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HOW FRENCH HAS INFLUENCED THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE

~ Mrs. Jeevaratnam G
S ~ (Assistant professor (S9) ofFrench _
Avinashilingam Institute for Home Science and Higher Education for Women ,
Coimbatore - 641043

ABSTRACT

The English I_anFuage has been shaped by a number ofother languages over the centuries. This studz
reveals the French inffuence on the English Iangua%e which has been inevitable as France was England

immediate neighbor, richer in heritage andwas a wealthier country. Then the influence expands when William
the Conqueror seized England in 1066. At the beginning the Normans used only French to govern England.
Subsequentl?; came the lexique ofgovernance, dlplomacYJ law, war, and travel into the English language. In
this study, the impact of the French Iang.ua.?e on English is researched as well as the degree of French
vocabulary influence: Some words are assimilated; some native words are lost while other words' meanings
are expanded. Besides, French also influences English grammar, spelling, pronunciation and word-formation.
And now we can say the influence instill going on. Major infiltrations can be ofthefollowing reas("as: The
geography, the battles and the wars, the royal influence, andthe anti French movement. Thls?aper also brings
to light the integration of the two languages to explg\re the Development- and evolution ofwords and their

. C :

C

history and culture.
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Introduction c"

The development ofa certain Ia_n?uage
has along history. It's inevitable thafdifferent
!angu_a(};es influence and penetrate each other
intlieirformationand development. Inaddition.

Eorti_on of other languages to enrich itself.
n?llsh isthe typical representative ofthiskind
of a_nguage. As a cosmoFolltan language,
Englishhas been greatly influenced bK various
languages, especially by French. Onthe whole
themost directand observable impact manifests
itself on the word borrowing. The scale of
vocabulary iswide. We can find words relating
to every asPect of huinan society, viz.,
government, law, religion, nu lit” affairs, and
cuisines. Inthis study, the impact ofthe French
language on English is researched. Also the

d_e%ree of French vocabulary influence is
highlighted; Some words are assimilated; some
native words are lost while other words'
meanings are expanded. Besides, French Aso
influences English grdminar, *spelling,
pronunciation and wofd-formation. And now
we can say the influenceis still going on. Major
infiltrations canbe ofthe following reasons: The
geography, the battles and the wars, the royal
Influence, and the anti French movement. This
Faper analyzes the integration of the two
an?uages to explore the Development and
evolution ofwords and their history and culture
as reflected in color.
The Geography

The French influence has been inevitable
as France was England's immediate neighbor,
richer inheritage and a wealthier country. Hence
oxford English dictionary reveal that French
was the primary source ofloans outnumbering
Latin, the second largest source.



~Inthe twentieth century however, the
linlcs between En%land and France had become
closer in political and economic terms or as
regards tourism and communications and the
countries had been allies inwar. Thus we have
witnessed an exh)losmn in the influence of
English.on French and French on English.

Since the Middle English period French
had astrong influence on English. The influence
of the French language upon the English
language can be divided into two main stages,
viz, _ o

The first stage is fi-omNorman Conquest
to 1500. One ofthe most influential factors is
the Norman Conquest. At this stage the French
was used by the upper class at first, and then
the two languages fused together and at last
the Flrench was acknowledged by common

eople.
hgsecond stage is from 1500 to the
present time,

The Anglo-Saxon language was
essentlal% Latinized through French, by
adpi)_tmg renbli words. ThefAormans”of
William'the Conqueror were not Norsemen
who woyld have qome from Scandinavia; tliey
were'pecpfle whp .Spoke French as in
Nomtandy. T<hey gave, a name to everything,
to the facfs _cfeveryda% life and this influence
continircdtliroughofiitthe middle Ages. One can
estimate that som? 10,000 words were
assimilated intd the language ofthe English at
the time ofits format?on &qm Old English into
Middle English (1150-1500). As a result,
French was not reallly a foreign element in
England where peog e started to practice an
original Anglo-French language. Thus, fi-omthe
beginning, the French language acquired, in
England, a structural role in the fonnation of
!anPuage, which helps to explain why this
influence has been continued for nearly a
millennium

The Royale Influence
_ Bithe late thirteenth century, seen as
being more prestigious than Norman French,
the language ofthe French Royal Court was
adopted by English aristocrats and_the
dignitaries ‘of thé Church of England. This
French Ian?uagewas vriidelyimposed in areas
ofcultural Trfe and art. Moréover, the Norman
nobility now livin mEng!andstlllobllgedthe_lr
childrénto learn French directly inFrance orin
special schools.
Inhis Chronicle, Robert of Gloucester
wrote in 1298-
Whichmeans- _ _
~ "Vorbote a man conne fi-enss me telj) of
him lute. _ _
Ac lowe men holdej) to engliss and to
hor owe speche Bute." _
. "Unlessyouknow French, you are hai'dly
considered. o ,
But ordinary people still stick to English
andthelrownlanquage." _
The royal Influerice cannot be
underestimated. All tire kings ofEngland since
Henry 11 (crowned 1154) to Henry VI (d.
1471) included,ghat is to say, for over three
centuries without intgrruption, married
francophone princesses, Eleonare, Alienor,
Isabelle,'Marguerite, Chtherine. These
Elrlncesses brought with them a lai-ge retinue.
snry Il t?e_flrst Iyng_ofthe_ dynasty ofthe
Plantagene sincluded hihis Kingdom, hesides
Ireland and Scotland, more than the western
half of France because of his marriage to
EleanorofAquitaine iri J152. Inshort, Henry
Il ruled a kmgdom'rangmg from Scotland to
the Pyrenees. [twas argFt)Janythe greatestpower
in Edrope. Later on, Philippe Uﬁuste took
back land firomthe sons ofHenry I1, Richard
the Lion Heartand John Lack. including most
ofthe French possessions o fthe Plantagenets
E\Nor_mandy,_Malne,Anjou,Touralne, oitou,
quitaine, Limousin and Bretagne).



~ Itmust be said also that some English
Kings spentmore time on the continent than in
England. Forinstance, Henry 1l spent 21 Xears
onthe continent in his 34-year reign. In 1259,
Henry Il of England formally renounced the
possession ofNormandy, althouglihe retained
some autonomy inthe kingdom ofFrance. The
loss ofNormandy forced the En%hsh nobility
to choose between England and the Continent,
which helped to marginalize the Franco-
Nomian language to the benefit of French
Parisian oh one hand, and English on the other
hand. The influence of relatives ofEleanor of
Provence, wife of Henry 111, combined with
thatoftllb L us”an, half-brothers ofthe, King,
fuelled the discontent of the English barons
hostileto foreign aawisers. Py an irony ofhistoiy”
tire English barons had for'their leader, Simon
de Montfort a foreigner!
Anti-French Faction
Theinfluence cfFrench was considered
by some people as atragedy for the purity of
the language. The proliferation ofFrench loans
eventuallybecame the cause ofconcern and as
aTCSuUltananti-Frerlch faction gradually formed
whichaimed to check the great influx ofwords.
Language Sharing
Englishand French sound very dissimilarwhen
you hearthem spoken, but these two languages
actua!ly( share quite a few commonalities,
especially when written,
Words Common to French and English
During the Norman occupation, about
10,000 French w'ords were adopted into
English, some three-fourths ofwhich are still in
use today. This French vocabulary is found in
everrdomam, from governmentand law to art
and literature. More than athird ofall En?hsh
words are derived directly or indirectly from

French, and it'sestimated that English speakers
who have never studied French already know
15,000 French words. There are more than
1,700 words that are identical in the two
languages - True cognates.

True cognates are spelled (although not
pronounced) identically in Frenchand Enghsh.

I n %
rea sse
Z-.
" Ga 1 fair
cfe e

True cognates' _

Moredvet, the English language has
borrowed a greatnumber of French words and
expressions. Some ofthis vocabulary has been
so completely absorbed by English that
speakers might not realize its origins. Other
words and ej?;pressions have retained their
“Frenbhness”- acertaiij “je ne “ais quoi” which
speakers tend to' be much more aware of
(although this ay/areness does not usually extend
to actually pronouncing the word in French),
The following is a list of French words and
expressions which are commonly used in

Endgllsh. _
Adieu- “until God”

Used like “farewell”:when you don’t
expectto seethe person again until God (when
you die and goto Heaven)
aide-memoire - “memory aid”

Something that acts asan aid to memory,
such as crib notes ormnemonic devices
alacarte - “onthe menu*”

~ Frenchrestaurants usually offeramenu
with choices for each ofthe several courses at
afixed price. Ifyou want something else (aside
orders), you order from the carte. *Note that
menu is a false cognate in French and English.



alamode- “in fashion, style”
In English, this means “with ice cream” -
apparently someone decided that having ice
cream on pie was the fashionable way to eat t.
avant-garde - “before guard”
Innovative, especially inthe arts
bas-relief- “low relief/design” _
Sculptiure tliat is only slightly more prominent
than its background
bete noire - “black beast” _
Similar to a pet peeve: something that is
particularly distasteful or difficultand to be
avoided. _
bonappetit-“good appetite”
Thelclosest English equivalentis “Enjoy your
meal.”
bonvoyage - “good trip”
Englishhas “Have a goodtrip,” butBonvoyage
ismore elegant.
carte blanche - “blank card”
Free hand, ability to do whatever you want/
need ¢ i
False cognates Orfaux amis
" Thoughthe En%hsh and French languages
, ave thfi same roots there are also a,%reat man}-
Faux Amis, or false chgnates, which [6ok similar
Jut liaye different meanings. This is one ofthe
<bi"gest pitfalls for students o'fFrench.'There
artaisp "seniirfajse co?nates": woK-athat can
_onIKsomeUmes be translated by the similarword
in the other larxguage. .
French influence bn English
~ Theinfluence of the French language
Ugori the English language can be divided into
tv'o main stages. The firstone is from 1066 to,
1500. The decisive factor during this time is
the Norman Conquest. A large number of
French words poured into English asa part of
English etymology, extending influence to
grammar, spelling, pronunciation and word-

formation. The second stage is from European
Renaissance to the present globalization. With
the increasing communication among economy,
Culture and technology, many foreign
borrowings have been imported from different
countries. _

‘The second stage is from the European
Renaissance to the present, to accelerate the
mtegratwn of the world's Information age.
English contains many words ofFrench origin,
like art, collage, competition, force, machine,
police, publicity, role, routine, table, and many
other Anglicized French words. These are
pronounced according to English rules of
orthography, rather than French (which uses
nasal vowels not found in En%lish). Aroimt|
28% ofEnghshvocabularyis ofFrench origin.

Thisarticle, however, coverswords and
phrasesthat generally entered the lexicon later,
as through literature, the arts, diplomacy, and
otherculturalexchangesnotmvonm%conquests.
As such, they have not lost their character as
Gallicisms, or words that sfeemunmistakably
foreigh snd "Frenctr" to an English-spedking
person. A general rule is that if the word or
phrase retains French diacritics or is usuaIIK
rinted in italics, it has retained its Frenc
Irientty. _

Fbw of these phi'ases are common

- knowledge to all English speakers, and for

some English speakersniostare rarely ifever
used indaily conversation, but for other English
speakers many ofthem are aroutine part of
both their conversational and their written
vocabulary. They may however possibly be
used more often in written than in spoken
English
Conclusion

The influence ofFrench onthe English
language is unbelievably great. Whilst it was



arguable during the Restoration whether these
words (Ioans@? were corrupting or enriching the
language, today there isno doubt or disputable
groun_ sto argue thatthe loan did anything but
enefitthe English language. _
No Iangfuage possesses 100% of its
words that are fi-ee fiom any foreign influence.
The English language is no exceptionto the rule
and contains many words borrowed fi-ommany
different languages worldwide. _
Today, En%ljsh ispointed out as the main
Ianguagie on which new words are hased
%_espema ly in scientific research and Information
echnology). This can appear as a great

advanta”e” especially for non-native English

speakers who havp to deal with the English'

Ian%uage atwork. Indeed, this makes it easier
fortlrem to uixlerstand new words because they
“can guess the English meaning by finding the
equivalentwliich issimilarto tlreirown language.
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