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Language and Identity: Canadian Constructions 

 
Course Description: 
This graduate course explores the complex issues revolving around language and the formation of 
identities in the Canadian context. A number of disciplines, such as sociolinguistics, postcolonial 
literatures and Late Modern English period studies have operated with identity, prestige or like 
concepts and have often proposed these higher-level constructs as causes for linguistic change. This 
course will focus on possible examples of identity constructions in Canada through language and 
linguistic means, concentrating on English, while allowing for other linguistic codes in this context. 
Constructions for student research can be either national, or local and ethnic. In all cases, however, we 
will aim at a critical examination of the premises which includes probing for causes and effects: is 
identity the cause of language change or an effect, or, perhaps, quite independent of it? The focus on 
Canadian constructions provides a level playing field for all seminar participants. A short sociohistorical 
introduction of Canada, Canadian minorities and Canadian English will be given to that end. Boberg’s 
excellent English Language in Canada(2010) will serve as a linguistic base-line. 
 
Recently, the concept of identity has received criticism from an area of language studies that explains 
the development of Postcolonial Englishes. Trudgill (2004), in his contested and inspiring monograph 
on New-Dialect Formation: The Inevitability of Colonial Englishes, has taken an extreme point of view 
by denying factors such as identity and prestige any role in select parts of the formation process of 
new dialects and varieties. He says that there is “no role for identity factors in colonial new-dialect 
formation”, but  acknowledges their importance in other contexts (Trudgill 2008: 243). Quite in 
contrast to Trudgill, Schneider (2007: 30), in his monograph on Postcolonial Englishes, expressly 
assumes an opposing point of view – that is perhaps representative of the current majority opinion – 
by saying that new dialects are the result of the “identity-driven process of linguistic convergence”. As 
the over-arching theme of the seminar we will aim to probe which of the two roles for identity factors 
is more accurate in each particular context. 
 
The methodology adopted in this course is largely empirical. This perspective is both necessary and 
complementary: while literary approaches are encouraged, it is important that any claims on identity 
constructions go beyond literary texts and incorporate other forms of data (such as presented in 
Boberg 2010). One central working assumption in this course will be Occam’s Razor (after 14-century 
philosopher William of Ockham [sic]), a principle which states that  explanations of phenomena (in our 
case: language idiosyncrasies of groups) requiring fewer a-priori assumptions are to be preferred. In 
other words: epistemologically “simpler” explanations beat “more complicated” ones. Occam’s Razor 
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prompts one to critically evaluate concepts of “identity” under this light and search for a simpler, lower-
level explanations. The process towards this goal will yield highly interesting insight for many avenues 
of enquiry. 
 
Required Texts: 
(This list is still subject to change) 

 Boberg, Charles. 2010. The English Language in Canada: Status, History and Comparative 
Analysis. Cambridge: CUP. 

 Edwards, John. 2009. Language and Identity. Cambridge: CUP. 
 Jenkins, Jennifer. 2009. World Englishes: A Resource Book for Students. 2nd ed. New 

York:  Routledge. 
 Le Page, R. B. & Andrée Tabouret-Keller. 1985. Acts of Identity: Creole-based Approaches 

to Language and Identity. Cambridge: CUP. 
 Llamas, Carmen & Dominic Watt (eds.) 2010. Language and Identities. Edinburgh: EUP. 

Format: 
We will follow a two-tiered approach. Grad students are expected to choose one Canadian situation 
and contrast it with a control group. The group can either be national or regional (e.g. Canada vs. the 
US, western Canadian vs. Western American etc.) or local/ethnic (e.g. the Chinese minority in 
Vancouver, the Italian or Jewish populations in Montreal, the Black Loyalists in Nova Scotia, the 
Squamish Students vs., in all these case, Anglo-Irish Canada) and probe into connections between 
linguistic features and identity constructions. Students with a background knowledge in descriptive 
linguistics are encouraged to focus on the language-internal mechanisms of change. Students who 
have other inclinations and expertise are welcome to focus on the social correlates of linguistic 
features. While there is a cline of involvement in both linguistic and social phenomena, everyone needs 
to aim to support their histories with empirical data from the literature. 
 
Course Requirements: 

 Student research presentation (20%) 
 Student literature presentation (10%) 
 Research Paper (60%) 
 Participation (in class and outside): (10%) 

 


