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Abstract

This contribution focuses on the reasons why an endogenous norm has
not yet emerged in French Acadia. Under review are two dominant
vernaculars, firstly a “mixed” variety called Chiac, and secondly,
Acadian French. Typical of urban areas, Chiac incorporates lexical
items borrowed from English into the local French matrix (mostly
nouns, adjectives, and verb radicals, as well as some adverbs), while
Acadian French is characterized by archaisms that date back to the
first settlements of the 17th century. Unlike Chiac, Acadian French has
more positive connotations and remains in use by the elderly and in
rural areas, but both varieties are perceived to be antithetical to
Standard French practices.

1. Introduction

For a long time, standard language ideology dominated the Francophone

community, in which speakers of French would strive to speak a homogeneous

language, regardless of their geographic origins or social conditions. However,

now we are witnessing a gradual erosion of this hegemony, especially

regarding terminology standardization, dictionary production and

feminization practices. The larger centres such as Quebec, Belgium and

Switzerland are experiencing a growing legitimization of prestige varieties in

their respective territories, but what about smaller, “fringe”, communities? For

instance, can French in Acadia lend itself to some form of standardization?

This question stems from a broader ambition to describe what I have called

“Acadian Standard French” (le français standard acadien), a field of study that

remains, to this day, largely unexplored (Gauvin, 2014). Belgian linguist Michel

Francard, who is well acquainted with the Acadian sociolinguistic situation

noted, “There is an urgent need to carry out a double effort in Acadia: to

describe the Acadian variety and its norms following the example of what has
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been undertaken for Quebec French, and to obtain a social consensus to

recognize and disseminate this variety, notably on the part of teachers”

(Francard, 2005: 382)1 . This call to action has, to this day, remained

unanswered.

2. Historico-political context of Acadia

[t]hese events helped to shape the political situation that led to the
imposition of the famous oath of allegiance to the British crown, which
the Acadians refused to take, and which served as a pretext for the
Deportation, a tragic event that left an indelible mark on the social,
political, economic, and linguistic evolution of Maritime Acadia. As a
result of these deportations, the Acadian community went from being
a community that felt it could influence its own destiny to a collection
of groups that were scattered throughout the Maritime provinces and
were excluded for nearly a century from any participation in social
and political life. (2005: 82)

Collège Saint-Joseph and Le Moniteur Acadien both played a leading role

in the genesis, development, and social organization of Acadian nationalism.

Around their core, what traditional historiography would call “the leaders of

the Acadian nation” would be grafted. We know that several organizers and

speakers of the first great National Conventions, to mention only Pascal

Poirier, Pierre Landry, Father Camille Lefèbvre and Father Philias Bourgeois,

were directly linked to Collège Saint-Joseph. As for Le Moniteur Acadien, the

national elite of the time, classically trained and eager to discuss and display

their thoughts in a French – and Catholic – inspired newspaper, will find it a

godsend. More so since the newspaper could bring together and rally to a

common cause people who were not from the Collège Saint-Joseph, such as

Father Marcel-François Richard (1986: 75). This period of reconstruction of

Acadia was marked by the emergence of an ideological discourse that revolved

around a sense of national pride:

Journalists and orators sought to convince their compatriots that their
age-old isolation was over and that their present state of inferiority
was due, after all, only to the Deportation. Acadia had had a glorious
past before the "Grand Dérangement", they said, and the deportees
were heroic; today's Acadians are no less valiant than their fathers.

1
All citations in this paper have been translated by the paper’s author.
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Therefore, if they remain faithful to the traditions, the language, and
the faith of their ancestors – with the help of Providence – the national
survival is assured. Acadia has been and remains promised to a bright
future. (Boudreau and Maillet, 1993: 716)

As for standard French practices, they have been increasingly present in

the media (including national radio and television, some private radio stations,

and the print media) and, to a lesser extent, in public signage. At present,

Acadians rely on numerous reference works produced in Paris (such as the Petit

Robert and the Petit Larousse illustré) and increasingly, in Montreal (for example,

the online dictionary Usito) for their didactic needs. However, in professional

settings, a correction software called Antidote is commonly used. This

Montreal-based tool from Druide informatique includes a general dictionary of

approximately 127,000 words (www.druide.com/fr). Finally, recommendations

on terminology by the Office Québécois de la langue française are typically

adopted in Acadia.

3. Chiac

In the southeastern part of New Brunswick, there exists a variety of

French called Chiac that incorporates – and even transforms – English words,

sounds and grammar into a French matrix itself characterised by the presence

of archaic features. Chiac is usually associated with the city of Moncton, a more

urban area where the Acadian community is well represented and where many

of its important institutions are situated. According to Boudreau (2011), Chiac

draws on the cruder elements of urbanity, such as disorder, mixture, and

impurity, to emphasize its role as an element of counterculture associated with

assimilation and even contamination with English.

Once heavily stigmatised and reserved for private use, Chiac has now

infiltrated various public spheres and is more widely accepted than it was 50

years ago: it is showcased by artists internationally, whether they are

filmmakers, poets, or novelists; most notably singers have exported their

brand internationally and done so with ease. This is the case of Lisa LeBlanc, a

well-known Acadian singer who calls her music “trash folk” and uses Chiac

unapologetically. An example is LeBlanc’s stance on the set of the show On n’est

pas couchés, known for both its familiar tone and the irreverence of its host,

Laurent Ruquier. The program is watched by many in France and elsewhere,

and the interaction between guest and host was viewed over 84.000 times on

social media. Boudreau describes it here:



222

In October of the same year [2013], Lisa LeBlanc, an Acadian singer,
made a name for herself in France and won the France Inter/Télérama
award for best first francophone album. She was the guest of Laurent
Ruquier in December. When asked where she started playing music,
she answers “in a bar” (bar being pronounced in English). Someone
says: un bar? pronounced in French, but instead of nodding, she stops
talking, gives him a piercing look and resumes her own
pronunciation – she repeats bar in English several times – and the
people on the set start pronouncing bar like Lisa LeBlanc (Boudreau,
2019: 120).

In the larger public sphere, Chiac is also used more freely, as is the case

of a local insurance company who uses it to advertise its services (“Worry

pas”), or the coffee shop who offers a “trilingual” advertisement on their

counter explaining payment options. In that sense, “French speakers have now

reappropriated their vernacular in order to give it meaning (in terms of

identity) and to reduce its stigmatization” (Boudreau and Perrot, 2010: 53).

However, Chiac is still perceived as an inappropriate vernacular for formal

contexts, an attitude that is reinforced both at home and in the national media,

especially the Québec media. Arrighi and Urbain (2017) explain that the

anglicisation of practices are of particular concern nationally:

Wake up Quebec" (Haché, 2014) is the leitmotif of the columnists. From
one text and author to another, the argument is similar, as is the
rhetorical construction of the comments, or the lexical fields used.
Vocabularies borrowed from risk, threat and disease are used to
remind us that anglicization is spreading in Quebec, just as it has
already overwhelmed other French-speaking communities on the
continent. It is then the mixed linguistic practices of the speakers of
these communities that are mainly mentioned to support the point.
(Arrighi and Urbain, 2017: 106)

Hence, Standard language ideology (Lodge, 1997) still dominates the

linguistic landscape today, and Chiac, for its liberal use of English and bold

attitude towards French, is a poor choice for an endogenous norm in Acadia.

Too many still consider it a sign of the degeneration of the French language.

4. Acadian French

4.1 Acadian French glossaries

The language spoken today by those [the Acadians] of Nova Scotia and

Cape Breton, of New Brunswick and the Magdalen Islands, is the same language



223

spoken by their elders with Razilly and D’Aulnay de Charnisay, when the

country was founded, in the first half of the 17th century [...] It has been

preserved intact and perpetuated without noticeable alterations, except in

recent times because of the introduction of Anglicisms, which are,

unfortunately, too numerous. The language of Acadia is, therefore, the

language of the centre of France, at the beginning of the reign of Louis XIV

(Poirier, 1928: 83). Poirier further states what Acadian French is not a half-

language related to dialects and argues that it is even less so a patois. In the

title of the book, reference is made to a ‘language’ (Le parler franco-acadien et ses

origines), and this oral dimension of the variety under study is generally the

only one considered:

This is an attempt to rehabilitate the Franco-Acadian language. [/]

Or if they speak French, their French, it will be with embarrassment, almost

with blushing. [/] The idea of rehabilitating, within my means, the Acadian

language, with the words of which it is composed, came to me at the Collège

Saint-Joseph (New Brunswick), while I was taking classes there. (Poirier,

1928: 7)

The strategy adopted by Pascal Poirier in his attempts to legitimize

Acadian French was also known and used in the rest of French Canada at that

time: Scholars in Quebec, including Dunn (1880), Clapin (1894), Dionne (1909),

and the Société du parler français au Canada (1930), would adopt the same

approach, that is, to legitimize Canadian usages “because they originated in the

French of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, or, as a new argument, in

the languages of the provinces of France” (Poirier and Saint-Yves, 2002: 67). As

in Quebec, “archaisms are particularly valued at the end of the century since

they attest to the link to France, while English loanwords are seen as the

manifestation of a certain assimilation to the Anglophone culture of the North

American continent” (Boudreau and Urbain, 2013: 38). For Boudreau and

Urbain, “the discourse thus creates tension between a desire for legitimacy, for

recognition in the Francophonie and for national distinction. Language

crystallizes these tensions” (2013: 40), which explains and justifies the

obsession in finding words used originally, the quest for originality and the

suppression of English loanwords.

In a few years, the Acadian language of Rivière-Bourgeois, which has
been spoken for more than two hundred years, will have disappeared
forever. The reason is that this parish is irrevocably anglicized. Few
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people fifty years old and younger still speak the old French, the
French of the first [settlement]. (1998: 21)
For the teaching of French, teachers cannot count on any

lexicographical tool that would allow them to consider the current
local variety in the learning of the language. It is in response to this
need that we have prepared this dictionary which aims not only to
describe the words of Acadian French, but also to relate them as much
as possible to those used in France and Quebec. [/] The important
thing for me [in the creation of this dictionary] has been to give a
contemporary picture of the French lexicon of Acadia, one that is
based on recent surveys, while insisting on the portion that
characterizes it. (1999: 18)

Surprisingly, and despite this, the dictionary’s nomenclature still relates

to the various manifestations of rural life, whether they are terms relating to

seasons, North American fauna, and flora, as well as fishing and agriculture,

etc., and excludes words that reflect an industrialized society. Hence,

demonstrating the juxtaposition of Acadian French as announced in the title,

and the content, firmly rooted in traditional practices, leads us to believe that

it is virtually impossible to shed the perception of Acadian French as anything

other than a variety that is fixed in time, that has not evolved since the first

settlements of the 17th century. To this day, there is still no book, glossary or

dictionary that describes the current lexical practices of the Acadian

community.

4.2 Scientific papers

Linguists are not exempt from reproducing commonplace linguistic

ideologies, as we shall illustrate. Papers of two well-known Acadian French

linguists, Karin Flikeid and Louise Péronnet, were examined, to establish which

specific Acadian variety of French was studied, and which speaker was

surveyed. These papers were selected because they have been instrumental

within the academic institution and as such, are still cited today. Linguists not

only describe traits of the languages they study, but they also put forth their

perceptions of these languages and hence, “construct” them as well. The

resulting picture highlights the fact that a “variety of language” is always

dependent on the works that describe it and thereby, create it.

The names used by linguists to refer to the languages studied helps us

understand their perspective. The following is a non-exhaustive list of the

terms used in the papers: Franco-Acadian, Acadian, Acadian French, Acadian
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speech(s), variety(ies) of Acadian French, N.B. Acadian speech, N.S. Acadian speech,

etc. What do these terms refer to?

In the case of Louise Péronnet, she is essentially considering

“traditional” Acadian French behind, which she places the practice “of the

older generation which, because it has been little influenced by the English

language or standard French, remains the faithful representative of traditional

speech” (1989: 10).

Both researchers define Acadian French in genealogical terms. For

instance, Péronnet begins one of her articles by saying that “Acadian French is

the French spoken by the Acadians, i.e., the descendants of the French

colonists who founded Acadia in 1604” (1995: 399). Flikeid defines Acadian

French along similar lines: for her, Acadian French refers to historical Acadia,

the Deportation, and the Acadian diaspora. The linguistic material that these

two linguists study is therefore drawn from the pool of elderly, rural and

poorly educated speakers.

In the illustration part of her article, Péronnet uses three documents

from the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries presenting “Acadian French through the

centuries” to illustrate contemporary uses in their “regional diversity” (1995:

423). Flikeid, for her part, chose to “focus on the characteristics that still

persist today” (1994: 322). It should be noted that the author’s objective is to

put forward salient and ancient features and to measure the rate of

conservation or abandonment according to the communities, based on

“contemporary databases and studies” (1997: 256). These studies focus on

vernacular languages. It is also understandable that Flikeid, seeking for her

article the presence or absence of “traditional Acadian features” in the

languages of different areas, has concentrated on works that prioritize rural

and already ancient ways of speaking.

Considering these observations, we can now return to the initial

question: how can the concept of “Acadian French” be used to describe the

current practices of the Acadian community? How can we reconcile this

perception of Acadian French within a contemporary view of the concept?

For the authors studied, this notion does not refer to a geographical

conception of the term, as one might think. It is generally accepted, according

to the naturalist approach, that the inhabitants of a territory are named

according to that territory and that they speak the language named according

to its inhabitants. In our corpus, the word Acadian does not seem to reflect the

name of the territory, Acadia, but rather a variety of the older language,
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traceable to its origins and passed down genealogically to the present.2 The

glossary specialists and the linguists featured here do not include in the object

studied current urban or youth features, or even English words. As was first

purported by Pascal Poirier, the stance adopted is the same: the object is

posited as unchanged, as if frozen in time, taking us back to the first

settlements. But do Acadians today not speak Acadian French?

The archaisms put forth by the nationalist movement of the 19th century

was made central to the variety, as it showcased its ‘uniqueness’ and

differentiated it from other French varieties; it also allowed for the revival of

moribund words and the recovery of a ‘purer’ state of the language (Boudreau,

2011: 78-79). This ideology still permeates discourse today, putting forth the

‘originality’ of Acadian French – but what if, by doing so, Acadians feel their

variety has no linguistic legitimacy relative to both other French varieties and

Standard French? By emphasizing the marginality of French in Acadia,

glossarians and linguists are placing it squarely outside the realm of any form

of legitimate use, especially seeing as Standard language ideology has long

convinced the Acadian community that its language is deficient. Similarly to

Chiac, but for different reasons, Acadian French is not a suitable representative

of Acadian practices and cannot be mobilised as an endogenous norm.

5. Conclusion

Though some archaisms are still in usage today, mostly by the elderly or

in rural areas, they are vastly overrepresented in Acadian lexicographical

works, and still regularly discussed in articles produced by experts on Acadian

French. On the other hand, English loanwords, the defining characteristic of

Chiac, are typically ignored in descriptive works but are put forward elsewhere

as examples of the mediocrity of French in Acadia. Neither vernacular is apt to

be used as a viable endogenous norm for the community.

In terms of language planning, the Acadian community of New

Brunswick has exclusively focused on obtaining linguistic equality with the

anglophone community, i.e., the ability to use French in most areas of public

life. The Acadian community has worked diligently to create autonomous and

2
For my part, I will keep using the term Acadian French to designate the variety of French spoken today in

Acadia, in an attempt to restore the original meaning of the word Acadian, by both situating it in its larger
geographical context and by contrasting it with other national French languages, including those of France,
Belgium, Switzerland and Quebec. The term standard Acadian French thus refers to the more sustained
linguistic practices of the Acadian community, the one that is currently situated in the Maritime Provinces
of Canada, and more specifically, in the Province of New Brunswick.
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homogeneous institutions, meaning unilingual French spaces within the

predominantly English-speaking society that are open to English speakers but

that function in French. Gains on this front have been made, but Acadia lags

behind other French communities like Québec, for instance, where the regular

production of descriptive works has been ongoing since the 1990s.

In the absence of a workable endogenous norm, describing the standard

lexical practices of the Acadian community should be the first step as it would

establish a benchmark against which other registers could then be measured. It

would also be a positive step for Acadians’ own perception of their linguistic

practices, as it would at once affirm their ability to speak French, and have

their specific traits recognized within this register. It would also highlight

commonalities within the community, instead of emphasizing its differences.

Finally, it would serve as a reminder that Acadian traits can be found in all

types of discourse, including prestigious varieties.
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