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Abstract: This article examines Bill 96 (now Law 14; 2022), a language law enforcing
French as the official language of Québec, in relation to language hierarchization and
Indigenous dispossession. While this bill impacts all non-French speaking individuals in
Québec, it carries especially important implications for the Indigenous Peoples residing on
this territory whose languages are already endangered. In this article, I explore Bill 96 as
an extension of settler colonialism that legitimizes white settlers as founders and that
assimilates through language. Using previous Canadian language laws as a guide, I
demonstrate the dangers of exclusionary language policies. From insular decision-making
strategies to strict legal enforcement, these types of policies are grounded in dominant,
colonial logic and have the potential to eradicate vulnerable cultures. Using political
discourse analysis (PDA), I argue that this bill ultimately threatens the survival of
Indigenous cultural and political structures in Québec. Finally, I reflect on Indigenous
languages as a tool of refusal to settler colonialism.
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On June 1st, 2022, Québec assented to Bill 96 (now known as Law 14) as an official language
law. Bill 96 promotes the use of French language in Québec, making it mandatory that
businesses and provincial workplaces serve in French first. The use of the term
“francization” is used freely throughout the bill and refers to the implementation of
French across the province’s operations. This means that employment-related
communications must occur primarily in French, and that Québec business operations
will undergo thorough inspections. While this carries important implications for any
non-French speakers in Québec, it carries a much heavier significance for the Indigenous
nations who reside on this “shared” territory and whose languages are already
endangered. By imposing the language of the settler, this bill invalidates the existence of
Indigenous languages and political structures, serving as an extension of colonization. In
this paper, I use the implementation of Bill 96 in Québec as a case study of Indigenous
cultural and political dispossession. To do so, | analyze Bill 96 by considering the
following four questions: 1) How do language laws legitimize white settlers as founders?
2) How is language tied to politics? 3) How do cultures become dominant? 4) How are
francization policies a form of colonization? Given the recent passing of the Bill, little has
been published on its implications for Indigenous peoples. As such, I have considered
articles from previous Canadian language laws and connected them to the issues raised
by Bill 96 (Davis, 2017; Haque & Patrick, 2015; Patrick, 2005). Ultimately, | demonstrate
that Bill 96 is a settler colonial tactic that negatively affects Indigenous communities.

How do language laws legitimize white settlers as founders?

There are currently 11 Indigenous nations who “share” territory in Québec. The three
nations with the largest populations in Québec are the Cree Nation (< 20 000), the Innu
Nation (> 26 000), and the Haudenosaunee Nation (~15 000) (Government of Canada,
2024). In total, the communities of all 11 Indigenous nations make up just over 1% of the
population of Québec (Government of Québec, 2023). These nations share languages with
Indigenous communities across Canada, with over 70 Indigenous languages having
survived colonization (or having been revitalized) to date (Statistics Canada, 2023).
Completely disregarding these realities, the first lines of Bill 96 state the following: “The
purpose of this Act is to affirm that the only official language of Québec is French. It also
affirms that French is the common language of the Québec nation” (Bill 96, 2022, p. 2). This
bill overtly denies legitimacy to Indigenous peoples in Québec: In the 100-page document,
Indigenous people are acknowledged only once, with the bill stating that certain civil
administration documents may use another language in addition to French when providing
services to Aboriginal persons (Bill 96, 2022, p. 14). By excluding Indigenous people from
this bill, the Québec government has dismissed Indigenous histories and Indigenous
peoples’ continued political existence on these lands. This form of exclusion can be
understood in terms of colonial ignorance and as a settler move to innocence (Schaefli &
Godlewska, 2014, p. 233; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Omitting Indigenous considerations from
this bill is a way to play naive; an innocent “we forgot.” However, as argued by Schaefli and
Godlewska (2014), colonial ignorance is strategic and rooted in violence, aimed at masking
deliberate erasure. This lack of acknowledgement is nothing new; in fact, Haque and
Patrick (2015) argue that this type of exclusionary practice is found in the majority of
Canadian language policies. Haque and Patrick focus on the Royal Commission on
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Bilingualism and Biculturalism (RCBB, 1963-1970), which sought to acknowledge the “two
founding settler groups” of Canada as both French and English, rather than just English.
This attempt to rewrite Canada’s narrative legitimized white settlers as founders and
perpetuated the exclusion of Indigenous peoples, politics, and languages from the histories
of the land. By reframing Canada’s history as English versus French, the Commission’s new
narrative sought to erase the violent realities of settler colonialism and Indigenous
expropriation. Haque and Patrick (2015) argue that exclusion from government policy-
making is a major tool of continued colonization and cultural dispossession. Along with this
exclusion comes “processes of erasure [and] forced assimilation,” strengthening the impact
of these tactics (Haque & Patrick, 2015, p. 27). Through an analysis of Canada’s historical
language laws (especially in the second half of the 20th century), Haque and Patrick
demonstrate how racist language policies are easily reproduced and maintained when
white settlers are at the centre of decision making. Policies that build from previous laws,
regardless of their legitimacy, deepen colonial dominance. This is comparable to Audra
Simpson’s framing of settler politics as being founded on invalid narratives (Simpson, 2014,
p. 100). As Simpson argues, historical (mis)representations of Indigenous people inform
laws and politics, which persist through time.

Importantly, this is not the first time Québec has established racist laws targeting
non-white settlers. Beginning in 1971 and continuing for several decades, Québec openly
rejected Canadian multiculturalism and moved towards an alternative model of
interculturalism (Bouchard, 2015). Rather than encouraging full integration of majority
and minority groups, interculturalism puts Québec’s culture at the forefront, expecting
minority groups to integrate into Québec’s idealized nation (DesRoches, 2014). Framed as
seeking to defend and protect the French language and culture of Québec (Bouchard &
Taylor, 2008), this intercultural model manifests racism, xenophobia and intolerance
(DesRoches, 2014). Pillars of Québec’s interculturalism include Bill 60 (the Québec Charter
of Values, 2013) and Bill 21 (the Act Respecting the Laicity of the State, 2019), which prohibit
government workers in positions of authority (e.g., teachers, judges, police officers) from
wearing religious symbols in public workplaces. Bill 60, which was proposed but did not
pass, applied to all religious symbols except discreet jewellery, excepting, for example, the
very common Christian crucifix necklaces. More relevant to Bill 96 are Bills 22 and 101,
earlier language laws in Québec that also excluded Indigenous people and languages from
their consideration. Bill 22 (the Official Language Act, 1974) was the first legislation to
name French the only official language of Québec, followed by Bill 101 (the Charter of the
French Language, 1977), which strengthened and expanded the power of this law. By
building on previous racist laws, Bill 96 validates and perpetuates the erasure of
Indigenous people in Québec policies. Using (invalid) historical contexts as the foundation
for current policies, the exclusion of Indigenous languages is masked as being justified by
previous laws. Further, by disregarding their existence in Bill 96, the Québec government
has made Indigenous people vulnerable to future policies based on historical precedent.

As argued by Davis (2017), Canadian language laws often contradict Calls to
Actions made by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC, 2015), and
Bill 96 is no exception. According to the TRC, the preservation of Indigenous languages
must be a priority in the Canadian reconciliation process, as languages are essential to
the maintenance of culture. There is an entire subsection in the TRC entitled “Language
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and Culture” that is dedicated to this issue (TRC, 2015, p. 6). Davis critiques the colonial
narrative of Canada having two national languages that align with the country’s two
“founding nations” (English and French settlers), arguing that this is inconsistent with
the language policy goals of the TRC. Framing a language as national implies dominance
and ownership: The two first lines of Bill 96 state that French is the “only” official
language of the Québec nation. In reality, both English and French are immigrant
languages on Québec’s colonized lands. Davis argues that to move towards the language
goals of the TRC, we must understand and unsettle Canada’s history of language policies.
Merely acknowledging the existence of Indigenous populations will not be enough:
Meeting the TRC’s language goals will require systemic changes to break the cycle of
harmful colonial policies. The very notions of language laws, of forcing one’s language on
an entire group, and of linguistic hierarchies are colonial and violent. How can a state
justify the ranking of certain languages, cultures, and races as being more “national” than
others on land that was stolen in the first place? Who has the authority to determine this
ranking? As long as we continue to form laws according to colonial logic, Indigenous
peoples will continue to be ignored, erased, and taken advantage of. According to Bill 96,
French not only ranks higher than other languages and cultures, but must be the only
language of the nation.

How is language tied to politics?

Language loss is detrimental for a nation’s politics. While subtler than overtly violent
forms of dispossession, language laws are a colonial tool that conceals and naturalizes
political disappearance. Languages are deeply tied to group cultures, politics, and
histories (Gomashie, 2019). While Bill 96 is framed as uniquely a language law, it is
political at its core. Dunmire (2012) examines the connections between language and
politics through political discourse analysis (PDA). According to PDA, politics are
symbolic in nature and take shape through language (Dunmire, 2012, p. 737). This
means that language is the vehicle through which political phenomena exist—laws and
policies are made tangible through language. This relates to the development of national
states and identities, as these are created through language. Linguistic practices are
essential to achieve legitimacy as a nation and to enact power and authority (Dunmire,
2012, p. 736). By stating that French is the only official language of the Québec nation
and government, Bill 96 politically disempowers those who are not francophone in
Québec. It implies that people’s values and ways of living are only valid on this territory
if they are communicated through the French language. This is especially consequential
for Indigenous nations who “share” territory in Québec and whose political structures
are tied to those lands, which can be further understood through Simpson’s (2014) ideas
on nested sovereignty. Borders and land ownership are heavily tied to sovereignty for
Western colonizers—seizing Indigenous lands is perceived as equivalent to annihilating
Indigenous political structures. Simpson challenges this Western ideology, arguing that
sovereignty can exist within sovereignty, and that language plays a major role in the
survival of nested political structures (2014, p. 116). Bill 96 does not exempt Indigenous
nations from its policies, positioning everyone who resides in Québec as subjects of this
bill. As such, Bill 96 disallows nested sovereignty. How can an Indigenous nation claim
its legitimacy when its language is deemed illegitimate on Québec lands? With land
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dispossession, minimal Indigenous rights to the remaining territories, and now laws
prohibiting Indigenous language use, the Québec government is covering all of their
settler colonial bases. Settler colonialism is political, and Bill 96 is a colonial tool. As
stated by Chief John Martin from the Mi’kmaq community of Gesgapegiag, “It is a
destructive bill. It is a continuation of the kind of colonialism, paternalist and
extinguishment activities that governments successively have conducted since their
establishment on these territories” (Bergeron, 2022).

Bizzell and Herzberg (1990) argue that language is the basis of civilization, as
linguistic communication is what enables people to live communally. Humans are social
beings, and language is what enables us to speak, think, and act with others (Dunmire,
2012, p. 737). This is especially relevant to Indigenous nations having been colonized on
the basis of being “uncivilized” according to Western standards (Haque & Patrick, 2015),
and how their languages are now “unofficial” to the nation according to Bill 96.
Importantly, perceptions of who is and is not civilized boil down to linguistics.
Judgments, narratives, and representations are all formed through language, and these
are powerful tools used to justify power and authority (Simpson, 2014, p. 100). Those
with more power also have the (self-appointed) authority to decide which nations are
not dominant. Bill 96 is meta: it is a language law, written in the language of the settler,
and will enforce dominance over Indigenous communities by impeding the use of
Indigenous languages. By taking away Indigenous people’s rights to their own languages,
Bill 96 hinders their abilities to self-determine as legitimate nations—Bill 96 allows the
Québec government to decide who is dominant. Further, this impedes the revitalization
of Indigenous languages, which will carry detrimental effects to future generations.

Colonial nations are built around hierarchies that become naturalized and
solidified through discursive practices (e.g., laws, policies, and narratives) (Dunmire,
2012, p. 739). According to this view, social groups must be ranked and some will
inherently be marginalized. The same holds true for linguistic hierarchies, which are
deeply entrenched in Canada’s and Québec’s language policies (Davis, 2017 p. 52). In
relation to multilingualism, Blackledge (2010) argues that minority languages can be
perceived as threatening the coherence of a national identity. Settler states are
especially vulnerable to this type of threat, as their national identities are rooted in their
dominance over another group. Taking away the dominance of a settler state is the
equivalent of taking away their identity. For a language to be dominant in a linguistic
hierarchy, it must be more widely used than all other languages. Based on this logic, any
language other than French puts Québec’s “national” language at risk of being placed
lower on the hierarchy. Bill 96 thus protects the province from the perceived dangers of
multilingualism. The fact that Canada’s and Québec’s language policies are rooted in
linguistic hierarchies contradicts Canada’s fagade of being a multicultural and bilingual
country (Davis, 2017 p. 54). Language is political, and the implications of language
policies carry over to broader social inequities. Davis (2017) argues that policies made
according to linguistic hierarchies lead to social, cultural, and economic disadvantages
for non-dominant groups (p. 56).

The economic disadvantages are especially relevant when considering Bill 96, as
most of the francization program is directed at workplaces, business operations, and
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educational institutions. For example, the bill will enforce stricter standards for posting
employment offerings in French, will require businesses to communicate with
employees and clients in French, and will lower the threshold for which businesses
obligated to undergo “francization” (Bill 96, 2022). This means that it will be much more
difficult for non-French speakers to seek employment in Québec, and that non-French
business owners will be at a higher risk of legal penalties. A survey from the Advisory
Committee for English-Speaking Quebecers (ACESQ) in 2024 found that one third of
Québec employers have altered their hiring practices since the implementation of Bill
96, reporting they now feel more cautious about hiring English-speaking candidates and
have either reduced or entirely stopped hiring these candidates. Non-French speakers
will either have to face social and economic disadvantages within Québec or leave the
province for fairer employment opportunities. This is especially harmful for Indigenous
people whose languages are spoken solely within their home communities; unlike
English-speaking workers, they cannot leave the province to find employment. By
creating these social and economic disadvantages, Bill 96 maintains the marginalization
of Indigenous people who are already overrepresented in poverty and unemployment
statistics in Canada (Pasternak, 2014). Bill 96 implicates much more than just language.

How do cultures become dominant?

In a settler state, the colonizer takes it upon themself to bestow recognition, deciding who
is and is not an authentic member of the nation. This is typically judged based on how well
a nation’s culture, politics, and racial demographics compare to Western standards
(Simpson, 2014, p. 110). In Canada, Indigenous languages have been judged as being
“primitive” and as barriers to “civilisation and modernity” (Haque & Patrick, 2015, p. 28).
Their perceived inferiority has been used as justification for years of assimilation and
attempts to exterminate Indigenous languages. This relates to the previous discussion of
exclusionary tactics being used as tools for colonization. Exclusion denotes inferiority,
where one group is perceived as less civil and less deserving of recognition (Moreton-
Robinson, 2015, p. 107). This means that Indigenous voices will not be heard, and that
decisions will be made to benefit those in privileged positions. Importantly, exclusionary
practices are rarely justified by valid reasoning. Rather, these are typically products of
racist, heteropatriarchal systems, justified by selfish and ignorant desires to dominate
(Moreton-Robinson, 2015, p. xxii). With this in mind, what makes a culture “dominant”? In
settler states, dominance is based on Western perspectives of what is considered modern
and most useful to society (Haque & Patrick, 2015, p. 32). The notion of domination is itself
a product of colonial logic. In order to dominate, there must be something to dominate—a
subject of possession (Moreton-Robinson, 2015, p. xxiv).

By framing French as the dominant language of Québec, Bill 96 inherently
perpetuates colonialism. A nation whose language proliferates becomes stronger, as more
people are able to connect linguistically and policies in this language gain perceived
legitimacy (Dunmire, 2012, p. 737). While this is potentially harmful to all non-French
languages in the province, most languages originate from a home nation-state. For example,
an Italian speaker in Québec may feel disconnected from their cultural heritage through Bill
96, but the Italian language as a whole remains unthreatened by these provincial language
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laws, as it survives within its nation-state of Italy (Taylor et al., 2008, p. 70). For Indigenous
people, this is not the case. Their languages and cultures are tied to stolen land, and
language laws truly are threats to their communities. In fact, rates of Indigenous people in
Canada who report speaking an Indigenous language have declined in recent years—the
first reported decline since 1991 (Statistics Canada, 2023). Research by Wright and
colleagues (2000) has demonstrated that Indigenous children who learn their heritage
language as a second language (with English or French as their first language) are at a
greater disadvantage in terms of language development compared to Indigenous children
in heritage language programs. With this in mind, it is no wonder Indigenous languages are
on the decline in Canada.

Through colonialism and assimilation, dominant languages will naturally expand.
Most Indigenous people throughout Canada currently speak English and/or French as
their first, second, or third language, and this is a product of colonialism (Davis, 2017).
English and French do not need laws to survive, but laws that enforce them do put
Indigenous languages at risk of survival. Standardizing a language as “dominant”
through legal requirements does more harm to groups with vulnerable languages than it
does good for the dominant group (Patrick, 2005, p. 371). In a way, the need to deem
oneself dominant is an oxymoron, for this is a symptom of vulnerability and insecurity.
How legitimate is a national language if it requires legal doctrines to be viewed as such?

Interestingly, Motha (2020) reflects on these ideas and critiques the notion of
objectivity in Western language practices. She argues that legal policies are often used to
legitimize racist practices in Western cultures, framing inequalities and hierarchies as
natural aspects of society. Since these practices are so deeply rooted in Western cultures,
it can be difficult to imagine an alternative. Motha demonstrates that Indigenous
oppression can feel almost inevitable, as it has been a reality for the entirety of Canadian
history. Why should Indigenous voices be considered in decisions related to Bill 96 when
they have always been ignored in the past? Settlers made English and French the
dominant languages and cultures of Canada, and as such it is English and French voices
that have mattered in the implementation of Bill 96.

Ironically, French culture has been presented as being “at-risk” in Québec, when
Indigenous languages and cultures on these lands were put at risk by the French (and
English). Debates between English and French speakers in Québec have been at the heart
of discussions regarding Bill 96. English speakers view themselves as being harmed by
Bill 96, while French speakers view themselves as at risk without it. However, the French
language in Québec is objectively not at risk. Information from Statistics Canada (2022)
showed that “85.5% of the Québec population [report] speaking French at home at least
on a regular basis” (p. 6). Similarly, a 2024 report found that around 56% of the Québec
population aged 15 and over spoke only French at home, and that an additional 36% spoke
French in combination with other languages at home (Institut de la statistique du Québec,
2025). Québec’s narrative of vulnerability misses the mark of who is actually at risk, taking
space away from voices that need to be heard for their survival. Centuries after initial
colonial contact, Western settlers continue to compete for dominance over these lands.
As Khawaja (2021) argues, the Western narrative of dominance is disrespectful and
incompatible with Canada’s stated commitment to reconciliation and implementing the
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Calls to Action outlined by the TRC. To revitalize Indigenous languages, we must move
away from language policies that rely on hierarchies and the ranking of cultures.
Further, by making decisions while excluding Indigenous voices, Bill 96 goes against the
principle of the TRC that states that “the preservation, revitalisation, and strengthening
of Aboriginal languages and cultures are best managed by Aboriginal people and
communities” (TRC, 2015, p. 2). How can this goal possibly be achieved if Québec
language policies are being decided entirely by the (majority French) Québec government?
Enforcing settler languages is a threat to Indigenous language revitalization and hinders
Indigenous communities’ ability to self-govern.

How are francization policies a form of colonization?

There is an interesting parallel between the terms francization and colonization. They both
end in the suffix “-ization,” which denotes the act or process of becoming. Both terms also
refer to a change that is imposed and enacted by a dominant group. Through violent
genocide, cultural assimilation, and land dispossession, the land now commonly referred to
as Canada became a colonized settler state. As evidenced by Canada’s continued racism and
disrespect towards Indigenous nations, this process is ongoing. Bill 96’s program of
francization requires reports, inspections, and strict implementation policies for
organizations to meet proper language requirements. Those who do not meet these
requirements will be at risk for legal and financial penalties, with the threat of operations
ultimately being shut down (Bill 96, 2022, p. 52). The process of francization is an
assimilation tactic. In one recent protest against Bill 96 in the Mohawk territory of
Kanien’kehda:ka, Teiotsatonteh Diabo, a Kahnawa:ke youth, stated the following: “Our
language, our culture, we feel as if it’s being attacked. We feel as if they are trying to
colonize us all over again” (Carpenter, 2022). Though these types of explicit protests have
occurred on multiple occasions throughout the province, the Québec government has done
little to address Indigenous rights under Bill 96 (Serebrin, 2022).

Francization, while framed as vital for the survival of the French language in Québec,
is a form of cultural policing. Comaroff and Comaroff (2004) refer to cultural policing as the
criminalization of cultural practices that pose a “stark challenge to the idea of a nation
unified under the law” (p. 516). Importantly, the cultural “norm” of a nation is relative to
the dominant ideologies of the state. Accordingly, the punishment for not meeting cultural
standards is also decided by the dominant state. As discussed earlier, Indigenous cultural
practices have historically been perceived as uncivilized according to Canadian and
Western standards (Haque & Patrick, 2015). Comaroff and Comaroff (2004) argue that
cultural policing is a form of colonialism, especially used to maintain power in postcolonial
states. Moreton-Robinson (2015) suggests that, settler states (including Canada) are not
postcolonial but are rather “postcolonizing,” as processes of colonialism and dispossession
are ongoing (p. 10). This makes cultural policing even more dangerous in settler states, as
the colonizer remains on the lands and is therefore well-situated to enforce constant
policing. This is especially relevant to Indigenous people who already face unwarranted
police violence (for example, Indigenous people already experience higher rates of
surveillance, arrests, and incarceration) in Canada (Jones et al., 2019). That Bill 96 will
require repeated inspections and threaten those who do not comply with legal penalties is
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a blatant form of cultural policing. How can a government possibly justify making a
language difference a breach of the law? With Indigenous cultures already perceived as
veering from the norms of Québec, Indigenous people will be especially vulnerable to
increased policing.

Outside of business operations, francization carries important implications for
government-funded services, including education. For example, English CEGEPs—post-
secondary colleges in Québec that offer pre-university and technical degrees—will have
much stricter entry requirements and fewer spots available in the coming years. These
schools will require students to take additional French courses to abide by Bill 96
(Serebrin, 2022). While it is common practice for young students to attend bilingual
English/French schools in Québec, Indigenous school boards offer a bilingual option
including students’ native language and either English or French (Serebrin, 2022). With
English being more commonly spoken across Canada and across other Indigenous
communities outside the borders of Québec, many Indigenous students opt for English
over French. Francization will now limit the ability of these students to access higher
education opportunities within the province of Québec. Many Indigenous students will
need to choose between stepping away from higher education or leaving their home
communities for English opportunities elsewhere. Creating these linguistic
disadvantages is a way for Québec to remove Indigenous students from the land, while
masking this removal as the result of Indigenous students’ personal decisions.
Considering that Indigenous students are already underrepresented in higher education
institutions in Canada (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008), Bill 96 will further discourage these
students from an academic path. This carries important economic and social
implications for potential Indigenous students and maintains institutional racism within
workplaces and higher education systems.

Indigenous CEGEP students in Montreal have begun to raise their voices over this
issue, meeting with CEGEP administrators, deans, and advisors across the province
(Stevenson, 2024). Many of these students have shared that they feel they are losing
their own languages and are being set up for failure. Faced with a choice between
preserving their own languages or learning French for the sake of a diploma, these
students are placed in an unfair position. Many are opting to study in English out of
province or are foregoing higher education entirely (Stevenson, 2024). One student,
Angela Ottereyes, stated that the new French regulations in English CEGEPS “felt like a
personal attack on [her] identity as an Indigenous person, like telling you that in order to
get a college diploma you have to learn this colonial language” (Stevenson, 2024). In
response to these students’ experiences, the directors of five English CEGEPs in Québec
have spoken out about Bill 96, collectively writing an open letter to Premier Francois
Legault requesting that Indigenous students be exempt from Bill 96 requirements
(Stevenson, 2024). While this is an important first step, it relies on the responsiveness of
the Québec government.

As argued by Teiotsatonteh Diabo, the protestor mentioned earlier, this form of
language and cultural policing recalls the punishments faced by Indigenous students for
speaking Indigenous languages in Canadian residential schools (Carpenter, 2022).
Canadian residential schools have had devastating intergenerational effects on
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Indigenous communities. Indigenous youth were torn from their families and
communities, were treated brutally, and were forced to culturally assimilate into
Canadian society (Partridge, 2010). These children were threatened with violent
punishments for speaking their home languages and were indoctrinated to view their
own languages as uncivilized. For many children, this resulted in the loss of their native
language and thereby the loss of ability to communicate within their home communities
(Partridge, 2010, p. 50). Language loss is deeply tied to violent histories of the Canadian
government’s attempts to eliminate Indigenous peoples and cultures.

With much strength and resilience, recent generations of Indigenous communities
have been able to reclaim their cultural identities, knowledge, and traditions (Wilson &
Cavender, 2005, p. 257). McCarty and Nicholas use the term “reclamation” with respect
to Indigenous languages to demonstrate that these languages “have been forcibly
subordinated in contexts of colonization” (2014, p. 106). As such, they argue that
language reclamation is an essential aspect of decolonizing and evidence of Indigenous
peoples’ perseverance and survival. Across Canada, Indigenous communities have
undertaken a variety of language revitalization efforts to rebuild and strengthen their
languages. Many communities have developed “language nest” programs in which young
children are immersed exclusively in their ancestral language surrounded by their elders
and fluent speakers (Mclvor & Anisman, 2018). Similar immersion programs can be
found in elementary and high school classrooms across the country (Mclvor & Anisman,
2018), and many have argued that Indigenous-immersion programs are the most
effective option for language revitalization (Aguilera & LeCompte, 2007; Grenoble &
Whaley, 2006). Other initiatives include mentor-apprentice programs, which pair adult
learners with fluent speakers to support language use in natural, social contexts (Hinton,
2001). In addition to in-person programs, these communities have increasingly turned
to digital tools to support language learning, including apps, online dictionaries, audio-
visual resources, and online workshops (Canadian Heritage, 2022; Mclvor et al., 2020).

Bill 96 leaves little room for language reclamation, forcing a socially dominant
language onto groups who are trying to rebuild their already vulnerable languages. The
reality of how residential schools resulted in language loss is glossed over in
contemporary government reports. For example, a 2022 Statistics Canada report on
language ascribed declines in Indigenous language usage to “incomplete transmission to
future generations” and “the aging populations speaking these languages” (p. 20).
Residential schools in Canada nearly eradicated Indigenous languages by punishing
children for speaking their mother tongue. Just as these languages are becoming
revitalized through years of reclamation and regrowth, Bill 96 will once again punish
Indigenous people for speaking their own languages.

Conclusion

[ grew up in Montreal as a bilingual English/French multiracial settler, but English is my
primary language. I remember feeling angered when I first learned about Bill 96, as I felt
my rights were being impinged upon. At a protest in downtown Montreal in May 2022, |
passed an Inuk woman resting on a bench with a handwritten sign that read “How is your
Inuktitut, Legault?” The sign referred to Francois Legault, the premier of Québec at the time
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of Bill 96’s implementation. When I first read this message,  had no idea about how Bill 96
perpetuated settler colonialism. The majority of protesters that day held signs in English,
many of which carried messages about language rights being tied to human rights. For
Indigenous people, Bill 96 impedes their nations’ rights to self-determine. Non-French
speaking settlers in Québec will survive this bill—their languages and cultures will remain
intact, whether in Québec or elsewhere. Indigenous languages and cultures are tied to land,
and land in Québec has been infiltrated and expropriated by colonizers. Bill 96 threatens
the survival of Indigenous nations, which are structured around their languages and
cultures.

Where do we go from here? Firstly, recognizing that Bill 96 is a settler colonial tool
is crucial to protect and revitalize Indigenous languages. Ellen Gabriel, a Mohawk activist
who has been a spokesperson for Indigenous rights to land and self-determination for over
30 years, argues that the revitalization of Indigenous languages first requires
acknowledging and understanding all factors that threaten the survival of these languages
(Gabriel, 2018). Recognizing ongoing tactics of colonization that manifest through laws like
Bill 96 is essential to promote resistance. However, recognizing this is only the first step. As
Gabriel argues, the

revitalization of Indigenous languages requires more financial support, the
recruitment of new speakers, the youth, more support for Indigenous language
immersion schools, curricula that emphasizes the culture of Indigenous peoples,
their history, cosmology and customs. It requires a change in attitude within
Indigenous communities to see our languages as gifts and a tool to help us—
decolonize, survive climate change and overcome the negative effects of
colonization and genocide (Gabriel, 2018).

With a provincial election approaching in Québec in Fall 2026, the future of Bill 96—and its
implications for Indigenous language rights—remain uncertain. Government funding,
exemptions from Bill 96 policies, educational support, and legal recognition could all be
strengthened, or weakened, depending on the outcome of this election. Nevertheless, the
survival of Indigenous languages does not depend on provincial policy alone. Indigenous
communities across Québec continue to assert their linguistic sovereignty through
revitalization efforts, community-led education, and intergenerational transmission
(Terraza et al.,, 2020). As Audra Simpson (2014) argues, language is a tool for both
dispossession and refusal. Indigenous nations existing within the Québec nation is in itself
a challenge to Bill 96 and to Québec’s sovereignty. Indigenous survival is a reminder that
the land commonly known as Québec does not belong to settlers. That Québec needs a legal
document to affirm French as its official and only national language is evidence of its
determination to affirm its supremacy. It is a sign that, on some level, Québec knows
French is not the inherent language of the land it claims.
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