łí ʔínį. 
 
 
 
Oh. 
 
Kǫ́t’e hót’į.́ 
 
Náʔą dé hotíé darítth’a [hosą́.] 
 
 
[Náʔą dé] nóye ts’e t’á dé. 
 

You hear that?  It’s the big bird, right?  
I can’t see it even though I’m looking. 
 
I don’t think it’s on that one. 
 
It’s a little bird, a small  
one, a little yellow bird.  There’s a 
little yellow bird in there (in the tree). 
 
If it’s a big bird, I wonder what colour 
it is?  Have you ever seen it? 
 
That big bird, just about, that one, it 
looks like something like an ordinary 
bird.  It looks like brown, like right 
here (motioning), and it’s a little 
bigger than that one (referring to the 
little yellow one). 
 
Woodpecker? 
 
Bird. 
 
Bird. 
 
The ordinary birds that are around, just 
the brown ones, they look like brown, 
black and brown mix, you know how 
that looks.  The little feathers 
(motioned to chest), it looks like white 
right here. 
 
Oh. 
 
That’s how it looks. 
 
In the evening we’ll hear them really 
good. 
 
In the evening when it (the sun) goes 
down. 
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CC 
 
 
 
 
EC 
 
 
CC 
 
 
EC 
 
 
 
 
CC 
 
 
 

 
My mom and dad benasní łí. I always 
remember my mom and dad everytime 
I hear that. 
 
Michel Village náídé hú before right 
road quads tth’i dódí hú.  Michel 
Village hots’į, tulu hodaghé, road 
yuwé, duhų́ t’a, duhų́ t’a deschę́ tulu 
háįʔa ʔínį.  Michel Village tulu daraze 
héʔa nįʔá ʔeyer hots’į yuwé t’ahóghóri 
t’a hót’į ʔínį. 
 
 
 
 
Yuwé ʔełtth’i nóníʔa ʔínį, kozį ́ʔeyi 
tulu daraze héʔą nį ʔeyi k’e we used to 
walk kozį ́dzírídíł łínį ʔá ʔeyi hoba 
hots’én.  Babá héłi dzírídíł, Babá gáh 
hułk’éthi nįʔá.  I always remember that 
everytime ʔįyese chogh díthitth’ą dé, 
bet’á ʔeyi my mind is there. 
 
 
 
Oh. 
 
Maybe ʔeyer hogá ʔeyer, ʔeyer dį́tth’a 
ʔánuhtosą́? 
 
ʔĘ́, [déstth’a nįʔá hoba k’e déstth’a nįʔá 
ʔę́.] 
 
[ʔAtthe dįt́th’a ʔánuhtosą́, ʔę́.] 
 
 
Horélyą nį hél húk’e dzírídíle ʔeyer, 
ʔįýese déstth’a hú, that’s why I always 
remember that. 
 
 
Hmm. 
 
Sí t’ahtthe déstth’a he, setá nį ʔú ʔene 
nį ʔú, ʔáné náídé łįńį yedaghé, sįne 

 
My mom and dad I always remember.  
I always remember my mom and dad 
everytime I hear that. 
 
We lived in Michel Village before the 
right road and the quads too, there was 
nothing at that time.  From Michel 
Village the road up there, the road over 
there, right now, right now that’s 
where the road comes out of the bush.  
Michel Village, the narrow road, the 
pathway that was there, from there 
over there, the crooked road, 
remember how it looked? 
 
Over there where the road is right 
across, over there that narrow road, 
that one we used to walk, that’s where 
we used to walk to the burnt area. 
With my dad, we all go for a walk, my 
dad was shooting rabbits at that time.  
I always remember that everytime 
when I hear that big bird, because of 
that my mind is there. 
 
Oh. 
 
Maybe that’s where you heard it the 
first time? 
 
Yes, [I heard it on that burnt area, I 
heard it, yes.] 
 
[The first time you heard it maybe, 
yeah.] 
 
It was beautiful when we were walking 
over thre, that’s when I heard the big 
bird, that’s why I always remember 
that. 
 
Hmm. 
 
For me the first time I heard it, my late 
father and my late mother, we used to 
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EC 
 
 
CC 
 
 
 
 
EC 
 
 
 
 
 

school ʔedánahút’e ją desk’é yedaghé 
wé desk’é, náídé he. 
 
 
 
Kú ʔeyi ya t’áhhą ʔįłáh camp nínídeł 
ʔú, náʔą bít’azį senáídé ʔánįsą.  My 
mom and dad, they were du nuhbáli yá 
tįdá théke. 
 
 
T’áhhą Babá kódį nį, ya, “ʔĮyese chogh 
k’ałdąné nétí ha yałti la ʔałų́ bít’azį 
senóhdé.  Dánułdél,” héni nį.  Kú ʔeyi 
ʔá, si, ʔįyese nechái chogh ʔáłnį nídhí 
ʔásą, ya ʔasíe nįt́’a hú sekui ta heldéł 
nídhí ʔá.  Néthabashja nįʔá. 
 
 
 
Babá bąnesja hú kónídhį́ kóresį nįʔá, 
“Dlá---dlázį ́ʔįyese chogh ʔá?” ʔaresį.  
“ʔĮyese chogh hadi dįt́th’a ʔekólye ʔá 
ʔeyi?” desį.  “Horųłtth’ą́” sełnį.  
Horiłtth’ą́ ʔų́ seba darezǫ nį ʔáresį.  
 
 
 
Tsótsi ʔaze ʔąt’u hodonéką lą́t’e. 
 
ʔĘ́. 
 
Just about ʔįyese chogh.  Yųshį́s dé 
bedorélyą. 
 
“Náʔą dé, kárahót’į, dók’e losí, ʔeyi 
hhełhhél ʔá, netísi hadila,” héni nį. 
 
 
 
Kú tth’i, yałí ʔinį, ya, “sa núye ʔą dé, 
t’a bení senóhdé ʔinį néti sį.  
Yedanuhdéł,” nuhéts’edi łínį benasníla, 
“sa núyį ʔą dé.”  Bít’azį dáídzili chá.  
 
 

go camping up (referring to up the 
river), in the summer when school is 
finished, on this river here, up the 
river, we stayed. 
 
Now, that one, when we got to this one 
camp, in the evening we were playing 
outside at that time.  My mom and dad, 
they were sitting in the tent by the 
door. 
 
Suddenly my dad said, “The big bird is 
already praying to go to sleep, you’re 
still playing outside.  Come inside,” he 
said.  Now because of that, me, I 
thought he was referring to a big bird, 
and it’s gonna fly in and it eats 
children.  So I remember running back 
to the tent. 
 
When I got back to my dad, what I 
was thinking I said, “Where’s that big 
bird?” I asked him.  “The big bird that 
I hear, is that how you call it?”  I said.  
“Listen,” he told me.  So I listened to 
it and for me it sounded beautiful, I 
remember.  
 
It’s just about like a robin. 
 
Yeah. 
 
Just about like a big bird.  When it’s 
whistling it sounds beautiful. 
 
“In the evening, that’s how it sounds, 
any place, it’s getting dark and they’re 
going to sleep, that’s what they say,” 
he had said. 
 
Now too, that one, “when the sun goes 
down, the sunshine that you played 
under is gone to sleep.  Get inside,” 
we were told, I remember, “when the 
sun’s gone down.”  So we don’t 
continue yelling outside. 
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EC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC 
 
 
 
 

 
It’s all those things, yanísį t’átthe the 
people they have respect tth’i our 
parents tth’i.  Duhų́ dódí la ʔeyi ʔasíe 
[respect dódí ʔá.] 
 
[Respect for nature nį ʔą́t’esą ʔeyi.] 
 
 
T’a nį ́ya respect dábets’į ʔá, ʔąt’u 
ʔedįnį tth’i ʔąt’ú hadónéłtą nisį,́ núhtthe 
betihkui tth’i ʔąt’u hadáíyonéłtą nisį.́  
ʔEyi ʔárá dįnį są.   
 
[Horelyų-́--] 
 
[Yanísį dene] nédorilnį hǫt’ela ʔasíe 
t’ąt’í losí, héná? 
 
ʔAsíe dene nédorilnį yanísį tth’i ʔasíe, 
horelyų́ dechen kóli. 
 
ʔĘ́. 
 
[ʔĄt’ú losí dechen---] 
 
[Dzįk’e] dechen k’ułtthél sáná 
nuhéts’edi nį dedlį́nį. 
 
ʔĘ́. 
 
That’s what they used to tell us. 
 
Mamá kú séłnį łínį dechen yá náíde dé, 
“ʔEsjie Sunday sį ʔasíe nełtthél ʔaze. 
Selíé dzį́k’e sį dechen dedlínáze k’ǫtíl 
sáną́” séłnį łínį.  I remember that too, 
benasní hóį. 
 
 
 
Kú setá tth’i kódi łínį, “ʔAsíka ʔíle dé 
dechen k’ushís sáną́.  Kú dechen 
k’onohtthél sáną́.  ʔEyi tth’i hená 
ʔąt’esį,” héni łínį. 
 

 
It’s all those things, long ago the first 
time, the people they have respect also 
our parents.  Now there’s nothing like 
that, [there’s no respect.] 
 
[The respect for nature was there at 
that time.] 
 
The land, that they had respect for, the 
way they were taught before us, our 
parents, the way their parents had 
taught them.  That’s how they said it. 
 
[All---] 
 
[In the olden days people] had respect 
for anything and everything, right? 
 
Everything people respect in the olden 
days, everything, even the trees. 
 
Yes. 
 
[Anyway the tree---] 
 
[On Sunday] don’t chop fresh trees 
down, we were told. 
 
Yeah. 
 
That’s what they used to tell us. 
 
My mom used to tell me, when we 
used to live out in the wilderness, 
“ʔEsjie, it’s Sunday and you’re 
chopping little things.  My daughter, 
it’s Sunday, don’t chop any trees 
down,” she used to tell me.  I 
remember that too, I always remember. 
 
Now my dad, him too, he used to say 
that, “For no reason, don’t break the 
trees.  Don’t chop the trees down.  
That one too, they are alive,” he used 
to say. 
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Mmm. 
 
Hóyázį hotié horelyų́ ʔasíe hódí 
[yanísį.]   
 
[ʔĘ́.] 
 
Hoba ha ʔełt’ohodi nįʔá ʔeyi ʔą́t’ǫt’i są́.  
Duhų́ dene ʔasíe ghą ʔasóts’edi dé 
“yanísį híle ʔú duhų́.”   Dene dórédlą 
k’ísį ́hádáyałti lá, héná?  
 
 
 
ʔAsíe bet’á ʔena kóli danéłt’e horét’į sį ́
kónéłte hílchu dé kút’a łínį.   
 
 
ʔĘ́. 
 
ʔAsíe horelyų́ boedi, kú tth’i horelyų́ 
ʔasíe kǫ́t’i ʔediri ʔech’araze húto t’á 
bet’á ʔena ʔasíe tth’i ya dé, Dáríye 
marsi. 
 
ʔĘ́, Dáríye marsi duní. 
 
Héłunį́ nuhéts’edi nį tth’i.  Dáríye belá 
hęli ʔąt’esį horelyų́ ʔasíe.  Belą́ ʔąt’e sį 
bet’á hída he marsi nuhddhį́.   

 
Mmm. 
 
Even a small thing, everything you 
watch out for [in the olden days.]   
 
[Yes.] 
 
For them, they believe what they were 
told, that is why.  Today when you tell 
somebody about these things, they 
respond back to you, “This is not the 
olden days.”  People speak like they 
don’t believe, right? 
 
Everything that we live off from the 
land, whatever you need you take only, 
and that’s all you take. 
 
Yes. 
 
You are watchful of everything you 
do, now everything and the living little 
animals, the one we live off, that one 
too, God thank you. 
 
Yeah, you say thank you to God. 
 
You were told to say that every time.  
Everything is God’s creation, made by 
God’s hand.  It’s his hand we live off, 
be thankful for it. 
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form 

Project Title:  Verbal Art in Dene Sųłiné      
   
Researcher(s):  Jeanette R. P. Wiens, Graduate student  
   Department of Interdisciplinary Studies (Linguistics), First Nations 
    University of Canada 
   Department of Anthropology, University of Regina 
   306-569-9769 
   jeanettewiens@gmail.com 
 
 
Supervisors:  Dr. Olga Lovick 
   Department of Interdisciplinary Studies (Linguistics), First Nations 
    University of Canada 
   306-790-5950, ext. 3311 
   Olga@lithophile.com 
 
   Dr. Carlos D. Londoño Sulkin 
   Department of Anthropology, University of Regina 
   306-585-5405 
   carlos.londono@uregina.ca  
 
You have been asked to participate in a research project conducted by Jeanette Wiens 
(graduate student, University of Regina). You were selected as a possible participant in 
this research because you are a speaker of your native language. You do not need to 
know how to read and write your language or to have any background in teaching in 
order to participate.  
 
Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

• The project will be to record and transcribe stories (or conversation, songs, 
poems, etc.) in your language. In some cases, the stories have already been 
recorded by Mr. ___________, a member of your community.  For these stories, you 
will be asked to assist me in writing them down in Dene and then translating 
them into English.  Those stories that were previously recorded will be given to 
Mr. _____________ who intends to compile a book to be used in your community.  
You may also be asked questions about your language.  Some of the things we 
write down may be included in my assignments for my degree program (term 
papers, presentations, thesis, etc.). 

 
Procedures:  

• If you volunteer to participate in this research, you may be asked to answer a 
number of interview questions, some in English and some in your language. You 
may be asked to repeat some things slowly in your language so that I can write 
them down.  You may be asked to listen to a story that was previously recorded 
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in your language and slowly repeat what is said so that I can write it down.  You 
will then be asked to translate from Dene to English so that the English may be 
written down as well. 

• If you wish, I will make a recording of you (video or audio) telling a story. We 
will then write that down as well, if you wish. 

• All work will be done in a comfortable setting while sitting down.  Individual 
sessions will not take more than 2 hours.  You may be asked to participate in 
multiple sessions. 

• You have the right to end the work (for that session, or for good) at any point, 
without needing to give a reason. 

• Free copies of all recordings I make of you will be made available upon request. 
• Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the 

study or your role. 
 
Funded by: Jacobs Research Fund 
 
Potential Risks: 

• There are no known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this research. 
• Please answer only those questions with which you are comfortable.  If at any 

time you do not wish to answer a question, you may say so and will not be 
pressed further.   

 
Potential Benefits:   

• As a result of this research, a bilingual (your language and English) record of the 
stories we wrote down will be produced. If you wish, you may receive copies of 
any writings produced during the project.  

 
Compensation:  

• If you participate in this research, you will receive an honorarium of $30 per 
hour.  If you have transportation costs, they will be reimbursed at the time of 
travel. 

 
Confidentiality:  

• You will be given a choice regarding whether and/or how you would like to be 
identified in any written or spoken presentation of the research findings.  You 
may choose to be identified by your full name, by initials or by an alternate 
name (pseudonym). 

• The data from this research project will be used in my assignments, as 
mentioned above and may be published and presented at conferences; however, 
if you so choose, your identity will be kept confidential.  Although I may report 
direct quotations from any interviews, if you do not wish to be identified you 
will be given a pseudonym, and all identifying information (e.g. the name of 
your workplace, your occupation, etc.) will be removed from any presentation.  
It should be noted, however, that due to the small number of participants in this 
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study, I cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality; it is possible that people who 
know you may be able to guess your identity.   

• The Consent Forms will be stored separately from any transcripts or notes from 
recording and interview sessions; this is to ensure that it will not be possible to 
associate a name with any given set of responses.   

 
Storage of Data:  

• The data collected will be stored indefinitely in a password-protected computer 
file, located at First Nations University.  My supervisors and I will have access 
to the original data.  Copies of field materials will also be sent to the funding 
agency (Jacobs Research Fund).   

 
Right to Withdraw:   

• Your participation is voluntary and you can answer only those questions that you 
are comfortable with.  You may withdraw from the research project for any 
reason, at any time without explanation or penalty of any sort. 

• Should you wish to withdraw, you need simply inform me of this decision.  At 
that point you may indicate whether or not you would like your data to be 
withdrawn from the study.   

• Your right to withdraw data from the study will apply until the results have been 
disseminated (i.e. included in an assignment or presentation or article, etc.). 
After this point, it may not be possible to withdraw your data. 

• After your interview, and prior to the data being included in the final report, you 
will be given the opportunity to review the transcript of your interview(s), and to 
add, alter, or delete information from the transcripts as you see fit. 

 
Follow up:  

• To obtain results from the study, copies of transcripts or any other materials 
relating to the project, please contact me via email or phone (contact information 
given above).   

 
Questions or Concerns:   

• If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please contact 
Jeanette Wiens via the contact information given above.  

• This project (#64S1112) has been approved on ethical grounds by the UofR 
Research Ethics Board on April 3, 2012.  Any questions regarding your rights as 
a participant may be addressed to the committee at (306-585-4775 or 
research.ethics@uregina.ca).  Out of town participants may call collect.    

 
Continued or On-going Consent:  

• Due to the nature of this research project, consent may be sought on an on-going 
basis (i.e. over the course of multiple interviews, on numerous occasions, over 
an extended period of time, etc.).  On each occasion that you meet with the 
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researcher, you will have the opportunity to make changes to your consent or to 
fill out a new form, etc.  If such changes are not requested, it will be assumed 
that the consent which was previously given is still in effect.   

 
Consent to participate: 
 
I understand the procedures described above and have been given a copy of this form. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this 
project in the following ways.  
 
! I agree to allow videotaping of any interview(s).    __________ 
 

! I only want audiotape recorded.     __________ 
 

! I understand that I have the right to review, and delete from,  
any or all recordings of my comments.    __________ 

 
! I do not want my interview recorded and want my 

comments kept confidential.      __________ 
 

!  I wish to be identified by my full name.    __________ 
  OR 
!  I wish to be identified by my initials.    __________ 
  OR 
!  I wish to be identified by pseudonym.    __________ 
 
 

! I agree to allow video recording of sample utterances  
 or stories that I want to share.     __________ 
 
 

! I agree to allow the video & audio recordings I make to be used for  
 language study, teaching, research, or any other noncommercial  
 purpose.  My recordings are not available for use in commercial 
 ventures without my special permission.    __________ 
 

 
Print Name of Research Participant: __________________________________________  
 
Signature of Research Participant: _______________________________________ 
 
Date __________________ 
 
 
Print Name of person obtaining consent: _____________________________________  
 
Signature of person obtaining consent: _______________________________________  
 
Date __________________ 
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Appendix D: Research Agreement (with community) 

This research agreement establishes the basis of the relationship between Jeanette Wiens of 

First Nations University of Canada and the Buffalo River Dene Nation, as represented by the 

Chief & Council. 

 

In signing this document, those named above acknowledge the following: 

(i) The purpose of this project is to produce original recordings and written transcripts 

of Dene conversation and other forms of speech.   

(ii) All research activities and reports or publications arising from research on this 

project will conform to the research principles outlined in the Tri-Council Policy 

Statement, particularly in accordance with Chapter 9, “Research involving the First 

Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples of Canada.”  The project, Verbal Art in Dene 

Sųłiné, has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Regina 

(File #64S1112, April 3, 2012). 

(iii) The intent of this project is to mutually benefit all persons involved: that the 

community of Dillon receive a written record of the various 

conversations/stories/songs which Ms. Wiens will record and write down; that these 

written materials (in both Dene Sųłiné and English) be used to transfer linguistic, 

historical and cultural knowledge within the community of Dillon, Saskatchewan; 

and that Ms. Wiens gain a deeper appreciation for the Dene Sųłiné language and 

ways of life among the people of the Buffalo River Dene Nation (BRDN).  It is 

understood that Ms. Wiens is enrolled in a graduate degree program at First Nations 

University of Canada (FNUniv) and the University of Regina (UofR), and that she 

will draw from the data collected in the writing of a Master’s thesis.  

(iv) Any recordings produced by Ms. Wiens will remain the property of Ms. Wiens, and 

will be made available to participants upon request.  All transcripts will be produced 

and stored by Ms. Wiens, and copies made available to participants upon request.  

Ms. Wiens’ supervisors will also have access to the written transcripts. 

(v) Participants will be asked whether they wish to be identified by name, by initials or 

by pseudonym.  All transcripts and/or other materials will be labeled according to the 
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participants’ wishes.  It should be noted, however, that due to the small number of 

participants in the study, absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed.  (It is 

possible that people may be able to guess who the participants are.) 

(vi) Data from the study will be stored in a secure location - immediately on Ms. Wiens’ 

computer, and subsequently backed up in an online (Dropbox) folder, and on a 

password protected computer file at First Nations University of Canada (FNUniv). 

(vii) Upon completion of the study, data and records that are collected in the context of 

the research study will remain the property of Ms. Wiens and those project 

participants who requested copies of materials.  The analysis and interpretation that 

arises from the raw data will remain the property of the researcher(s) as appropriate. 

(viii) Where appropriate, participants may request that Ms. Wiens not include in her 

writings certain conversations/stories – or portions thereof – if they contain particular 

cultural or sacred knowledge that they deem ought not to be made public.  Such 

requests should not exceed 30% of the material produced throughout the project, or 

the project may be discontinued. 

(ix) Any publications (journal articles, collection of stories, Master’s thesis, presentations, 

etc.) arising from the research of this study will acknowledge the contribution of all 

those involved (researchers, community members, and/or other participants).  As per 

(v) above, participants will be identified only as they so choose (i.e. by name, initials 

or pseudonym). 

 

 

_______________________________     ________________________ 

Jeanette R. P. Wiens      Date 

 

 

_______________________________(Print)   

 

_______________________________(Signature)    ________________________ 

Chief or Council member of     Date 

Buffalo River Dene Nation  
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Appendix E: Research Agreement (with community member) 

This research agreement establishes the basis of the relationship between Jeanette Wiens 

of First Nations University of Canada and Mr.            , a member of the Buffalo River 

Dene Nation.  

 

In signing this document, those named above acknowledge the following: 

(i) The purpose of this project is to produce a written record of previously recorded 

stories told by Dene elders to Mr. ________.   

(ii) All research activities and reports or publications arising from research on this 

project will conform to the research principles outlined in the Tri-Council Policy 

Statement, particularly in accordance with Chapter 9, “Research involving the 

First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples of Canada.”  The project, Verbal Art in 

Dene Sųłiné, has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University 

of Regina (File #64S1112, April 3, 2012). 

(iii) The intent of this project is to mutually benefit all persons involved: that Mr. 

________ receive a written record of the stories which he recorded; that these 

written stories (in both Dene Sųłiné and English) be used to transfer linguistic, 

historical and cultural knowledge within the community of Dillon, 

Saskatchewan; and that Ms. Wiens gain a deeper appreciation for the Dene 

Sųłiné language and ways of life among the people of the Buffalo River Dene 

Nation (BRDN).  It is understood that Ms. Wiens is enrolled in a graduate 

degree program at First Nations University of Canada (FNUniv) and the 

University of Regina (UofR), and that she will draw from the data collected in 

the writing of a Master’s thesis.  

(iv) All recordings will remain the property of Mr. ________.  All transcripts will be 

produced and stored by Ms. Wiens, and copies made available to Mr. ________.  If 

requested, copies will be made available to other participants in the project as 

well.  Ms. Wiens’ supervisors will also have access to these transcripts. 

(v) Participants will be asked whether they wish to be identified by name, by initials 

or by pseudonym.  All transcripts and/or other materials will be labeled 
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according to the participants’ wishes.  It should be noted, however, that due to 

the small number of participants in the study, absolute confidentiality cannot be 

guaranteed.  (It is possible that people may be able to guess who the participants 

are.) 

(vi) Data from the study will be stored in a secure location - immediately on Ms. 

Wiens’ computer, and subsequently backed up in an online (Dropbox) folder, 

and on a password protected computer file at First Nations University of Canada 

(FNUniv). 

(vii) Upon completion of the study, data and records that are collected in the context 

of the research study will remain the property of both Ms. Wiens and Mr. ________.  

The analysis and interpretation that arises from the raw data will remain the 

property of the researcher(s) as appropriate. 

(viii) Where appropriate, Mr. ________ may request that Ms. Wiens not include in her 

writings certain stories or portions thereof if they contain particular cultural or 

sacred knowledge that they deem ought not to be made public.  Such requests 

should not exceed 30% of the material produced throughout the project, or the 

project may be discontinued. 

(ix) Any publications (journal articles, collection of stories, Master’s thesis, 

presentations, etc) arising from the research of this study will acknowledge the 

contribution of all those involved (researchers, community members, and/or 

other participants).  As per (v) above, participants will be identified only as they 

so choose (i.e. by name, initials or pseudonym). 

 

_______________________________   ________________________ 

Jeanette R. P. Wiens    Date 

 

_______________________________   ________________________ 

Mr.___________     Date 
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Appendix F: Informal Sociolinguistic Interview Schedule 

1. Age (by decade) 
2. Where from?  How long in Dillon? Time elsewhere? 
3. Family background: language spoken at home growing up; grew up with parents or 
other people/relatives? 
4. Language(s) spoken in the home now? 
5. Education: number of years; degrees/certificates/diplomas; location of schooling; 
language(s) used 
6. Work history 
 
7. What language do you prefer to use when speaking: 
- to children 
- to mother 
- to father 
- to spouse 
- to sister 
- to brother 
- to cousin 
- to best friend 
- at the store 
- at the clinic (nurse, doctor, receptionist, etc.)  
- at the school (teacher, students, principal, etc.) 
- at church (before/after service) 
- at the band office 
- etc. 
 
**Note whether conversation partner is community member; male/female; type of kin 
relation/social organization 
 
8. How do you choose which language to use in a particular situation or with a 
particular person? 
9. Do people ever disagree about which language to use?  How is this 
negotiated/resolved?  Or is it always resolved? 
10. How do you feel about the use of your language in the community?  Do you think it 
should/could be used more/less?  How do you feel about the use of English in your 
community? 



179 
 

 
 

Appendix G: Some phonological processes 

 This discussion briefly addresses a number of phonological processes that occur 

in Dene Sųłiné, which may be of interest to the reader, namely voice assimilation, tone 

sandhi69, nasal spread and deletion.  Voice assimilation occurs most notably among 

fricatives when they occur between vowels, as in the following70: 

(1)  (a) łes t’éth  ‘bannock’  "  łes t’édh=aze  ‘cookie’  
{łes t’éth=aze} 

       bannock-DIM 
 

(b) des  ‘river’   "   dez=aze   ‘riverlet’ 
      {des=aze} 
        river=DIM 
 

(c) xeł  ‘pack’   "   se-gh-élé   ‘my pack’ 
      {se-xeł-é} 
      1.SG.POSS-pack-POSS 
 
In the first two examples in (1), a word-final fricative (th and s) becomes voiced (to dh 

and z respectively) when the diminutive enclitic =aze is added.  In the third example, 

the word-initial fricative x becomes voiced (to gh) when the first person singular 

possessive prefix se- is added.  Note also that in this latter example, the stem-final 

voiceless fricative ł becomes the voiced lateral l between vowels.  Recall from section 

4.2.1 that the phonemes /l/ ([l]) and /j/ ([j]) are grouped together with the fricatives in 

this language rather than being classed separately as sonorants (as is typical in most 

languages).  This is because these phonemes alternate with their voiceless counterparts 

(/ł/ and /sh/ respectively) in the same process of assimilation that we observe in the 

underlined examples in (1).  Consider also (2): 

                                            

69 Refers to any change in tone that occurs when different tones come together in a word or 
phrase.  For the purposes of this discussion, it includes tonal spread and floating tone. 
70 Examples (b) and (c) taken from Cook (2004:61).  Morpheme glosses are my own. 
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(2) (a) shën ‘song’  "  seyë ́né     ‘my song’ 
     {se-shën-é} 
     1.SG.POSS-song-POSS 
 

(b) łes ‘urine’ " selézé    ‘my urine’ 
     {se-łes-é} 
     1.SG.POSS-urine-POSS 
 
 Another phonological process to address here is the tendency of both tone and 

nasality to ‘spread’ to other vowels within a single word.  The examples in (2) show the 

process of noun possession in this language.  In order for the stem shën to be possessed, 

for example, one must add a possessive prefix – in this case, the first person singular se- 

– as well as the possessive suffix –é.  The expected result would be se-shën-é ! seyëné 

(again, note the assimilation of sh to y), but in the flow of actual speech, the vowel of 

the stem is frequently given a high tone as well, producing the form seyë ́né.  In this 

way, the tone of the possessive suffix ‘spreads’ to the preceding vowel.  This is called 

tonal spread, and can also be observed in the form selézé ‘my urine’ in (2)(b).   

 The following example illustrates what is referred to as floating tone, where the 

high tone of one vowel is transferred to the preceding vowel: 

(3) nezų ‘it is good’ + -íle ‘negative’ " nezųĺe ‘it is no good’71  

 (Cook 2004:83) 

Here we see that the high tone of the first vowel in the negative enclitic =íle transfers 

to the preceding vowel when it attaches to the stem nezų.  The vowel i is 

simultaneously deleted.   

                                            

71 Morpheme glosses are my own. 
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  Dene Sųłiné also has nasal spread, in which the nasality of one vowel ‘spreads’ to 

a neighbouring vowel, as seen in the following example: 

(4) be-lį-é       !  belį́́ę́   
 3.SG.POSS-daughter-POSS 
 ‘his daughter’ (Cook 2004:83)72 
  

In (4), the nasality of the vowel į spreads to the possessive suffix –é.  Incidentally, this 

example also demonstrates tonal spread, with the high tone of the possessive suffix 

spreading to the preceding vowel. 

 Occasionally when morphemes come together to form a word in this language, an 

element gets deleted – this is known as the process of deletion, and in fact has already 

been illustrated in example (3) above.  In the process of attaching =íle to the verb nezų, 

the vowel i gets deleted, while its high tone is maintained (i.e. floating tone).  To further 

illustrate this process, consider an alternate form of the same verb, nesų ‘I am good.’  

To form this word, one begins with the verb theme {ne-Ø-zų} and then adds the first 

person singular prefix s-, as in the following: {ne-s-Ø-zų}. The stem-initial consonant z 

becomes voiceless under the influence of the first person prefix s-, as per the process of 

voice assimilation discussed above, and it is subsequently deleted.  The process is 

illustrated as follows: 

(5) {ne-Ø-zų }  "   {ne-s-Ø-zų }  "   {ne-s-sų }  "   nesų 

As evidenced by this brief discussion, it is not uncommon for several phonological 

processes to be at work simultaneously in one verb form, which can at times result in an 

opaque surface form.  

 
                                            

72 Morpheme glosses are my own. 
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