BEYOND WORDS:
DICTIONARIES AND

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES

From the earliest contact, wordlists, phrasebooks, and dictionaries
have been more than neutral bridges between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous languages. Dictionaries are not just lists of vocabulary;
they are artifacts of the time and place they are made and reflect the
goals of the people who create them. This affects how a language is
recorded, what the dictionary is used for, and who can access it.
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Over the centuries, bilingual dictionaries that translated Indigenous
languages into English or French have been used as tools of economic
trade, colonization, conversion, and assimilation. Today, however,
dictionaries have become a powerful means of community-driven
Indigenous language revitalization and cultural continuity. This exhibit
traces the different roles dictionaries for Indigenous languages have played
over 400 years.
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