A hundred years ago, most Ojibwe people spoke Ojibwemowin, but the Bureau of Indian Affairs and religious boarding schools punished and humiliated children who spoke native languages.  The program worked, and there are now almost no fluent speakers of Ojibwe in the United States under the age of 30.  Speakers like Naawi-giizis value the language partly because it has been physically beaten out of so many people.  Fluent speakers have had to fight for the language with their own flesh, have endured ridicule, have resisted shame and stubbornly pledged themselves to keep on talking the talk.


My relationship is of course different. How do you go back to a language you never had?  Why should a writer who loves her first language find it necessary and essential to complicate her life with another?  Simple reasons, personal and impersonal.  In the past few years I’ve found that I can talk to God only in one language, that somehow my grandfather’s use of the language penetrated.  The sound comforts me.
-- Louise Erdrich
