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Abstract
Language is often used to demonstrate group membership and to establish cultural identity. When
the language is not readily available or is at risk, individuals tend to turn to other markers to
develop their cultural identity. Using Leximancer for thematic and conceptual analyses of
interviews with ten accomplished musicians in Nova Scotia, Canada, we argue that the
commitment to learning music and dance may act as a channel to learning Scottish Gaelic, a
threatened local heritage language. Drawing on Norton’s construct of investment in language
learning, we consider the extent to which participants commit to learning the language and the
music/dance for their identification to the Gaelic culture. Given that Gaelic music and dance
traditions remain healthy, even as the language is declining, the results of our research have

significant implications for language revitalisation efforts.



A Good Return on Investment? Cultural Identification through Learning Traditional
Music and Language in Gaelic Nova Scotia

Language is considered a pillar of cultural identity because it facilitates communication
among group members, promotes group feelings and provides a way of transmitting cultural
knowledge and tradition (Brown 2009; Schroeder, Lam, and Marian 2017). For the last few
decades, social psychologists have been developing theories and models of language learning
and identification patterns with the focus primarily on second language (L2) learners (see
Dornyei and Ushioda 2009). While this research has proven to be a worthwhile endeavour,
particularly in the cases of dominant global languages, we need to turn our attention to languages
at risk. Scholars have found that when a language is at risk or when there is little opportunity to
learn/use a language, people turn to other cultural markers to develop their cultural identity (Lee
2002). Here, we consider Gaelic, a heritage language in Nova Scotia, Canada. While linguistic
aspects of Gaelic culture (storytelling, singing) have diminished rapidly over the last few
decades, non-linguistic ones (music and dance) remain strong. We argue that non-linguistic
markers, which have not been extensively explored by social psychologists, can serve as a
possible alternative conduit to a Gaelic identity. By investigating the link between music/dance
and cultural identification from a social-psychological perspective, we assess the processes
underlying the role of cultural markers like music — often influenced by the socio-cultural
context — in the identification process.

Our approach applies Norton’s (1995, 2013, 2020) construct of investment, which has
been employed in L2 learning and identification, to the heritage language/identification context.
We propose that, compared to language, it may be initially more appealing for learners to invest

in non-linguistic markers like music and dance while establishing their Gaelic identity, and we



contemplate what this means for language revitalisation efforts. Specifically, although music and
dance may be practitioners’ initial and primary encounter with Gaelic culture, they may also be a
gateway to developing interest in learning the language. Our participants are accomplished
musicians with varying degrees of Gaelic proficiency (beginner, intermediate, advanced/fluent),
facilitating an assessment of investment behaviour, language perceptions and identification
patterns as they relate to differing levels of language proficiency.
Norton’s Theory of Investment

For the last few decades, Norton (1995, 2013, 2019) has worked to reconceptualise the
relationship between language and identity by examining the sociolinguistic context and the wide
range of identities that can emerge. A key concept in Norton’s formulation of language and
identity — a construct she calls investment — considers the individual’s social histories and
multiple desires (2013, 2020; see also Clément and Norton 2021). When an individual learns a
target language, they afford themselves the opportunity to acquire outcomes like social status and
more identity options in the future. Significantly, Norton’s concept of investment was not
designed to replace theories of language learning motivation. Rather, she argues that investment
theory complements motivational constructs by accounting for changes in learners’ commitment
and engagement under specific circumstances, exemplified by the student who is a highly
motivated language learner, but who is not invested in the language practices of the classroom
because they do not meet the student’s expectations (Norton 2013). In such instances, Norton
argues that the learners should not be labelled as ‘unmotivated’, but instead as ‘not invested’ in
the language practices of a classroom.

Drawing on Anderson (1991), Norton’s theory also addresses imagined identities and

imagined communities (1995, 2013). Learners who decide to invest in learning a language do so



because they aspire to obtain a desirable identity, which includes affiliation with an attractive
community. Norton uses the term ‘imagined’ because these identities and communities exist in
the learner’s imagination before community interaction and affiliation actually occur. An early
language learner, for instance, may not be able to associate with members of a desired
community (yet), but the learner can hope that over time and with increased language
proficiency, the possibility of affiliation with the target community will come to fruition. The
desire to engage with others and create future relationships can impact language learners’
behaviours and investment (Warriner 2007).

To date, Norton’s work has primarily focused on pedagogical practices in learning
relatively robust languages readily available to learners, but what about languages that are
endangered or in decline? It is particularly important to get learners to invest the time and effort
into learning such languages to fluency if endangered languages are to be sustained into the
future. Scottish Gaelic is an endangered heritage language globally. Although it has been spoken
in Nova Scotia since settlers arrived, predominantly in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, it currently has few speakers and relatively few opportunities exist for those who wish
to learn and use the language. The notion of investment may be particularly relevant in this
context and highlights an important limitation of earlier research on language and cultural
identification: namely, that research often treated cultural identity as fixed and stable. In more
recent approaches, identity is, instead, understood to be fluid and socially constructed (Cho 2014;
Creese et al. 2006; Phinney 2003). Cultural identification is, therefore, subject to change
depending on the situation and interactions with others (Morgan 2007). One implication is that
cultural identities can be negotiated between groups based on the social context and availability

of the language within that context. In situations where it is challenging to learn the language



(like Gaelic), individuals may contest any assertion that the language must be a central feature of
their cultural identification. Specifically, language does not have to be the primary or only source
of cultural identification. Group members may recognise this and agree that the socio-cultural
context has different consequences for language learning, which can alter the way cultural group
membership is defined. In Nova Scotia, non-Gaelic speakers may choose to invest in other, more
available cultural markers to develop and display their identity as Gaels.
Gaelic Language and Music

The Gaelic language and culture has been a central feature of Nova Scotia since tens of
thousands of Gaelic-speaking settlers arrived in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. In 1901, more than 75% of the population of several eastern Nova Scotia counties
spoke Gaelic (Kennedy 2002) but out-migration and urbanisation decimated Gaelic-speaking
communities and Nova Scotia’s Office of Gaelic Affairs estimates that there are fewer than 2000
speakers and learners in the province today. Efforts have been made in the province to protect the
language and culture. For instance, the Office of Gaelic Affairs was established in 2006 to act as
a liaison between government and community partners to increase Gaelic learning opportunities
in Nova Scotia. Gaelic language is taught in a small number of elementary and secondary

schools (see https://gaelic.co/ns-gaelic-education/ for a history of Gaelic in Nova Scotia’s public

schools) and a privately funded Gaelic-immersion primary school opened in September 2021.
Further, the Highland Village Museum, Celtic Music Interpretive Centre, and the Gaelic College
encourage visitors to experience and learn about all aspects of Gaelic identity. Those efforts have
had a positive effect, but the Gaelic language is still rarely used outside of classrooms and a
small number of cultural events. When it comes to Gaelic language renewal, there is a sense of

urgency, and the future of the language remains tenuous.



Gaelic music in Nova Scotia has fared far better than the language. In fact, traditional
music is thriving, and features prominently at annual festivals like KitchenFest!, the Halifax
Celtic Festival, and the Celtic Colours International Festival. A plethora of internationally
recognised musicians from Cape Breton (in the eastern part of Nova Scotia), such as Natalie
MacMaster and Ashley Maclsaac, have elevated the visibility and status of traditional Gaelic
music. Historically, piping, fiddling and other forms of music and dance were taught informally
at home and normally transmitted within families. Young people continue to be exposed to music
and dance in homes while cultural institutions, such as the Gaelic College, provide formal
learning opportunities. Private and group lessons are readily available (both in person and,
increasingly, virtually), and public events — such as square dances, sessions, and festivals —
provide opportunities for both exposure and performance. So, unlike the Gaelic language, there
are many avenues to choose from for those interested in learning the non-linguistic features of
the Gaelic culture.

Ideally, people would invest in their heritage language to not only build their cultural
identity, but to contribute to the survival of the language. However, in the present context, with
relatively few opportunities to learn and use Gaelic, it is difficult for learners to invest the time
and effort it takes to learn a language, however motivated they may be. Meanwhile, music is so
readily accessible that it is ideally suited to building a Gaelic identity through cultural knowledge
and skills, and musical community networks. While a certain threshold of language proficiency
is necessary to communicate with other speakers, this is not the case with music. People can
enjoy Gaelic music and connect with members of the cultural group without any language or
musical proficiency. Although they may not be able to sing along or understand the lyrics,

audiences can still enjoy and respond to musical sound. Given the music’s availability in terms of



exposure and learning opportunities, it would be relatively easy to encourage people to invest in
traditional music and dance.

This is not to say that language can be merely replaced by other cultural markers in the
construction of cultural identity. As the concept of investment suggests, identities are socially
constructed, so we need to account for the fact that, in contexts such as Gaelic Nova Scotia, the
language holds a certain level of importance for some group members at least some of the time
(Blackledge and Creese 2008). Language is not merely a symbol or marker of identity, so we
must consider what cultural groups believe about their language. In Gaelic culture, some claim
that Gaelic fluency is necessary to play instrumental music with an authentically traditional style
and sound (see Sparling 2014). Essentially, some believe that, when playing a tune, musicians
should be thinking of associated Gaelic lyrics (called puirt-a-beul or mouth music). While no
empirical evidence actually links language fluency and the Gaelic sound, the point is that as
people choose to invest in Gaelic music to construct their Gael identity and, as they become
more musically proficient, they may become increasingly aware of the perception that language
fluency is important to achieving the traditional sound. Although the sense of importance of the
language to the music and Gael identity may come later for those who invest in the music first,
they may eventually make room for language as part of their Gael identity. In this way, Gaelic
music could be a gateway to the language for those who were not initially interested in the
language until they started playing the music.

The Present Study

To compare the experiences of learning the linguistic and non-linguistic expressive forms

of Gaelic culture among musicians living in Nova Scotia, we employed a qualitative approach.

Through in-depth interviews, we asked participants to describe their musical/dance backgrounds,



their language and music learning experiences, and their identification with Gaelic culture. Our
sample size is small and non-random, but the participants have close ties and are active members
of the Gaelic community. They are, therefore, capable of addressing the issues of interest in this
study.

The following research questions guided our analysis and assisted us in obtaining a better
understanding of how Gaelic identity is developed among these traditional musicians in a context
where learning and using the Gaelic language is a challenge:

Research Question 1: How do the Gaelic language learning experiences in this context

compare to Gaelic music/dance learning experiences among the three groups of Gaelic

speakers?

Research Question 2: To what extent do the participants invest in the Gaelic language and
music/dance, and are there differences across the three groups of Gaelic speakers?
Method

Participants

Ten individuals (six men, four women) participated in this study. All of them live in Nova
Scotia although one is not originally from the province, and one lives on the mainland while all
the others live on Cape Breton Island. They range in age from 20 to 50 years. The participants
are all proficient musicians who play fiddle, bagpipes, piano, guitar, and/or sing, while several
are step dancers. All the participants are also Gaelic language learners with varying degrees of
fluency. Nine come from families of traditional musicians and/or dancers, and nine have or had
Gaelic-speaking parents or grandparents. They can be divided into three groups based on their
Gaelic fluency — beginners who only know a few words (n = 4), intermediate speakers (n = 3),

and advanced/fluent (n = 3). None of them speaks Gaelic as a first language.
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Procedure

We interviewed the participants face-to-face using a convergent interviewing technique
(see Dick 1990; Driedger et al. 2006), asking about their musical/dance backgrounds, language
learning experiences and perceptions of the Gael identity. The interview began with one or two
planned questions about the participant’s musical background and language learning experiences,
but new ideas and directions emerged as the interview progressed. Participation in the study was
voluntary. Participants were informed that they could refuse to answer any of the questions or
withdraw from the study at any time. The interviews each lasted approximately one hour, and
they were recorded and later transcribed for analysis.

Results

To address the research questions in this study, we analysed the data using Leximancer
4.5 (Smith and Humphreys 2006), a text-mining software program that identifies key themes
(general topics) and concepts (specific topics that make up the general topics) in a text.
Information about the program, the manual, and tutorials are available on the software’s website

(www.leximancer.com). Leximancer works by extracting semantic and relational co-occurrence

information and mapping the concepts and their connections. Concept relationships are
determined by their actual use in the text, rather than by pre-existing semantic, syntactic, or
discursive categories. Concepts that appear close together on the map also tend to appear
frequently in the same context within the text. These ‘concept clusters’ are grouped by themes
according to the most connected concept in the grouping. The size of the concept (as represented
by the dot behind the concept name) indicates its frequency in the text. Specifically, concepts

that are relatively large on the map appear more often (compared to smaller concepts) in the text.
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Once the map has been generated, the researcher can explore each concept and its connections
through lexico-grammatical analyses.

The map (Figure 1) presents the most prominent concepts and clusters. A visual analysis
of the map shows a distinct separation of the three groups, indicating that unique concept clusters
are associated with beginner, intermediate and advanced/fluent Gaelic speakers. Examples of
concepts closest to the beginner speakers are ‘fiddle’, ‘played’, ‘step’, ‘dancing’, ‘piano’,
‘lesson’, and ‘pipe’. This suggests that concepts relating to music and dance were mentioned
more frequently by beginner speakers. An examination of those concepts showed that beginner
Gaelic speakers primarily discussed their path to becoming musicians/dancers. Concepts nearest
the intermediate speakers were ‘certain’, ‘sound’, ‘young’, ‘music’, ‘people’, and ‘Cape Breton’.
Those concepts revealed that intermediate speakers were focused on the traditional sound of
Gaelic music, and the increasing interest of young people in Cape Breton music. Finally, the
concepts closest to the advanced/fluent speakers were ‘song’, ‘speak’, ‘English’, ‘language’,
‘Gaelic’, ‘community’. By examining these concepts, we found that advanced/fluent speakers
spoke mainly about the loss of the Gaelic language, their path to learning Gaelic, and the
challenges they and others face in learning and speaking Gaelic in the community.

Figure 1

Concept map of Gaelic language and music/dance learning experiences
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For our more in-depth analyses, we were interested in the participants’ experiences and
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opportunities learning the Gaelic language and music/dance. For each of the analyses, we have

provided sample extracts, indicating the participant’s Gaelic language fluency and gender in

parentheses. We selected extracts that we felt best illustrated the overall theme.

Exposure to Gaelic Music and Dance
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We explored the mapped concepts that seemed to relate to Gaelic music and dance (e.g.
fiddle, piano, lessons, dance, music, singing) to examine how our participants developed their
musical/dance abilities. Specifically, we were interested in how and when they were exposed to
those non-linguistic features of the culture, and how they have progressed and shared their
musical/dance talents over the years. Our findings showed that participants were introduced to
the non-linguistic features of the Gaelic culture from an early age.

- My parents, at the forefront, loved the music. It was playing all the time, always. Often

[it was] the case that we couldn’t walk yet but Dad was moving our feet to the music,

hoping that something would take. I think I started around [age] four with dance.

(Beginner speaker, female)

- The most central, early childhood experience to me in my music would be attending the

Broad Cove concert at age three. One of my oldest [memories] was when Ashley

Maclsaac played. I asked for a fiddle from Santa Claus shortly after seeing this

performance from Ashley. I have VHS tapes of me as a three-year-old just really trying to

bow the [fiddle] in half. (Intermediate speaker, male)

- On both my Mom and my Dad’s side, there were plenty of musicians. So I got to, first

off, grow up at a very young age hearing it. So it didn’t take me long before I wanted to

make noise too. My earliest memory of picking up an instrument, it was a very young
age. I barely remember it. There’s pictures of myself and my brothers just picking up an
old fiddle with two strings on it and just banging on pots and pans. (Advanced/fluent
speaker, male)

The participants’ families created opportunities for their children to connect with the

Gaelic community through music/dance and they strongly encouraged them to learn this aspect
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of the culture. The participants were keen to learn and put in the effort necessary to become
proficient. This is not to say that the task of learning music/dance was easy for them. One
participant described his path toward learning to play the pipes as very challenging:
- When your very first day trying to play the pipes, all you get is a big honk here and then
a big honk there. When you get past that to get a long sound and then you can get two
long sounds and then you can get the chanter to sound for a minute and go up a scale and
back down. The progress might not be so audible to some listener from far away, but
when you’re the person [playing], this progress gets very addictive. (Intermediate
speaker, male)
The opportunities to learn music/dance were varied and readily available to participants.
As a result, they began learning music/dance at a very early age, and often learned to play
multiple instruments. Several engaged in diverse musical activities, such as playing in pipe
bands, creating albums, and teaching music to others. Participants recalled that their parents took
them to dances and ceilidhs where they were surrounded by Gaelic music.
- [Square dances] were just a complement to what we had done all the time. To us, going
to a concert was part of that traditional sphere of our lives and the dances were another
aspect. We’d go to Glencoe [a popular weekly all-ages square dance in rural Cape
Breton]. I suppose it’s still the mentality but if there was a really important fiddler that
was there or something special about it, you made darned sure you didn’t miss that dance.
(Beginner speaker, female)
- Every Saturday, our mother would take us to the square dances in West Mabou. The
dances didn’t start until 10:00. It would be a two hour drive. She would take us pretty

much faithfully every Saturday, rain or snow, sun — whatever! — we would go ... our
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parents would take us to the Gaelic Society concerts on Tuesday nights. I mean, when the

opportunity was there to take the fiddle out, I’d always be there to hear it. I was happy

going to Mabou to the square dances or wherever the music was. (Beginner speaker,
female)

Overall, the findings show that participants had many opportunities to learn Gaelic
music/dance both inside and outside of the home. All of the participants indicated that being a
part of the Gaelic dance/music community was important to them, and, for this reason, they were
willing to invest their time and energy into learning those non-linguistic aspects of their culture.
Gaelic Language Learning

We examined concepts on the map relating to language (e.g. Gaelic, speak, language,
English) to explore the participants’ Gaelic language learning experiences and perceptions of
learning opportunities in the province. We found that their language learning experiences
differed notably from their music/dance learning experiences. Some of our participants had no
exposure to Gaelic in their families at all. Other participants indicated that there were Gaelic
speakers in their family, but the language was not transmitted to them. Participants described
situations where Gaelic was spoken among adults (family or friends), but it was not directed at
children.

- Family members, mother and father, none [had Gaelic]. Zilch. Zip. Not a thing. My

father grew up just outside [name of town] so there was no Gaelic influence there at all.

(Advanced/fluent speaker, female)

- Some of my great aunts and uncles had some Gaelic. It would have been their father —

so my great grandfather — he was a fluent Gaelic speaker. All these ten great aunts and

uncles who were all fantastic musicians and step dancers, some of them picked up a little
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Gaelic but I don’t recall them speaking Gaelic per se growing up [where]as I do recall
them playing music and step dancing and doing everything else. They had a little bit of
Gaelic, but they didn’t really make a strong effort to learn and to take it forward with
them like they did the music. (Beginner speaker, male)

One participant recalled her trips to fiddle lessons with some of the other children’s
parents:

- Well they just communicated to themselves. If she had an aside to him, she would speak

to him in Gaelic. But she wouldn’t [speak Gaelic] for the rest of us, knowing that the rest

of us really didn’t have any Gaelic. (Beginner speaker, female)

Since the participants were not taught Gaelic by their families, several of them sought
opportunities to learn Gaelic outside the home. In the 1970s, two native Gaelic speakers and
teachers from Scotland were invited to relocate to Cape Breton to address the growing interest in
learning Gaelic. What began as informal learning outside of school eventually turned into an
accredited school subject. There are also accredited courses at the university level. However, the
number of formal Gaelic learning opportunities in schools is still very limited in Nova Scotia. All
the participants indicated that they wanted to learn Gaelic at some point in their lives. Some
participants opted to take Gaelic in university, but they felt that the structure of the courses did
not meet their expectations, so they found it difficult to commit to learning.

- I felt good enough that when I went to [university], I took my first two years ... [Prof X

taught] the first two years [while] the third year was [taught by Prof Y], that was

different. He didn’t have it as structured, from what I’m told. They’d read poetry and

passages. It was going to be a very different type of Gaelic class and I just didn’t feel that
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I was going to be in the position to get enough out of it. So I didn’t take it. (Beginner

speaker, female)

- I have a few words that I have just learned. I guess the other thing is, I’'m more of a

hands-on kind of person and I actually was thinking about taking Gaelic here [at the

university] this year. But where it’s through correspondence, I don’t think I’d get much
out of it. (Beginner speaker, female)

The intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers achieved their Gaelic proficiency
primarily through immersive experiences. Several of them indicated that they liked learning
through immersion because the focus was on conversation (as opposed to reading, writing,
phonetics).

- [Working at] The Highland Village ... was my first immersion experience of any kind.

There were parts that would feel like immersion where two people would be conversing

in Gaelic for an extended time during a ceilidh at the Highland Village. You would hear

the language through song and just being spoken. You would hear a story and then hear it
translated. Just many, many hours clocked being exposed to the sounds. (Intermediate
speaker, male)

- I think [that] in order to be considered fluent in the language, you should be able to read

and write and speak comfortably enough. So I definitely needed that [instruction]. The

only frustrating part about it was that I really felt like my Gaelic language learning or my

Gaelic skills overall were going at a very slow incline. It wasn’t until I got into

immersion where the focus not just on reading and writing but it was on speaking and

comprehending that I felt like I kind of was getting somewhere. (Advanced/fluent

speaker, male)
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The concepts pertaining to language were clustered around the advanced/fluent Gaelic

speakers on the map, signalling that this was a prominent topic for them. They described their

language learning experiences as very challenging.

- Everybody thought [the language] was useless. I got raked over the coals. ‘It’s so
useless.” You were supposed to become an engineer — a woman engineer — so you’d get a
job and you’d make lots of money. ‘What are you ever gonna do with Gaelic? It’s a dead
language. Who are you gonna speak to: tombstones in the cemetery?’ (Advanced/fluent
speaker, female)

Another fluent speaker described his frustration at having to take conscious, deliberate

steps to learn Gaelic instead of learning it through exposure in the home:

- [To learn Gaelic,] You need to go to a workshop or you need to go to immersion or you
need to do something that takes you out of your home environment. Everything becomes
an outside experience where you have to go to someone, some place, some institutional
organization that basically helps teach you or helps you learn more about your language
and your culture. (Advanced/fluent speaker, male)

Advanced speakers explained in detail that learning Gaelic to fluency was not an easy

task for them, not just due to a lack of opportunities, but also because they were actively
discouraged from learning the language. They also strongly advocated for increased

opportunities to learn Gaelic in the community.

In sum, our participants indicated that their Gaelic language learning opportunities were

very limited. Gaelic was not taught/transmitted to them when they were young. Participants were

often disappointed by the structure of available Gaelic courses, indicating that they preferred

more immersive language experiences. Since immersion was not always readily available,
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several participants felt that they could not commit to language learning. Thus, compared to the
non-linguistic aspects of the culture, investing in learning Gaelic was significantly more
challenging.
The Role of Gaelic in Traditional Music

Through our visual analysis of the map, we noted that as Gaelic language proficiency
increased, there was greater emphasis on language-related concepts, and that there was a cluster
of concepts near the intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers that included ‘music’,
‘traditional’, ‘culture’, ‘Gaelic’, ‘language’, ‘singing’, ‘able’ and ‘speak’. The proximity of the
concepts to one another, and to the advanced/fluent and intermediate Gaelic speakers, suggested
that they appeared frequently together in the text among those groups of participants. We
explored this cluster and found that advanced/fluent and intermediate speakers often discussed
the importance of having an appreciation for the Gaelic language in producing traditional music.
Participants did not suggest that musicians must be fluent in Gaelic. Rather, they argued that if
you want to be a traditional musician, you should at least recognise the importance of Gaelic to
the music.

- We’re just not using Latin words; we’re using Gaelic words to get across the meaning of

rhythm. There is a bit of dialogue related to if someone ‘has to’ be a Gaelic speaker in

order to be a master. I don’t [personally] think it’s on that level. But I think learning

Gaelic has immensely helped my playing, I’ll say that personally. (Intermediate speaker,

male)

- I think the sound of the language itself, the approach to pronunciation, has had a direct

influence on my bowing and my grace notes. The general sound of the language is kind

of ringing in my ears when I’m playing. (Intermediate speaker, male)
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- Yes, without a doubt [music brought me to the language]. Or the music is the realization

of how I got to Gaelic I think. (Advanced/fluent speaker, female)

- I felt like even without the language, to a certain degree I was able to learn how to play

like a Gaelic speaker would or like someone who was in tune with the culture. My view

towards it has changed. Now, after hearing more Gaelic song and the language, knowing
the language, I can hear that more in the embellishments on the fiddle and the pipes.

(Advanced/fluent speaker, male)

- I became much more keenly aware of how songs actually, probably should be sung or

the nuances in songs or aspects of traditional music. I would say that intimately knowing

the language is beneficial on so many levels. (Advanced/fluent speaker, male)

Thus, for the intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers, music fuelled their interest in
learning the language, and as they became more linguistically proficient, the role of the language
in their musicianship became even more important to them.

The relationship between the language and the music/dance was not a prominent topic
among beginner Gaelic speakers, but they did feel that the language can be heard in the music.
For instance:

- Cape Breton music is so thythmical and it’s a characteristic that people know all over

the world that even when Fred Morrison, a famous piper that was here during Celtic

Colours from Scotland, he made a comment about how ... that it’s just so rhythmical, the

Cape Breton style of piping. I think that really goes back to the language and that

tradition. (Beginner speaker, male)

Beginner speakers did not believe that you had to be highly proficient in the language to

be considered a true Gaelic musician.
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- I’ve seen some incredible musicians that just nail it and probably do a better job of
playing Cape Breton tunes and the Cape Breton style — and they live in Russia. (Beginner
speaker, female)

The beginner speakers were aware of the debate concerning language fluency and the
Gaelic ‘sound’, but they said that this is not why they wanted to learn Gaelic. Rather, their
interest in learning Gaelic stemmed from the feeling that they were missing a part of the culture,
particularly when they interacted with more proficient speakers.

- When I did have the choice [to learn Gaelic], there’s been a lot of people that have said

[that] you’re a legitimate musician if you’re tied to the Gaelic community. I’'m from

[name of small town in Nova Scotia]. By birthright you should be a good fiddler. It

doesn’t mean I’ve done everything because of those societal pressures. If nothing else,

I’ve heard from my parents, my grandparents, and everybody else in Cape Breton that the

joke is ten times better in Gaelic than it is in English. So I feel like I’m missing out on

something and that’s been a huge part of it [the desire to learn Gaelic]. (Beginner speaker,
female)

The intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers highlighted the importance of the Gaelic
language to their sense of identity, to the culture and to the sound of traditional music. However,
they also recognised that the Gaelic identity is made up of many components, and that language
is only one part of being a Gael:

- To me, being a Gael is more than the language. It’s more of a cultural, familial, passing

down tradition and values than it is being the ‘look at me speak Gaelic’, know what I

mean? So I think, to me, being a Gael is more ... it’s more about that whole package than

it is being well-versed in one aspect of a culture. I find there’s that big disparity about
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being a traditional Gael and living up to the expectation of being a traditional Gael. Then

realizing that culture can’t be stagnant. That it needs to grow and be fluid and move.

(Advanced/fluent speaker, female)

Taken together, our findings indicate that participants were strongly encouraged to learn
music/dance, but actively discouraged to learn Gaelic. Investing in the language was more
challenging, but it was generally recognised as an important component of traditional Gaelic
music. Beginner speakers wanted to learn Gaelic, but were not committed to the kind of learning
experiences available to them. Commitment to language learning occurred primarily among
those afforded immersion learning experiences. Intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers saw
the value of the language to their Gaelic sound as their Gaelic language proficiency increased.
Thus, when they recognised the benefits of the language to their music, they became more
invested in learning Gaelic.

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to explore music as a possible primary source of Gaelic
cultural identification among musicians living in Nova Scotia. The findings of this study
demonstrate the value of applying extant L2 learning theories — like Norton’s theory of
investment — to the heritage language context, where opportunities to learn and use the target
language are limited. We examined participants’ exposure to both the linguistic and non-
linguistic aspects of Gaelic culture, as well as their learning experiences. The participants in this
study had varying levels of Gaelic fluency, so we were able to assess any notable differences in
their identification to the culture or commitment to learning the language and/or music

associated with their linguistic proficiency.
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According to Norton (2013, 2019), learners invest in learning a language because they
believe that they will acquire a range of resources that will increase their social status and
provide them with more identity options in the future. The learner’s imagined
identity/community influences their behavioural choices and provides insight into their goals.
Norton points out that, although called ‘imagined’, these identities and communities are very real
to the learner. Just imagining that we can connect with a group of people can have a profound
impact on our investment decisions. Our findings revealed that early exposure to the Gaelic
language was virtually non-existent for our participants. Although many of them had Gaelic
speakers in their family and their family’s circle of friends, the language was deliberately not
directed at them. One of our participants indicated that the language was described as ‘useless’
and ‘dead’. It would likely be very difficult for a learner to develop an imagined
identity/community centred on the desire to communicate with members of the Gaelic
community, when, from an early age, they are told that those communities do not exist. Under
these circumstances, it would be challenging for learners to invest in learning a language that
they could not visualise using at some point in the future. Indeed, studies have found that second
generation immigrants often do not see the value in learning their heritage language, and instead
invest in learning the language (e.g. English) that they could see themselves using in the future
(see Kim and Chao 2009).

Our group of participants included intermediate and advanced/fluent speakers, so clearly,
at some point, they committed to learning Gaelic. In our analyses concerning the participants’
Gaelic learning experiences, we found that changes in commitment to learning the language
occurred when participants were exposed to Gaelic through immersion courses designed to

support language learners. Immersive language learning allows learners to interact with target
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language speakers (Roskvist et al. 2014) and we found that this was the preferred learning
method among all our participants. Since they viewed Gaelic as conversational, they did not put
in the time or effort to learn the language when the focus was primarily on grammar and
phonetics. During their immersive experiences, participants were surrounded by Gaelic speakers.
This may have allowed them to more easily imagine themselves as fluent speakers able to
communicate with others in the community at some point in the future. The beginner speakers
with whom we spoke did not have immersion opportunities when they first started learning the
language, and they indicated that once the learning context did not match their expectations, they
put in less effort to learn the language, and instead focused on music as their primary
identification with the culture.

Our findings indicated that participants’ exposure to the non-linguistic aspects of the
Gaelic culture was significantly greater than their exposure to the language. As very young
children, often before they could even walk and talk, they were introduced to the music and
dance by their parents, extended family, and others in the Gaelic music community. Preferences
for the music of one’s culture can appear as early as six months old (Soley and Hannon 2010).
Many of our participants described being born into Gaelic music and dance, making these
features of the culture a central part of their identity — even before they developed any
music/dance proficiency. Unlike the language, families were eager to impart the music and dance
to their children. So, in addition to an abundance of opportunities to learn the music and dance,
participants received a great deal of support and encouragement from their family and
community to learn the music. Thus, there was a commitment on both the part of the individual
and the community. Music serves as an important marker of social group membership and bonds

group members when playing music together (Van der Hoeven, Janssen, and Driessen 2016). In
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this context, there is great value placed on Gaelic music and dance, so investing in these aspects
of the culture would be seen as a worth-while endeavour. One of our participants, at the age of
three, knew he wanted to learn to play fiddle after seeing Ashley Maclsaac perform in concert.
Since the participants were surrounded by accomplished musicians, becoming a great player like
Maclsaac is a tangible goal. It would be easy for them to imagine a time and place in the future
when it could happen. In this context, participants who put the time and effort into learning the
music and dance could envision getting a good return on their investment. Specifically, learning
the music/dance would place them within the Gaelic music community, which is a very desirable
aspect of their Gaelic identity.

In the present context, people tend to commit to the music more than the language. So,
what does this mean for the future of Gaelic? For revitalisation efforts to be successful, we need
to get people to invest in the language the way they do the music/dance. Often, fear-based
techniques (i.e. those that emphasise the perils of language loss) are used to entice people into
learning their heritage language, but studies show that these tend to be ineffective (King 2007).
Our findings concerning the role of the Gaelic language in producing traditional music may offer
some insight into a better strategy. As Sparling (2014) notes, the debate over whether it is
necessary to be a fluent Gaelic speaker to achieve the traditional Gaelic sound is relatively new.
Nevertheless, all our participants were aware of the perception that Gaelic fluency is important if
you want to be considered an authentic Gaelic musician. One of our participants said that she
produces traditional music, but she felt that she would have a better or more culturally valued
sound if she were more proficient in Gaelic. Thus, there appears to be a divide within the

music/dance community that is founded in the language.
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The traditional sound of Gaelic music was a particularly prominent topic among
intermediate speakers, and they frequently credited that sound to the Gaelic language.
Intermediate speakers said that they gained a greater appreciation for the role of Gaelic in
producing traditional music, and some noticed a difference in their playing as they gained
linguistic fluency. We do not know if there was an actual change in their playing, but that may
not be important. Their perception of a change influenced their behaviour, and they began to see
the benefits of learning Gaelic from a different perspective. Over time, as they develop greater
proficiency in Gaelic, they may place the language in a position of higher importance to their
identification as Gaels and as Gaelic musicians. Indeed, the language was a predominant topic
among advanced/fluent speakers, who emphasised the importance of Gaelic to the culture. This
is consistent with earlier research positing that language proficiency may determine the
importance of language to cultural identification (Giles and Johnson 1987; Te Huia 2017).

It is important to note that intermediate speakers did not argue that one must be highly
proficient in Gaelic to be a traditional musician. Rather, they believed that you should at least
acknowledge the importance of the language to the sound of Gaelic music. Reframing Gaelic
fluency as important to becoming an authentic Gaelic musician may positively influence people’s
investment in learning the language. Specifically, an individual interested in the music may, in
time, commit to learning the language because they see it as a way to raise their social status
among traditional musicians in the community.

Conclusions

Music is a human universal and every culture has its own form of music. Groups use

music to establish a unique identity, and people can signal their group membership to others with

their musical choices. In the case of heritage cultures, when the linguistic features are not
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available or in decline, music may become the central lifeline to the culture. The results of this
study suggest that music may serve to elevate the importance of the language to cultural identity.
Our findings show that early cultural identification is rooted in Gaelic music, but with greater
linguistic proficiency, language becomes more central to how people connect to their culture.
This study supports the notion that we need to move beyond issues of motivation in exploring
language learning and identification. Norton’s concept of investment considers the fact that we
live very complex lives, but that we are willing to invest in endeavours that will produce desired
outcomes. Reframing the importance of Gaelic and connecting it to other features of the culture

may be the small step we need to breathe life back into the language.
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