A Durable Legacy: The Sheshatshit Sociolinguistic Variability Project

Peter Armitage, consulting anthropologist, "Celebrating ISER,” Memorial University, St. John’s, NL, 28 April 2026

The SSVP was a multi-faceted, interdisciplinary research project Principal investigators: Sandra Clarke & Marguerite MacKenzie (MUN Dept. Linguistics), José

based at Memorial University (MUN) in the 1980s. Foundational Mailhot (independent researcher, anthropology/ethno-linguistics), Adrian Tanner (MUN Dept.

financial support for this project was provided by MUN's Institute of Anthropology)

Social and Economic Research. Innu co-researchers: Anne Nuna, Elizabeth Penashue, Peter Penashue & Mary-Martha Rich
(Sheshatshiu), Joséphine Bacon (Montreal)

Purpose: to study dialect variation within the Innu community of Student co-researchers: Dorothy Anger, Peter Armitage & Janet Kergoat (MUN Dept.

Sheshatshiu, Labrador (formerly North West River, formerly spelled Anthropology), John Porter (MUN Dept. Linguistics, Anne-Marie Baraby (Université de Montreal,
Sheshatshit). A thorough understanding of Innu social organization Dept. Linguistics), Andrew Draskoy & Peter Strong (MUN Dept. Computer Science)

and history was required in order to make sense of Sheshatshiu's Funding: ISER Team Research Grant “Sociolinguistic Variability in Sheshatshiu Montagnais”
linguistic profile and changes in the dialects spoken there. (1981-1984), MacKenzie & Mailhot ISER research associates, SSHRC, NSRTG, etc.
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o José_ Mailhot - focused on the life histories of speakers and their kin; solicited Photo Frank Speck, MAI 12017, Uashat (Sept-iles), 1924. Marie St-Onge (alias Mani St-Onge, Marie Régis, 1913-1994) & Rose
participants' opinions on a number of issues relating to language use. Sylvestre McKenzie (back, left) was Frank Speck's key Cloutier (alias Marie-Rose Vollant, 1919-2000) identified the people
e Marguerite MacKenzie & Elizabeth Penashue - focused on lexical elicitation, informant and the “chief” of the Meshikamau regional band '[r)‘etche';grr‘ec’tfg?{ Jose Mailhot at Uashat mak Mani-utenam in

associated with the Smallwood Reservoir region of Labrador.

~200 lexical items, by presenting, orally, cognate lexical items in East Cree,
along with their meanings.

Ethnographic & ethnohistorical data
e Casual Innu discourse was transcribed and translated by trained Innu grap | | |
speakers.

A large quantity of data was obtained related to:

Subsequent linguistic analysis using SIL Shoebox, SPSS, etc. was conducted  territorial mobility of Innu prior to settlement in Sheshatshiu in
by Sandra Clarke. the 1950s

e family genealogies.

e Innu bilateral kinship system (including kinship terminology).

e onomastics - the Innu system of personal names, and “group
labels” (names of Innu subgroups).

e social stratification based on territorial affiliation and history of
contact with Europeans.

Primary sociolinguistic conclusions (Clarke 2009):

e Ethnographic investigation uncovered a covert status hierarchy that carried
important socio-symbolic value for residents, and was central to the social
organization of the community. This hierarchy, grounded in territorial group
membership, proved an essential correlate of language use and language
change in Sheshatshiu.

e The general direction of dialect convergence in Sheshatshiu is towards the
dialect of the high-status and numerically dominant southwestern or Uashau
group. Its status throughout the Quebec-Labrador peninsula derives from its
long-standing links with Europeans.

e A fairly homogeneous speech variety has emerged among teenagers based on
community identity in contrast with their parents and grandparents whose
speech is characterized by considerable regionally-based variation.

e The general direction of phonological change is towards the variety associated
with the most prestigious group within the community.

e Dialect change in the direction of the high status Uashau variety is most
advanced in younger members of groups with lower social status.

Historic photos of the Innu taken by anthropologists Frank
Speck and Frederick W. Waugh as well as missionary Monsignor
Edward O'Brien were used to elicit memories of kinship
relationships and to situate relatives at particular trading posts
and missions in time. Interviewees identified the people in the
photographs.

Toponymic data were needed in order to track spatially the
territorial mobility of the respondents. These were obtained
from a 1980 community research project by the Naskapi
Montagnais Innu Association (Innu Nation).
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e Territorial mobility is an integral part of the Sheshatshiu Innu mode of land An extract from the “UPDATE” genealogical database printout. The database contains
e This mobility is not unrestricted, however, and individual movements are not particularly in relation to the VAX mainframe computer programme used to manage | | to conduct genealogical research and understand Innu social
. and analyze the genealogical data. This he obtained from John Bear of MUN's Faculty organization (from Mailhot 1997).
random. Rather, they are patterned after complex social networks. of Medicine. Bear and his colleagues used the programme for the study of genetic
disease among Newfoundlanders.
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InnU-gimun nasee e Jose Mailhot's "structured mobility” model is foundational with respect to the
- study of Algonqguian land tenure. It is data-rich and has good explanatory power.
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