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I/ French is more than only a mere language: it is the foundation of the French 
Nation and of the French State.  
 

• France was formed over the centuries through a following series of territorial 
merges  (either by force or by alliance).  

 
• This heterogenic union was in need of a cultural and political coherence.  It 

was obtained mainly by imposing a common language – a process which took 
place during the 16th and 17th centuries.  

 
• This progressive unification was both voluntary and imposed.  Voluntary, 

due to the different measures taken in the objective of codifying the French 
language (beginning with the book: the Defense and Illustration of the French 
Language1, of Du Bellay). But also imposed, through the eradication of local 
dialects and regional languages (which were banned from use in schools).  

 
• This long and painful process explains why the French language constitutes 

an essential element of the  French Identity,  as well as why it may be 
viewed as a political project.   

 
• All other things being equal, the French language is for the French what the 

American Constitution is for Americans. 
 

• This explains: first, our deep attachment to its integrity and to its long-
lasting existence;  second, the ongoing controversies about the difficulty of 
mastering it (by the French themselves); and finally, it may also explain the 
competition it may have with the English language.  

 
 
II/ A few statistics  
 

• There are about 200 million people who speak French throughout the world. 
French speakers constitute the ninth  largest linguistic community.  

 

                                                 
1
 Joachim Du Bellay, Défense et Illustration de la langue française, 1549.  
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• Along with English, French is one of the only two languages spoken on all 
five continents.   

 
• Alone, or along with other languages, French has the status of an official 

language  in 32 different countries  and governments.   
 

• In the European Union,  the French language is in second place  in terms of 
the number of its native speakers (16%), after German (23.3%).  

 
• About 83 million  people study French worldwide. Besides English, it is the 

most taught language in the world. 
 

• More than one million Americans speak French at home. It is the fourth 
most spoken language in the United-States  after English, Spanish and 
Chinese.  

 
 

III/ What does this all mean?  
 

• First, that the language functions also as an instrument of power.  French 
was thus the universal language – since the 17th century and up until World 
War One.  

 
• This pretentiousness, though, no longer exists. On the contrary, France 

neither has the means nor the will of doing so. Yet, a strong conviction 
remains: the language presents and promotes a culture, as we ll as a way 
of thinking and of viewing the world.  We are committed to its spreading 
and its sharing.  

 
• It is on these grounds that the International Organization of La Francophonie 

was created, and it groups today 75 countries and 800 million people 
throughout the world. This organization relies upon a common language, of 
course; but even more, it relies on common values: cultural diversity, 
democracy, Human rights, and the rule of law.  

 
• As our world becomes more and more complicated and unpredictable, we 

must in fact preserve as much diversity as possible, and in particular a 
cultural and linguistic one. If we accept that globalization leads to uniformity, 
we must admit its consequences include cultural impoverishment. This is why 
it is important to encourage linguistic-plurality and multiculturalism .  

 
• It is thus highly important to give more priority to language teaching  from 

the earliest possible age. France was late in realizing it should do so – and so 
did the United States, by the way. But France is trying to catch up, especially 
through internationalizing its Universities’ study programs.  

 
• I know that your school advocates these same values, of opennes s and 

tolerance. I can only encourage you to continue on the same path, and hope 
your studying of the French language would be of great benefit to you.  

 


