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An elementary overview of the influence of French in English
and vice versa
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Lectrrrer in Fi"ench

Raiarata Unrversity of Sri Lanka

Language rs the princtple tool rvhich ilfferentiates man from animals. Unlike
auit-nais, ntan is able to generate an unlimiteci ur-rmber of soi:ncis and utter a specific
sl'stem oi"sounds which we call 'language'. Though animals too are able to cornniunicate
utth eacir otfier to some extent, it's very limited and it's limited to their kind. Yet man
has reacheci the zenith in his civilization ivith the help of 'human language' which
produces irinoi'aiive, unlimited and simple and complex utterances.

As we are aware, ali tire people in this globe do not use only one human language.
Due to geographical variations, culture, religion, politics and heritage, people have
divided themselves into many a language. It has been estimated that around five thousand
languages exist all over the world. Anong them, English and French languages have
gained a higher reputation. Engiish has already become a global ianguage and an
intenrational lingua franca (linking language) over four hundred million native speakers
:rnc1 ior,rghiy the saile number u,ho speak it as a second language. Al1 the five continents
iise English as therr mothct tongue. official langr-rage (language used in government,
aclministration and education at national, regional or 1oca1 lerrel), loreign language or
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vehicular iaugLrage (lar-rguage useci as a means of communication by speakers of different
iangulge:.1.

Similarly, French is also spoken on every conlinent and presently over seventy
seven million first language speakers and another fifty one miilion second language
speahers use it as their mother tongue, officiai language, r,ehicular language, vernacuiar
Ian'qr-rage,:r foreign language. According to the number of speakers, French goes to the
tcnth or cleventh position behind Chinese, English, Hindi, Spanish, Russian, Arabic,
l1enga1i, Portuguese, Vialay and possibiy Japanese. Yet, as a rvorld language, it is second
oniy to English with its presence throughout the world and its cultural prestige,
irrespective of the number of speakers.

Therefore it's apparent that both English and French play a dominant role on
e\/el'y continent in tl-re globe. Histor-v prorrides clues that French lvas nsed as the language
oi"trttcrlation:rl diplomacy fi'om the I7tl- lo the 20tl' centuries. Toda.v. Engirsh is the matn
cotlteitdcr foi tltc itosiiion o1-rvorlc'l lingria lranca. l'hereiore, the observatron of rise and
ibll of these trvo iangua-ees togelirer n rtit its iomter and preserli stailrs rvould be
signrficant. French rviricli held the crcwn earirer has graclually iost its statr,rs and English
rvirich nourished itself by the lexicon ol nlost of the languages has already reache<i ihe
summit. This observation rvoiild be a compadson of these two pow,ers. The history spi
even the present status reveal the sirlilaritres and disparities existing betu,een the tlvo
laneuages, tl"re dominance and the prestige that each language enjoy and the rvay in rvhich
tire lu'o ianguages are connected and affect each oiher. The very example to manifest the
dominance of French over Fnglish in old days is the Middle English period rrhrch runs
fiom the begiming of the L2thcentury until tlie middle of the 15tl'. This period marks the
graciual decay of Old English (Anglo Saxon traditions arrd iiterarl, practices) and lhe
sudden emergence of French" Witir the Norman Conquest (1066AD), French rvas rapiCl1,
established iu pou'er. French speaking noblemen, abbots and bishops took over the
go\:elxment adminrstraiiou, educatron and hteratLrre. Within trventy years of tlie ilr asiou,
all the rellgioLrs houses *'ere under the sr-rperior Frenchmen. Englishbecame the language
of the conlnton man and the lori'er classes. Authors lvrote iiterature in Frencit and not in
L,ngiish. For all practical purposes, English was no longer a written language. Chrrches
and uronasteries were gradually filied with French speakers rather than English speaker-s.
Bilingualism became a common feature especially among those who deait rvitli tr;oth the
nobility and the commoners. With this social upireaval, English language too underu,ent
changes. English people learnt French in orcler to gain advantages from the aristocracy
and the people in por,ver. Also. the baronial staff leamt English in order to keep dail.v .l
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contact with iocal communities. Yet there's hardly any sign of English being used among

the new hierarchy and this situation confinued for over a century.

As the time passes, English regained its status within the 12th century itself

tlrrou_sl.] social interactions iike marriages between the French and the English. Yet

l:i-enci'r continueC to be Lrscd in parliament, collrts and in public proceedings. The

beginning oi the cirrlrnution of French comnlences with the conflict u'ith king Ph1lip of
iriurce b,y ;ohn of England ancl ti-ris led uitimateiy to the hundred years of war (1337-

i,453). Engiish nationaiism grerv with this and in 7362; Engiish rvas used lor the llrst time

at the openrng of Pariiament. Significant personaiities like Queen Elizabeth, Shakespeare

and Samuei Jonson contributed a iot to the rise of the English language. This entire

historicai story marks ihe infl.ience of French over Engiish. The stock of French words

rlolred into rire Engirsh iangLiage prove this interaction and relationship vividly.

Stock of Frenchlvgrds and expressions borrowed into English

The French language has had a profonnd influence on the developrnent of the

English language. Words of French origin are crucial for such subject matters as iaw,

reheion, administration, poiitics and fine arts. French and English languages have been

bon'orving fiom one another even belore the Norman Conquest in 1066. Yetthe extent of
borro.,vtns liom English to lrrench rs lesser. it's said that neari-v thousand words had been

;ibsorbed into English lrorn Frer-rch dr,rring the Middle English period and it continued

even in other periods such as the Renaissance penod (1500-1660) and the Age of
Enlightenment (1 650- 1 800).

Some political und administrstive words of French origin

allianc e

aAssembly

Some French

dr la carle

bon app6tit

nobility

parliament

treaty

tax

of French origin

council

empire

cooking und drinking words

giteau

ptzTa

plat

sand\\'lcil

casserole

caf6

pasta

omlet v1n

Some religious words of French origin
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baptism divine sacrifice clergy faith religion

conlession miracle pray convent ixercy sennon

Other words of French origin

active banquet cadre enemy advance almy

chief age buffet color dozen aim

Frenclr expressions used in English

C'est la vie (That's life)

Bonjour (Have a good day)

Bon Voyage (Have a good jourrley)

This is only a tip of an ice berg. Thousands of many other English i.vords of
French origin remain there. Anybody would be surprised by the fact that most of the
words which we use in our day to day conversation have their origin in French with no
hint ofForeignness.

ThroLrgh political, economic. geographic, social and religious progress made by
English speaking nations, over the decades and centuries, English has spread to every
corner in the world. It enjoys a much higher and significant position than its
revolutionary past. From a historical point of view, this diffusion might be due to
colonization and the supreme status that the British Isles maintained in the last few
centuries. From a linguistic point of view, this might be due to its uncomplicated
phonology, the flow of morphological system and the simple slmtactic style. Unlike any
other language, English has undergone many linguistic changes in its phonological,
morphoiogical, syntactic components. Presently, a wide variety of English as British
English, American English, Australian English, Canadian English, Indian English and Sri
Lankan English are apparent. The reason behind this creation of varieties of English is its
exposure to multilingual societies and its nativization.

I
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Wc can see that English rs being enriched with thousands of foreign words and

expressions irrespective of u,hether Japanese, Chinese, French or Sansknt. Though

English has its own native variety in severai countries, it seems that this process is

accepted today. According to David Crystai, "within a generation or two, intemational

standard English will have fragmented into a range of only parlly intelligible dialects"

(274). Anyhow, this manifests that while some languages strictly reject the intervention

of English in their languages, English is gaining a stable position while adopting lexicons

from manv globa1 languages.

Over the centuries, things irave undergone a big change. With the spread of
English all overthe globe, the status of French is not apparent so largely. Anyhow French

pecple keep an eye on treats coming from the English language to their mother tongue.

I.,lor onl,v France but also the powerful countries like Japan keep away from English and

strictly resist it in all their activities and affaires as they want to preselve the prestige of
their language without subjecting to the invasion of English. Therefore, it is clearly

criclent th:rt sontc contrnunities irut an eflort to preserve their ou,n 1ar-rguage and to make

an identity of thcir own before the ups and dorvus of globalization. T'he followirig

paragraph reveals how keen French people are to preserve therr language from the 'Coco-

cola culture'.

In France, just as in Briiain, the native speakers are aware of the established

noffns of the standard of their language together with corect usage in grammar,

vocabulary, spelling and pronunciation. They continued it over centuries and in the

r-nodem socrety too, the standard language paves the way to communicate, goverl and

eclucate effectir.ely and efficiently by resisting change and variation. Yet in the 2011'

century, French was under the threat of English referred to as 'coca-cola cuiture' which

rvas gaining international presence. Some spoken expressions and borrowings from

English flew into the French language.

Directly imported words of English into Freruclt

club hippie

hi-fi groom

handicap o.k

one-man show

badge

boss

because

boycott

car park

record

self-service

tunnel
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Names of sports

football

basketball

tennis

Names af music Francization of English words

Jazz

rap

lblk song

baby (baby)

beefsteak (beefsteak)

fuel (fuel)

Forlunately, together with the leadership of the French goveffror 'General de

Gaulle' who stands as a debate about the protection of the French language came into
discttssion. The parlicular target of this brainstorming discussion was the stock of Anglo-
American vocabulary which liad been borrowed into French. And this mixture of French
and English lvords and tenls was referred to as'franglais'(francais* anglais). With the
risc of this anti- English notion and anti-Americanism, the French government intervened
in some sorl of policy making for the French language. The consequent result was the
setting up of organizations to develop officiaily approved termilology, monitor the
quality of French used in official documents and the media land to safeguard the position
of the French language interrlationally. The 1't goverrlment body to be established for
these purposes was 'Le Haut Comite de la langue frangaise' to protect and expand the
Irrench laugiragc (1966) Its tl'iree principle objectives are

(3)

'l'o study and recomtlend measures to ensure the defense and the expansion of'
the French language.

To establish the necessary links with private and public organizations
competently in matters of cultural and technical cooperation.

To promote and encourage all initiatives linked to the defense and expansion
of the French language and to evaluate the results achieved.

The committee was respoirsible for establishing official terminology in specialized fields
(eg:- IT &Business) and suggest appropriate altematives to borrowings. The institution
called 'Delegation generale a la langue francaise' formulates and monitors governmental
language policy and coordinates the work of the ministerial commissions .whose
decisions are periodically brought together in a dictionary of official terms (Dictionnaire
des termes officiels).

rI

I(t)

(2)
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*In 1985, baladeur was proposed to replace'walkman'

l o gi ci e l for' s oftw ar e'

c o ntmer ci al is a ti o n for' m or ket in g'

the adoption of the lerm'ludiciel' for didacticiel

'CD-ROM'for cederont

' ruess cLge electrott ique' for'e-ntail'

*In 1990,

Despite tl-rese eflofis to deflne French from English terms, media journalists are

accused of destroying the F-rench language fbr using English expression. Yet the

linguists also reject the idea that French is under'serious threat from English.

The government is involved in controlling not only vocabulary but also grammar

further. A committee which serves as a watchdog the usage of the French language was

set up in1976 namely'L'Association general des usagers de langue francaise (AGULF).
lts aim was to provide a forum for those French speakers who are worried about the

linguistic and culturai patrimony. These are some measures taken by the French

goverrrmenl together with the consent of its people to defend their mother -tongua from

the outer world.

These efforls reveal the imporlurr." of tl,e language to its users as a symbol of
national identity in a surrounding of a linguistic, economical and social insecurity.

On tl-rc contrary, it's rcnrarkable that the emergence of varieties o1'Fnglish has

become unstoppable now because of its rapidit'f of growth and its exposure to various

social and cultural diversities. At present, English is the main language of books,

newspapers, airports, conferences, science, technology, diplomacy, sport and

intemational competitions. Aiso three quarters of the world's mail is written in English;
abont 40 per cent of business deals are made rn English; 85% of published scientific
books and joumals are in Fnglish and though th:re are more native speakers of Chinese

ihan o1'English, English is the major language o.l intemational contmunication.

t- ,
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Every living language ts under the infuence
language might totally transfonl into a new fonn
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characteristics failing to Dreserve its fomai prestige and standard. Views are on the rise
that lrnglish is a 'iiillcr languagc'. Presence of English h:is genenated antagonism because

of its interfcrence u,'ith tl-re locai ianguages. Nattonaiistrc ir-iovements inay totally reject it
anci it's not always peaceful.

The realizatiorr of all these supporlive views and contra-views lead to one

conclusion. That is that English has indeed become a world language, but it is by no

means everywhere and it is by no means ahvays weicome. The reason for comparing the

status of lirencir and Engiish is that French and English stand as the best examples to

sttrt;"rcc llnguage lrurmorry and langr,age resistance.

Both French and English have contributed to each other in more or tresser content
ancl a satisfaciory inteneiationship can be seen. English people do not hesitate to say 'au

revoir' (meaning 'see you' in French) or 'Bon voyage' (meaning 'happy joumey' in
French) and French people saying 'o.k' instead of saying 'ca va' sometimes. The
follorvir-rg paragraph r,vill be an rndication of, the marvelous rnter-hormonal reiationship
betu,een lrrcnch and English despite all tire negative viervs.

French and English are simiiar ln their basic language pattems. This hamony itself
may serve for the status of English and French, the former as the first internationai
language and the latter as the second intemational language. French and English derive
from two language farnitries: French being a Romance language and English being a

Getmanic ianguage. Yet we can see that some linguistic components bear similarities
primarily to an extent. The tr,vo alphairets exhibit same letters in form and quiet similar
pronutrciation. This phonetic similarity leads to similar pronunciations in words too.
When words move from one language to another sometimes it remains in a kind of no
man's land. Some worcls in both languages show a phonetic similarity.

Englislt

Generation

J'elcphone

Collection

Above details pave the way to another discovery
lexical items in French and English. Hundreds of words
similar spellings and similar meanings.

French

Generation

Telephone

Collection

which is the similarity of some

are found in both languages with
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I'lotuts witlt sirnilar letters and similar meattings

Enqlish

1. catalogue

2. extravagant

3 limitatiol

+. profession

5. solution

Similar verbs yvith an adding o/"-er'

ErLslish

1. remark

2. prolong

3. nrark

.i. detach

5. console

French

catalogue

extravagant

limitation

professiott

solution

Frenclt

remarker

prolonger

marquer

detacher

consoler

$

ff,

r.!

a';*

There's always mutual influence as languages come into contact with each other.

English itself has a long history of borrowings from other languages as started earlier and

is always ready to increase its lexicon by acquiring loan words. Other languages (except

some languages) too borrow heavily from English. Through the above examples, it's
clear that no language has an independent existence. At least in their history, those

languages had influenced each other. Whether to label these remains as 'Language
harmony' or 'Language invasion' needs a second thought. Several political, social and

cultural backgrounds affect this language mixture
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Some semantic similarities can also be observed between French and English. T'heir

grammatical syslcms are very similar in most ways. There are the same pafis of speech

categories and the word order is similar to a larger extent. French has singular and plural

verb forms, def,rnite and indefinite articies, regular and irregular verbs, auxiliary verbs,

active and passive foms and past, present and future tenses. Out of these, a few rvil1 be

elaborated. French has only two genders (masciiline & feminine including non-living

things) whereas English has three genders mainly categorized as masculine, feminine and

neuteL genders. Yet, in some instances, especially in literary writings, some inanimate

nouns in English too take the masculine or feminine fotms and this shows the hatmony

betrveen the two languages.

Britain and her sovereignty

Titanrc. her fatal vova-qe

Some Engiish rvords have their established f-eminine or masculine forms.

Moon- feminine

Sun- masculine

Tl-runder- masculine

In case of plurality too, Frencir and English Languages show similarities.

Generally, the plurals of most of nouns in French are fonned by adding's' to the singular

noun as in English.

Garqon Garqons

'f rain Trains

Voyage Voyages

A French speaker or an Engiish speaker r,vould not find it difficult to express what

they want in any tense as the occasion rvhere most of the tenses used in English and

French are similar.
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j'ai visit6 le Sri Lanka

Je visitera le Sri Lanka

I visited Sri Lanka

I will visit Sri Lanka

'-1,

'l-1-ri:s. iils ooseli,atiot-1, father" iire cornparison of pronunciation, words and grarcmar

of the ii.-L-ici-r ianuLrage and the English lang,.rage worilci surface the story of language

iranlol-..'. lang',iage rnter-dependence and langr-iage mixture. There's always mutuatr

infl-.ience as languages son-re into contact with each other. No language has an'

n.iepencient existence. At least their history reveals their influence upon each ottrer.
.,,\-irether to labei these remains in each ianguage as a malk of iangrlage hairaony' and'

'iirtei-dependence' or as 'ianguage invasicn'needs a seeond ihouglit since this is an on-

going pl:ocess in a1i tire irving ianguages and this question is related with the factors such

as poliiics, society, culiure, religion and cclonizatiotl'

Any living ianguage doesn't siand still. Also no language is higher or richer than

the other languages. Ever,r, language has its ttnique oharacteristics as r'veitr as

comoositicnal characteristies. Sinee tr-anguage reflects the societSz, the tracjng of the

eyolution of languages marks cedain significant factors too. Many factors contribute to

tire gradual spread ol a language, chiefly poiitical and rnilitary mighrt, economic po\\'ei'

at.rri reiigious inlluence. Wiliingly or unwillingly, the deveiopment of iirat world

Language has to be accepted ancl iire influence of it on world affairs is unstoppable, This

stor_v of French and Englisir languages is a fine revelation of the story of the inIeraction

between languages and their influence upon each other. The objective of denoting the

history and the present status of the French language and the English language with its'

successes and faiiures is to the draw a picture of ianguage mixture and their inabiiit"v t*

refuse the influence upon each oth*r.

Tirough it's difficlllt io define whether it is 'language hantton,rr', 'language

refusal' or 'language influence', mixing up of languages is an on-going process. This

joumey through French and English languages, together rvith a historical account of

borrowings and other characteristics leaves traces of the destiny of languages a1i over the

giobe.
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