
Parrots, Pasta  
and the Politics  
of Language: 
Making the Ethical 
Case for Language 
Policy in Quebec 
 
By Leigh Oakes

The Eccles Centre for 
American Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Ninth Eccles Centre  
for American Studies  
Plenary Lecture given at 
the British Association for 
Canadian Studies Annual 
Conference, 2014

www.bl.uk/ecclescentre



Published by The British Library

ISBN 0 7123 4471 3

Copyright © 2015 The British Library Board



Parrots, Pasta  
and the Politics  
of Language: 
Making the Ethical 
Case for Language 
Policy in Quebec 
 
By Leigh Oakes

The Eccles Centre for 
American Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Ninth Eccles Centre  
for American Studies  
Plenary Lecture given at 
the British Association for 
Canadian Studies Annual 
Conference, 2014

www.bl.uk/ecclescentre



LEIGH OAKES is Reader in French and Linguistics at Queen Mary 
University of London. Working in the field of French sociolinguistics, he 
specialises in language policy and planning, language and national identity, 
and language attitudes and ideologies, especially in the context of Quebec. 
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France and Sweden (2001, John Benjamins). His current research project 
(with Yael Peled) builds on the emerging interdisciplinary notion of 
‘normative language policy’, using Quebec as a case study to examine 
some of the ethical challenges that face language-policy makers 
in contemporary democratic societies today.



Parrots, Pasta and the Politics of Language: 
Making the Ethical Case for Language Policy 
in Quebec

If you’re wondering what parrots and pasta have to do with the politics 
of language in Quebec, let me introduce you to Bouton, a scarlet macaw 
parrot in the tropical forest exhibit of the Montreal Biodome. In July 
2013, Bouton made news following two surprise visits to the Biodome by 
Florence Laplante, Chief of Animal Compliance at the Office québécois 
de la langue française (OQLF), the language-planning agency in Quebec 
responsible, amongst other things, for ensuring the application of official 
language policy. ‘On both occasions’, stated Mme Laplante, ‘Bouton only 
spoke to visitors in English. She asked for crackers, not craquelins. […] 
Bouton also violated OQLF rules about French being the official language 
of the workplace. The presence of unilingual animals excludes many 
québecois [sic.] birds from pursuing jobs in this sector,’ claimed Mme 
Laplante (Rudin 2013).

Now there are several aspects of this story that tell us to be wary: the fact 
that there are no such OQLF rules, but rather a language law, the so-called 
Charter of the French language – what in English is often referred to as Bill 
101 – adopted by Quebec’s democratically elected National Assembly in 1977. 
And chief of animal compliance… Really? Indeed, the story turned out to be 
a complete spoof, originating in a satirical magazine called The Beaverton. 
That did not stop it being picked up by other media outlets, however, to serve 
as a commentary on language policy in Quebec. The Economist (2013a), for 
example, claimed that despite the hoax, the story of Bouton the parrot served 
to highlight how, in their words, ‘Quebec’s linguistic intolerance is all too real.’

Indeed, several months earlier, The Economist (2013b) had delighted 
in recounting the affair of pastagate. In February 2013, the same Office 
québécois de la langue française sent a letter of warning to the owner of an 
upmarket Italian restaurant in Montreal following a complaint received by 
a member of the public. In the view of the representative of the OQLF sent 
to investigate, Italian words such as pasta, antipasti and calamari used on 
the menu should be replaced with their French equivalents. In reality, there 



had been a misunderstanding. The member of the public who originally 
alerted the OQLF to a potential breach of the law clarified later that it was 
not the presence of Italian words that he found shocking, but rather the 
fact that only English translations were provided. In fact, the restaurant 
had two different versions of its menu: one in Italian and English, the 
other in Italian and French. The concerned member of the public had been 
given a menu in Italian and English, with no French translations at all. As 
for the OQLF representative sent to investigate, he was given a menu in 
Italian and French only, leading him to believe that it was the presence of 
Italian words which was the problem. Leaving aside the procedural error, 
which should never have occurred, this was clearly also a case of excessive 
policing. But what was equally excessive was the reporting of the story. 
According to a media-monitoring group, it was granted 60 times more 
coverage in the Canadian press than a trip to New York made by Pauline 
Marois, the newly elected Parti Québécois Premier of Quebec (see e.g. 
Wyatt 2013). It was also the object of 350 articles in 14 countries around 
the world. Finding itself with egg – or should I say egg pasta? – on its face, 
the government admitted the overzealous nature of the warning issued and 
the head of the OQLF was forced to resign.

As amusing as these stories may seem, their reception in the English-
speaking world in particular says something about how many of us 
Anglophones view state interventions in language matters. Indeed, so-
called language policy and planning is frequently viewed with a certain 
suspicion in the Anglophone world, where language questions are 
predominantly seen as matters of individual choice. This emphasis on the 
individual is associated with the political philosophy known as liberalism, 
which has all but become the dominant ethical standard in the English-
speaking world. In the time I have today, I want to turn the tables and use 
this same ethical standard to make the argument for state intervention in 
language matters in the particular case of Quebec. I outline briefly how 
liberal theory has come to deal with language policy questions, how it is 
now more sensitive to policies like the one which seeks to promote French 
as the common public language of Quebec. I introduce a modus operandi 
for the ethical evaluation of language policy and planning, especially 
where competing interests are involved. I also show how in language policy 
and planning matters, there can be good ethical reasons to impose some 
minimal limitations on individual rights and freedoms for the sake of 
broader social interests. Finally, I explore briefly how language policy and 
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planning in Quebec can help to contribute to a broader understanding of 
liberal democratic principles and values themselves. 

Liberalism and language policy

Let’s begin by looking at some of the reasons why liberal democratic  
states frequently seek to establish a common public language (Patten 2001: 
701-702). A common public language is said to encourage social mobility, 
by helping to avoid the ghettoisation of linguistic minorities, providing 
them with an additional linguistic resource that will give them access to 
a broader culture and greater economic opportunities. A common public 
language allows all citizens to participate fully in democratic deliberation 
and discussion. Citizens need to be able to understand one another for 
democratic politics to work. A common public language helps forge a 
common political identity, which forms the basis of citizenship. In order to 
reap the full benefits of political cooperation, citizens also need to be willing 
to accept certain burdens and sacrifices for the sake of the common good, 
and a common political identity makes that possible. The use of a common 
public language increases the efficiency of public institutions, reducing the 
costs of the workings of government, which is not to say that other languages 
cannot also be used in translation, to provide public services, etc. To the 
list, we can also add the issue of political accountability: the workings of 
government need to be transparent to all and citizens need to understand  
the laws of their territory.

These are all convincing arguments that are used to justify the promotion 
of a common public language in many contexts around the world. We 
frequently hear similar arguments in the UK, for example, regarding the 
need for English-language skills amongst immigrants. Applied to Quebec, 
these same arguments demonstrate that the promotion of French as a 
common public language need not be inconsistent with the principles and 
values of liberal democracy. 

Operating according to the fundamental principles of liberty and equality, 
liberal democracy is a form of government that seeks to protect the rights 
of individuals and minorities. Quebec clearly sees itself as a society guided 
by these principles. Since 1975, it has had its own Charter of Human 
Rights and Freedoms, which exists alongside the Canadian Charter of 

Parrots, Pasta and the Politics of Language: Making the Ethical Case for Language Policy in Quebec  3



Rights and Freedoms of 1982. The preamble of the Charter of the French 
language also states that efforts to protect and promote French should 
respect the institutions of the English-speaking community, respect 
ethnic minorities, and recognise the right of the First Nations to preserve 
and develop their own languages and cultures. It is in this sense that the 
Bouchard-Taylor Commission on Accommodation Practices Related to 
Cultural Differences stated in its 2008 report that:

Québec’s democratic system is […] liberal since it protects rights 
and freedoms from possible abuse by the majority. For example, no 
one would want a government, even a properly elected one, to flout 
the basic rights of a group of citizens in the name of the majority’s 
interests. (Bouchard-Taylor Commission 2008: 105)

In oversimplifying the matter somewhat, the Bouchard-Taylor citation 
raises two important questions: What role do the interests of the majority 
play within a liberal framework exactly? And how do we know if 
these interests are ‘flouting’ basic rights, or rather imposing acceptable 
limitations on them?

Beginning with the first of these questions, it is important to recognise 
from the outset that liberalism comes in different forms, forms that 
differ for example in how they try to reconcile individual and collective 
interests. There is a form of liberalism, especially prominent in public 
opinion in the Anglo-American world, which can be variably referred to 
as reductionist, minimalist, procedural or individualist. In Canada, it is 
often associated – somewhat erroneously – with the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms. Indeed, even though this was not its original intention, 
the Charter has since its introduction in 1982 become a ‘symbol of a 
triumphant liberal individualism’ (Coulombe 1997: 5) in the minds of 
many Anglophones and Francophones alike. According to this form of 
liberalism, utmost precedence is given to the autonomy of individuals, 
who are granted freedoms or so-called negative rights to protect them 
from state interference. In the private sphere, this means that individuals 
are free to make their own choices, for example regarding language use 
in the home, in private communications, etc. In the public sphere, this 
form of liberalism has traditionally advocated a position of neutrality 
on the part of the state, with a view to protecting the formal equality of 
citizens in the name of universal human interests. The state is blind to any 
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differences amongst citizens and accords the same political rights to all. 
Yet there is a paradox here: not only is this highly individualist version 
of liberalism itself a product of a particular political culture, but it also 
takes for granted a sense of community amongst citizens. It is in this 
sense that communitarians such as Charles Taylor (1994: 44) speak of ‘a 
particularism masquerading as the universal.’ Indeed, the state inevitably 
plays a role in promoting a certain culture in the public sphere, and this is 
especially evident concerning language.

Now it might be possible for a state to claim some neutrality with regard 
to certain elements of culture. In the case of religion, for example, it could 
decide to abolish prayers before meetings of parliament or local councils, 
replace religious oaths in courts with secular oaths or – dare I touch on a 
recent highly sensitive debate – remove the crucifix from the wall of Quebec’s 
National Assembly. But when it comes to language, a choice of official 
language or languages needs to be made for the purposes of public education, 
the judiciary, the workings of government, etc. And for reasons of efficiency, 
this language tends to be that of the majority. Even in the absence of a de jure 
official language, as is frequently the case in the English-speaking world, a 
choice has nonetheless to be made about a de facto official language. In this 
sense, no state can avoid language policy decisions, even if these are of the 
implicit rather than explicit kind.

This inherent bias in a state’s language choices poses a clear challenge to 
the idea that the liberal state can treat all citizens equally when granting 
political rights. As such, some political philosophers have argued that what 
is important is not the idea of justice as formal equality so much as justice 
as evenhandedness. Instead of making disingenuous claims to neutrality, 
the state admits certain biases but tries to mitigate these by taking an 
evenhanded approach that weighs up the actual circumstances and interests 
of its various citizens. In the words of Joseph Carens (2000: 8), such a 
contextually sensitive approach ‘opens the door to the idea that we may 
sometimes come closer to equality by adopting practices of differentiated 
citizenship than by insisting on identical formal rights.’ People are not all 
identical, and so we sometimes need to treat them differently to be fair. 
This raises the possibility of liberalism even in its highly individualist form 
being able to countenance so-called positive rights. Unlike negative rights, 
positive rights permit or even oblige action on the part of the state in order 
to ensure equality in practice. Language rights need therefore not be limited 
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to negative rights; at times, there are good ethical reasons to realise them  
as positive rights so as to alleviate inequalities in practice.

Quebec’s desire to promote a particular culture and language was 
instrumental in encouraging the development of liberal theory along these 
lines over the last few decades. The most well-known of the reformers was 
undoubtedly Will Kymlicka (e.g. 1995), whose liberal theory of minority 
rights was greatly inspired by the Quebec case. Kymlicka argued that 
culture was in fact a ‘social primary good’, an expression first used by 
John Rawls to refer to social goods that every rational person presumably 
wants for the pursuit of a good life; like rights and liberties, powers and 
opportunities, income and wealth. Whereas Rawls had made no mention 
of culture (including language), Kymlicka argued that so-called ‘societal 
cultures’ were social primary goods in so far as participation in them was 
in fact a precondition for free choice. Societal cultures, he argued, were 
necessary to maintain real ‘contexts of choice’ essential for the autonomy 
of individuals. What is the point of allowing someone the freedom to speak 
French in Quebec if there are no French speakers left with whom to speak? 
When there are no TV stations, no schools, no universities that function 
in French? In short, when, due to a lack of a vibrant French-speaking 
societal culture, an individual no longer has a real choice to live in French 
if he or she so desires? For this reason, Kymlicka identified so-called 
‘group-differentiated rights’, which are accorded on the basis of cultural 
membership. However, unlike collective rights, which consider groups as 
moral agents, the ethical justification for Kymlicka’s ‘group-differentiated 
rights’ still lies in the fact that they are designed to meet the needs of 
individuals (Seymour 2001; 2008).

Quebec’s right to promote a unique societal culture of the type envisaged 
by Kymlicka has been officially acknowledged on numerous occasions. 
The Quebec Act of 1774, for example, recognised that Quebec was 
a French society with its own customs, civil law and language. More 
recently, despite the infamous rejections of the 1987 Meech Lake and 1992 
Charlottetown Accords, which sought to recognise Quebec as a ‘distinct 
society’, the House of Commons of Canada passed a motion in 2006 that 
‘the Québécois form a nation within a united Canada’. As for the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms, this may indeed have become associated 
with liberal individualism in the minds of some. But the Charter also 
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grants ‘special rights to some Canadians in virtue of their belonging to a 
particular community’ (Coulombe 1997: 4). It is this latter idea that lies 
behind section 23 of the Charter which provides for the right to instruction 
in an official minority language: a French speaker has the right to state-
funded education in his or her mother tongue in English Canada, while an 
English speaker has the right to the same in Quebec. The same idea is also 
at the heart of the infamous ‘notwithstanding clause’ of section 33 of the 
Charter, which allows federal or provincial parliaments to override specific 
Charter rights as a means of protecting parliamentary supremacy from an 
excessive rights culture. As one commentator summarises:

the Charter […] attempts to protect the individual rights that 
are widely recognized in liberal societies, to enshrine a deep-
rooted tradition of accommodation between French and English 
communities, and to allow the pursuit of social goals that must 
sometimes take precedence over the individual’s solitary interests. 
(Coulombe 1997: 4)

This leads us to the second question posed previously: How is one to weigh 
up majority interests or broader societal goals against individual interests? 
When they come into conflict, according to which principles should one 
have precedence over the other? Let’s look at the issue first from the 
perspective of intergroup relations. 

Evaluating competing interests: the intergroup perspective

For this purpose, Canadian legal circles make use of the so-called Oakes 
test. It consists of a two-step assessment to determine whether it is justified 
to limit individual rights and freedoms for the sake of broader societal 
goals. First, the proposed objective – let’s say the protection of French in 
Quebec – must be shown to relate to ‘pressing and substantial’ societal 
concerns. Second, the means – let’s say the provisions of the Charter of the 
French language – must be deemed proportional, as assessed by a three-
stage test: (1) they must be rationally connected to the overall objective 
sought; (2) there should be minimal impairment of the right or freedom in 
question; and (3) there must be a proportionality between the infringement 
of the right or freedom and the overall objective.
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The Oakes test was used by the Supreme Court of Canada in its famous  
Ford decision of 1988 on the question of language of public signage in Quebec 
(Ford v. A.G. (Québec) [1988] 2 S.C.R. 712). As originally formulated, the 
Charter of the French language stipulated that public signage should be in 
French only, with exceptions for the cultural activities of ethnic groups and 
non-profit organisations. When judging the legitimacy of the language of 
public signage constraint, the Court considered the evidence brought before 
it attesting to the vulnerability of the French language. It concluded that the 
overall objective of protecting French was ‘a serious and legitimate one’ that 
sought to address ‘the concern about the survival of the French language 
and the perceived need for an adequate legislative response to the problem’ 
(para. 73). It also deemed there to be ‘a rational connection’ between the 
overall objective and the promotion of what linguists would today call a 
French linguistic landscape. However, it did not agree that the exclusive use of 
French was ‘either necessary for the achievement of the legislative objective or 
proportionate to it’ (para. 73). In its view, the prohibition of other languages 
constituted an unreasonable limitation on freedom of expression. Quebec’s 
initial response was to invoke the infamous notwithstanding clause, using 
Bill 178 to effectively exempt it from the Court’s decision for five years, a 
particularly noteworthy act considering that the government of the day in 
Quebec was a Liberal one. It subsequently modified the language of public 
signage provisions along the lines suggested by the Supreme Court in its 
original decision: other languages are now permitted as long as French is  
also used and is ‘markedly predominant’.

Considering that it now complies fully with the Supreme Court ruling, it 
would be hard to claim that Quebec language policy is illiberal on the matter 
of language of signage. However, one might wonder whether it was not also 
morally justified even in its original form. Indeed the theologian Gregory 
Baum alludes to this idea when he states that ‘[a] legal decision of a court is 
one thing, an ethical judgement is quite another’ (Baum 1993). In his own 
evaluation of the Charter of the French language and the language of signage 
provisions in particular, Baum makes use of an ‘ethical double-principle’ 
similar to the Oakes test and which he describes as follows:

Laws that enhance collective rights at the expense of personal freedoms 
are ethical only if A) there are good and urgent reasons for these 
laws and B) if the imposed limitations are minimal, i.e. cause only 
inconveniences. The more urgent the reason, the greater the right to 
extend the limitations. (Baum 1993)
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Compared with the Supreme Court, Baum cites a much broader set of 
‘good and urgent reasons’ for the Charter. In addition to the vulnerable 
status of French in Quebec, he also mentions the Charter’s role in 
correcting a previous injustice originating in Quebec’s colonial past. 
Admitting that this is a controversial argument, he nonetheless maintains 
that it is ‘impossible to render an account of the patterns of exclusion 
imposed on French Canadians without recognizing the structures of 
colonization operative in their society’ (Baum 1991: 145). For him, the 
Charter is justified in so far as it is ‘a symbol for the majority of Quebecers 
that their cultural identity has been secured’; it also serves to ‘protect the 
economic interest of the great majority since they are now able to work and 
do business in their own language and challenge the economic hegemony  
of the [Anglophone] minority’ (Baum 1993).

There will of course always be disagreements over what constitutes ‘good 
and urgent reasons’ for state interventions in language matters. In the case 
of Quebec, we often see how the same census data, for example, can be 
interpreted differently both to alert to the decline of French in Quebec and 
to show that there is in fact no such decline. As English speakers, we are 
perhaps not the best placed to assess what are ‘good and urgent reasons’  
for a policy that seeks to protect a language, when our own language  
can by no means be considered under threat. Anglophone liberals may  
well prefer a laissez-faire approach, according to which the state adopts  
a hands-off position with regard to language matters. But in a globalised 
world increasingly dominated by English, just how fair is laissez-faire? The 
ethical double-principle provides a useful tool for helping us to consider the 
broader issues at stake in language policy matters, within a framework that 
still prizes individual rights. It can be used to inform both language policy 
praxis and public debate about language questions, just as it can be used to 
evaluate the ethicality of other policies not related to language. Indeed, the 
Quebec sociologist and historian Gérard Bouchard (2013) recently used a 
similar principle when comparing the Charter of the French language with 
the Parti Québécois’ proposed charter on secularism, known informally 
as the Charter of Quebec Values. While there was a clear ‘superior motive’ 
for limiting some individual rights in the case of the Charter of the French 
language, there was, in Bouchard’s opinion, no such motive with regard to 
the Charter of Quebec Values.
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Justifying limitations on individual rights: the intragroup perspective

So we have a framework for weighing up societal language goals against 
individual rights and freedoms in the context of inter-group relations.  
But what about intra-group relations? While Kymlicka defends Quebec’s 
desire to protect its distinct culture vis-à-vis broader Canadian culture 
(what he terms an ‘external protection’), he claims that liberals should 
reject attempts by a group to restrict the freedoms of its own members 
in the name of group solidarity (what he terms an ‘internal restriction’) 
(Kymlicka 1995: 37). We see such a potential restriction at work in Quebec 
with regard to language of instruction.

In Quebec, education exists both in French and in English. With regard to 
private schools, Quebecers are free to send their children either to school in 
French or in English. But in the state sector, the choice is limited. Children 
can attend state-funded school in English if at least one parent is a Canadian 
citizen who is a native English speaker. But for native Francophone or 
immigrant children, the Charter of the French language stipulates that 
one should receive state-funded education in French up to and including 
secondary school. I want to leave aside the question of immigrants, which 
involves a whole set of additional questions and arguments that we don’t 
have time to go into today. I want to focus instead on the internal restrictions 
imposed by the language of instruction provisions on Francophones 
themselves. Of course, there is no problem if a measure such as this is not 
perceived as an internal restriction. But what if it is or comes to be perceived 
as such? What if native Francophones in Quebec do want to send their 
children to state-funded education in French? Indeed, this is what is starting 
to happen today on account of English having become the global lingua 
franca of our times, what many would consider to be one of the keys to 
upward socioeconomic mobility in the new globalised era.

In 2005, the Supreme Court of Canada was called upon to settle a claim 
made not by Anglophone or immigrant families, as was frequently the case 
in the past, but rather by a group of predominantly native French speakers 
in Quebec who demanded access to state-funded education in English 
for their children (Gosselin (Tutor of) v. A. G. (Québec) [2005] 1 S.C.R. 
238). In particular, they argued that the language of instruction provisions 
violated their right to equality. In its rejection of the claim, the Court 
stressed that the right of equality here applied to a right to state-funded 
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education tout court, not to state-funded education in the language of 
one’s choice. Furthermore, it noted that state-funded education in English 
existed by virtue of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which 
provides language of instruction guarantees for Canada’s official linguistic 
minorities; that is, for English speakers in Quebec and French speakers 
in the rest of Canada. In other words, the aim of state-funded English 
education in Quebec is to protect Quebec’s English-speaking minority, not 
to offer education in English to all Quebecers.

As Gregory Baum reminded us, there is an important distinction between 
a legal decision on the one hand, which here was about interpreting a 
carefully crafted political compromise, and an ethical judgement on the 
other. Irrespective of Quebec’s political status vis-à-vis the rest of Canada, 
on what moral grounds can one justify the internal restriction imposed on 
Francophones with regard to language of instruction? One way to address 
this question might be with the help of Kymlicka’s idea that societal 
cultures are necessary to provide real contexts of choice for individuals. 
Indeed, liberals have argued that the state has a particular paternalistic 
duty to children, independent from that of their parents, so as to ensure 
the greatest range of reasonable choices for them later in life (e.g. Gutmann 
1980). In the same way that it has a responsibility to provide education, 
one could thus argue that the Quebec state has a paternalistic duty to teach 
Francophone children their mother tongue. What is the point of offering 
native French children the freedom to lead a life in French in Quebec if they 
grow up with an insufficient grounding in their native language that will 
allow them to do so? If they lack the necessary linguistic skills to read in 
French, to go to university in French, to work in French, and so on?

Of course, this argument can only reasonably apply up until individuals 
reach a certain age, after which they can be deemed capable of making 
rational choices for themselves. But this is indeed the case in Quebec, 
where the language of instruction restrictions only apply up to and 
including secondary school. Beyond secondary level, that is for the two 
subsequent years of college – or what in Quebec is called cégep – and for 
their university studies, students are free to make their own choice about 
their language of instruction. While some people have periodically called 
for an extension of the Charter to cover cégep studies (e.g. Robitaille 2009; 
Castonguay 2010), many disagree, including the body that advises the 
government on language policy issues. In its 2011 recommendation on the 
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question of language of instruction at cégep level, the Conseil supérieur 
de la langue française cited a professor of education who had posed a 
question not unlike the ethical double-principle when considering the issue 
a decade earlier: he asked, ‘would there be legitimate, reasonable, socially 
relevant and desirable motives for the state to force everyone […] to pursue 
their college studies in French?’ (Proulx 2000, cited in Conseil supérieur 
de la langue française 2011: 27). To answer this same question in 2011, 
the Conseil reviewed the most recent data, including the finding that the 
great majority of Francophones – 95% in fact – decided to continue their 
studies in French when they progressed from secondary school to cégep. 
The Conseil concluded that there were still no such motives to extend the 
Charter’s language of instruction provisions to cover cégep studies.

Requiring Quebec school children to study in French up until and including 
secondary level does not mean that the state does not also have a duty to 
teach them English. Former Parti Québécois Minister of Education Marie 
Malavoy was criticised in 2012 for referring to English in Quebec as a 
‘foreign language’ (see e.g. Croteau 2012). Quite apart from the fact that 
English is politically and historically associated with Quebec, the reality 
is that all over the world, the status of English is fast shifting from that 
of a foreign language to a form of a basic literacy. In a globalised world, 
ensuring real contexts of choice for children in the future also means 
providing them with skills in what has become the global lingua franca.  
As the Bouchard-Taylor Commission (2008: 217) explained, ‘[t]his question 
warrants the closest possible attention, otherwise a generation of young 
French-speakers risks being unfairly penalized.’ Access to English-language 
teaching thus becomes a question of global linguistic justice.

On this issue, Quebec language policy can again be considered in line 
with liberal principles regarding the paternalistic duties of the state. Jean 
Charest’s Liberal government may have controversially introduced the 
teaching of English from grade 1 of primary school in 2006, but by 2008, 
it was Parti Québécois leader, Pauline Marois, who was claiming that  
‘[t]he real challenge we have is to have our children bilingual by the time 
they leave school’ (cited in Dutrisac 2008; see Oakes 2008 for more 
details). Accused of betrayal by some fellow sovereignists, Marois made 
a clear distinction between institutional bilingualism and individual 
bilingualism. Rejecting the former and advocating the latter, she argued for 
some form of intensive English teaching in the French school system itself, 
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even for English immersion classes for some subjects. Marois was criticised 
especially for the immersion proposal, but in September 2012, intensive 
English oral classes were indeed introduced in grades 5 and 6. 

Towards a broader understanding of liberal democratic principles  
and values

If we can justify Quebec language policy and planning within a framework 
that still prioritises the individual, some have argued that this fails to grasp 
the real motive behind language policies like Quebec’s. As Charles Taylor 
has noted:

It is not just a matter of having the French language available for 
those who might chose it. […] But it also involves making sure 
there is a community of people here in the future that will want to 
avail itself of the opportunity to use the French language. Policies 
aimed at survival actively seek to create members of the community, 
for instance, in their assuring that future generations continue to 
identify as French-speakers. (Taylor 1994: 58–59)

Indeed, the transgenerational nature of claims to language rights would 
seem to distinguish them from other rights that rest on individual 
properties. Rights based on sex, sexuality and skin colour, for example, 
are only required during the lifetime of the individual (Seymour 2001: 47; 
2008: 46). By contrast, claims to language rights seem in part to be driven 
by a desire for a certain continuity across generations.

There are a number of questions that this observation raises. I want to 
focus on four in particular, all of which have implications for liberal theory. 
First of all, we are led to ask whether groups, and not just individuals, 
can also be moral agents. This paves the way for the acknowledgement of 
collective rights in contrast to Kymlicka’s group-differentiated rights which, 
as we saw, are in fact designed for individuals. While greatly appreciated 
for moving the debate on minority rights forward, Kymlicka’s model has 
paradoxically fed an unconstructive obsession with ‘ethical individualism’, 
which has come to be considered ‘constitutive of liberalism’ (Seymour 
2004). This is not to say that proponents of collective rights necessarily 
claim the precedence of these over individual rights, that they advocate 
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a sort of ‘ethical collectivism’. Indeed, most argue that one needs to find 
a balance, an ‘ethical pluralism’ that recognises that collective rights 
complement individual rights, reinforcing the very notion of fundamental 
human rights (Seymour 2004: 111).

A second implication of the unique nature of claims to language rights relates 
to the relationship between language and the identity associated with the 
group in question. One would be hard pressed to find a liberal today who 
does not agree that language is an important component of identity. Where 
the disagreement lies is over the normative conclusions that should be drawn 
from the language-identity relationship. As Helder De Schutter (2007: 9-10) 
explains, ‘[m]any theorists of linguistic justice […] argue for a version of 
instrumentalism that accepts people’s constitutive attachments to linguistic 
contexts but at the same time argues that languages also have instrumental 
functions and that, when it comes to policy-making, these functions should be 
given priority over the identity function of language.’ If the use of a particular 
language can be defended in terms of a community’s need for a common 
means of communication, so the argument goes, it should not be justified in 
identity terms (see also Leydet 1995: 124–127).

The reality, however, is that all language policies are at least in part motivated 
by identity concerns. As Denise Réaume (2003: 283) explains, ‘understood 
in instrumental terms, the interest in language is altogether too thin to 
motivate the language struggles that are familiar to multilingual countries 
and to explain people’s attachment to their mother tongue.’ Is it right, then, 
that a liberal account of language policy should seek to deny the reality of 
sentimental attachments to languages for the sake of abstract normative 
principles? The feminist philosopher Nel Noddings (2003: 3) notes that ‘one 
who attempts to ignore or to climb above the human affect at the heart of 
ethicality may well be guilty of romantic rationalism’, that is, of promoting 
a utopian vision of ethics that ‘simply cannot be broadly applied in the 
actual world.’ Similarly, the constitutive attachment to language that in part 
motivates language policies is an undeniable fact that liberal theory must 
acknowledge if it is to remain a true ethical standard, rather than be relegated 
to a mere political ideology emanating from the Anglo-American tradition.

The third implication of the unique nature of a claim to language rights 
relates to how it reflects a ‘collective choice by the members of a language 
community to carry on the heritage that is its language’ (Réaume 2003: 
290). Such collective language choices are to be clearly distinguished from 
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individual language choices, as evidenced by the results of a recent study on 
the perceived importance of French and English in Quebec. Pagé and Olivier 
(2012: 49) found that in domains that especially benefited individuals, 
Francophone respondents considered that English was more important or 
that both English and French were of equal importance. However, in domains 
concerning shared collective goods, the same respondents perceived French 
as more important.1 In other words, there was a clear commitment amongst 
Francophone Quebecers to French unilingualism at the level of society, even if 
they recognised the importance of English and French-English bilingualism at 
the level of individual linguistic competence.

So how are collective language choices determined? It seems clear that 
they form part of public culture, which itself is shaped by political debate, 
past and present. To be sure, Quebec’s public culture was formerly based 
almost exclusively on that of Quebecers of French Canadian heritage. But 
in today’s ethnically diverse Quebec, public culture is largely defined in 
inclusive, civic terms, with Quebecers of all backgrounds contributing 
to political debate (Oakes and Warren 2007). I am not implying that 
the French language is no longer associated at all with French Canadian 
ethnicity; it is still the mother tongue and identity language for the majority 
of the population. My point is that French Canadian ethnicity is no longer 
the sole contributor to Quebec’s public culture, which is what actually 
determines Quebec’s language policy. In the words of Denise Réaume 
(2003: 291) again, ‘[i]t is not because their language is “in their blood”  
that a group’s linguistic heritage deserves recognition, but because the 
group chooses to maintain its allegiance to that heritage.’
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1  Pagé and Olivier use the term ‘domain’ more broadly than is the case in sociolinguistics. The 
‘domains’ they identify and argue concern shared collective goods include, one the one hand, 
those which pertain to society in general (the language most associated with Quebec identity, 
and the language that everyone should speak to ensure the good functioning of society), 
and, on the other, those which relate to an individual’s social relations in society in general 
(the language used with immigrants who are starting to learn French, and the language 
most associated with an interesting social life). The ‘domains’ they identify and argue benefit 
mostly individuals include those relating to success (the language in which Quebec children 
will succeed most, and the language necessary to secure a good job in Quebec) and so-called 
sociolinguistic status (the language it is of greatest value to know in Quebec) (Pagé and Olivier 
2012: 8–14).



It follows that Quebec language policy might change with time, since its 
legitimacy does not rest on independent ethical grounds. As Joseph Carens 
(2000: 132) elaborates, ‘the commitment to French as the language of public 
life clearly is something that derives its normative status entirely from the fact 
that it is Quebec’s “social choice”, that is, from the fact that the majority of 
Québécois are deeply committed to this principle. But that commitment could 
change.’ Others have also highlighted the potential for a change in Quebec 
language policy in the future, as a result of increased immigration in particular 
(e.g. Leydet 1995). Indeed, such a change would be legitimate if it were the 
outcome of democratic debate. Suffice it to note here that public cultures are, 
however, not as easily manipulable as one might think; they are in fact often 
quite resilient (Miller 1995: 69).

There is a fourth implication stemming from the unique nature of claims to 
language rights and which in a way brings together the previous three points. 
We have seen that liberalism at times takes on an overly individualist form, 
spurred on by a desire for abstract universalism. Others, like the political 
theorist Bhikhu Parekh (2000: 249), call instead for a ‘culturally mediated 
universalism, [which] is sensitive to cultural differences but neither accepts 
them uncritically nor remains immured within them, and [which] claims 
universality without losing touch with the particularities of each society’. 
Quebec offers a unique forum for thinking about what such a ‘culturally 
mediated universalism’ might look like. Despite having inherited a tradition 
of civic republicanism from its French forebears, Quebec has clearly engaged 
with liberal theory, not least on account of its political association with 
Anglophone Canada. Some have argued that this engagement with liberalism 
has contributed to a ‘guilty conscience’, an excessive drive to disassociate 
Quebec identity from anything resembling ethnicity (Beauchemin 2001: 155; 
see also Beauchemin 2002). I would argue on the contrary that it is hard to 
see how the dialogue between the different ethical traditions has not been 
of great benefit. Not only has it encouraged Quebec to think carefully about 
the moral justification of its language policy in a changing world – take, for 
example, the issue of whether language of instruction provisions should be 
extended to cégep studies –, but it has also forced us to question some of the 
key assumptions of liberal theory.

Quebec’s collective desire to protect its language and culture, combined with 
its liberal commitment to individual rights, has in a sense given rise to a unique 
third-way theoretical model between French-style civic republicanism and 
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Anglo-American individualist liberalism. Such a model might fall under the 
heading of what has been termed ‘liberal nationalism’ (Tamir 1993). Others 
claim that ‘liberal nationalism’ is not a kind of nationalism at all so much 
as ‘a form of liberalism that is not indifferent to concerns about national 
identity’ (Beiner 2003: 111). Others still speak of the need to overcome what 
is essentially a false dichotomy, proposing a ‘republican liberalism [that] 
promises to strengthen the appeal of duty, community, and the common good 
while preserving the appeal of rights’ (Dagger 1997: 5). Whichever model best 
describes Quebec, it would be hard to deny that it is not significantly shaped by 
liberal principles and values. 

Conclusions

In my talk today, it has not been possible to undertake an exhaustive 
evaluation of the more detailed aspects of Quebec language policy. We 
did not, for example, look at questions that directly relate to Quebecers 
of immigrant descent; nor did we explore Quebec’s language policy with 
regard to the First Nations, which would require a particular specialised 
knowledge that goes beyond the scope of this talk and my field of expertise. 
Instead, we focused on two key aspects of Quebec language policy that 
impact on Anglophones and Francophones in particular – namely language 
of public signage and language of instruction – and that allowed us to 
begin to evaluate the moral foundations of Quebec’s language policy. Even 
with such a prefatory analysis, I hope nonetheless to have convinced you 
that Quebec language policy is by no means antithetical to individual rights 
and freedoms.

The ethical double-principle that we saw provides a useful framework for 
evaluating Quebec’s language policy, for weighing up the good and urgent 
reasons for particular language planning measures against the limitations 
they impose on individual rights and freedoms. To be sure, there will 
always be disagreements about whether the imposed limitations go too far, 
or whether the ‘good and urgent reasons’ put forward to justify specific 
measures are good and urgent enough. Such disagreements should be the 
object of political debate amongst Quebecers of all backgrounds, debate 
which, as we saw, will shape the public culture that ultimately determines 
the future of language policy in Quebec. Quebec already has a good track 
record in fostering such debate even amongst the broader public: the 
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public consultation that took place in 2007 as part of the Bouchard-Taylor 
Commission was a truly enviable exercise in democratic deliberation. 
Likewise, the public hearings held earlier this year by Quebec’s National 
Assembly on the question of the Charter of Quebec Values provided a 
platform for Quebecers to scrutinise, question and challenge the Parti 
Québécois’ controversial proposal. Whatever one’s views on these issues, 
it is not everywhere that comparable questions are the object of such open 
public debate.

Finally, by engaging with the core questions debated by liberal theorists, 
Quebec has shown a willingness both to offer up its language policy for 
scrutiny and to contribute to a broader interpretation of liberalism itself, 
one based on less utopian, more culturally and historically mediated 
grounds. It is for all these reasons that I would argue that, tales of parrots 
and pasta aside, language policy in Quebec can indeed be considered 
compatible with fundamental liberal democratic principles and values.
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