
Don’t stop now: Interdental fricatives in Labrador Inuit English 
Jennifer Thorburn 

Memorial University of Newfoundland 
Friday, Paper Session 7, 4:15 pm 

 
The study of English in North American Aboriginal communities has received 

relatively little attention from sociolinguists (Wolfram 1980, 1984, 1996; Miller 1996; 
Dannenberg and Wolfram 1998; Matsuno 1999; Wolfram and Dannenberg 1999; Wolfram 
and Sellers 1999; Torbert 2001; Dannenberg 2002), despite being an opportunity to examine 
emerging language in (sometimes) isolated regions with limited input varieties. This is true of 
the continental portion of the province of Newfoundland and Labrador; linguistic research 
along Labrador’s north coast, which is home to several small Aboriginal communities, has 
been confined to the study of indigenous languages (e.g., Smith 1977, 1978; Dorais 1985; 
Mazurkewich 1991; Nowak 1996; Johns 2001; Wharram 2003; Andersen and Johns 2005). 
The Inuit community of Nain is an ideal site for sociolinguistic research because, as the 
northernmost municipality in the province, it is geographically isolated; residents have had 
everyday exposure to English for less than 60 years. As in other minority language 
communities, Nain’s population is becoming predominantly English-speaking, shifting away 
from Inuttitut as a first language under pressure from media, education, and contact.This paper 
explores issues of language contact and local construction of prestige in Nain Inuit English by 
investigating the stopping of interdental fricatives, a salient feature of both Indigenous English 
(Leechman and Hall 1955, Cook 1973, Fletcher 1983) and Newfoundland English 
(Noseworthy 1971; Paddock 1981; Reid 1981; Colbourne 1982; Clarke 1986, 1991, 1997, 
2004, 2010; Penney-Lanari 1994; Kirwin 2001; Harris 2006; Van Herk et al. 2009). 
Preliminary results (N=1090) show interdental stopping at a rate of 41.5%, similar to rates in 
Petty Harbour, a Newfoundland community of similar size (Van Herk et al. 2009). 
Multivariate analysis indicates that stopping is preferred in function words, found in 78.6% of 
these tokens, which is much higher than the usage rates in Petty Harbour (Van Herk et al. 
2009). Age was the only significant social variable, with older speakers being more likely to 
employ stopped variants. Use of the stopped variant in this community aligns Nain with rural 
(Clarke 2010) and urbanizing (Van Herk et al. 2009) Newfoundland towns, suggesting that 
residents look to their neighbours for a linguistic model, rather than the mainstream Canadian 
varieties introduced by media and school.  
 


