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ABSTRACT

A CURRENT STUDY OF BANLIEUE LANGUAGE
IN THE PARISIAN SUBURBS

By

Teresa L. Kent

This study discusses the banlieue language in an innovative and multi-
fronted manner. It seeks to challenge many theories in research on banlieue
language, especially stereotypes regarding its speaker base. By expanding
current research may be expanded to include more sociolinguistic factors than
ever before, we can begin to see that banlieue language is changing not just in
form but also in number of speakers.

More specifically, this study examines current stereotypes of gender, age,
education level, and ethnicity of speakers of the variety as well and also
proposes new categories of sociolinguistic factors that may affect use of
banlieue language. The main ideas include these hypotheses:

1. Banlieue language is spoken by people older than any other previous

research has indicated.

2. Gender is not as male-oriented as previous studies may have suggested.

3. Regardless of stereotypes and research that relegate the deepest vernaculars
to those speakers of the lowest levels of education, that banlieue language,
because of the function of identity, may also be spoken by those with much

higher levels of education than previously expected.
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This study also addresses two never-before-investigated areas: the
speakers' own views on who uses banlieue language and the effect of religion

on speaking banlieue language.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction
This study wishes to discuss banlieue language in an innovative manner, and
therefore approaches the problem at hand—that of banlieue language—in a
multi-fronted manner. Many theories in research on banlieue language,
regarding its speaker base, have not been challenged, and this study wishes to
investigate several existing stereotypes. | believe that current research may be
expanded to include more sociolinguistic factors than ever before, and that we,
as researchers, must be open to the idea that banlieue language is changing not
just in form but also in number of speakers.

Therefore, this study wishes to investigate some of the current stereotypes
of gender, age, education level and ethnicity of speakers of the variety as well as
to propose new categories of sociolinguistic factors that may affect use of
banlieue language. Specifically, | hypothesize:

1. Banlieue language is spoken by people older than any other previous

fesearch has indicated.

2. Gender is not as male-oriented as previous studies may have suggested.

3. Regardless of stereotypes and research that relegate the deepest vernaculars
to those speakers of the lowest levels of education, banlieue language, because
of the function of identity, may also be spoken by those with much higher levels

of education than previously expected.
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In addition, | would like to investigate two never-before-investigated areas:
the speakers' own views on who uses banlieue language and the effect of

religion on speaking banlieue language.

1.1. Historical Background to French language variation

In order to understand why a phenomenon that started out as a language
game could be so important today, France's long linguistic history must be taken
into consideration. Starting as early as 842, les Serments de Strasbouryg, 'the
Strasbourg oaths,” become the first text ‘in French,’ though the French language
at the time was more pseudo-Latin than French (Walter 1988). The oaths were
taken between Charles the Bald and his brother Louis the German, along with
both of their troops, the two promising to defend each other against their brother
Lothair (Battye and Hintze 1994). The Serments are important not just as the
first text in what is recognized as French, but for the choice of the fledgling
French language over Latin for such an important purpose.

From its auspicious beginning, the French language gained in popularity;
and of the many dialects, several fought for recognition. A few centuries later,
the poets of the twelfth century were already lamenting their lack of prowess (or
lauding their proficiency, depending on whether or not the poet came from the
region) in Francien, the precursor to standard French spoken in the L'ile de

France region (Battye and Hintze 1992). Already a variety of French had started

to garner favor.
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Four centuries of linguistic evolution later, the trend had solidified. The
sixteenth century brought Francois |, who represented a more formal move away
from traditional Latin and towards not just French but the variety spoken in L'ile
de France. Under his rule, the Collége de France was built, which taught in
French instead of the traditional Latin (Battye and Hintze 1992). His Edit de
Villers-Cottérets, in 1539, proclaimed that French should be used in all legal or
official documents (Battye and Hintze 1992). The first grammar book by John
Palsgrave was printed in 1530 (Battye and Hintze 1992) and Du Bellay
published his Deffense et illustration de la langue frangoyse in 1549 (Ayres-
Bennett 1996). This century was marked by a perceived need among the
scholars to reform French. Indeed ‘concerted efforts are made not only to codify
but also to “enrich” the language, in particular by attempting to give it the lexical
resources necessary to compete with its classical forebearer’ (Ayres-Bennett
1996: 140).

The 17th century ushered in the Académie Frangaise, which fought for
linguistic unanimity and a standardization of the only acceptable French: /e bon
usage (Ayres-Bennet 1996, Walter 1988). Malherbe and many other
grammarians worked with the court, championing and upholding the linguistic
variety of the elite, that is to say the French of I'le de France, condemning that
of anywhere outside of the Parisian region (Battye and Hintze 1992).

The 18th century was a period of more reforms. The quest for knowledge
Was both linguistic and cultural. France was setting out to define itself physically

and politically as well as linguistically. In the late 18th century, before the
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revolution, cartographers defined France using geometry and rulers to find both
the Meridian and to attempt to map their country (Robb 2007).

Meanwhile, in 1790, Abbey Grégoire conducted what may be considered
one of the first linguistic studies (Walter 1988). Wanting to arrive at an idea of
the number of French speakers in the country, he sent surveys to priests. The
results showed a large number of people speaking regional languages. In fact,
the results showed that a mere three million French people were fluent in French
(Walter 1988). To put this in perspective, twelve million people could not speak
French fluently or take part in a simple conversation. Of those, over six million
people did not know French at all.

Shocked at the number of regional languages spoken, and the
consequent dearth of French speakers outside the Paris area, he helped
promote the crusade that led to the subsequent squelching of regional tongues
in France in an effort to promote linguistic unity as a tangible symbol of equality
and political harmony of the people (Gadet 2003). The very name of his report
ilustrates both his goals and the extent to which France has a history of
linguistic assimilation. The report was entitled Rapport sur la nécésité et les
Mmoyens d'anéantir les patois et d'universaliser 'usage de la langue frangaise
(Walter 1988)."

The Ecoles Normales, or places of instruction for those who wished to
teach, were created as a direct result of Abbey Grégoire's study, since the

original goal of having a primary school taught in French each community was

Iy
Report on the necessity and the means to annihilate dialects and to
Universalize usage of the French language.'

4




Samprad
R

¥ e age A
RS-t N

AN

K vl

treay

f Q.}S:C U



too ambitious at first due to the lack of instructors (Walter 1988). Indeed, the

very idea of primary school education stemmed from a desire to propagate
French as not only an official national language of administration and laws, but
the only language of the people as well (Walter 1988). From that time on,
especially during the period after 1789 — 1815 when regional languages were
first targeted, they experienced a steady decline in popularity, and it is not until
the latter part of the 20th century that a re-burgeoning interest has developed
(VWalter 1988). Finally, it is in the 18th century as well where the Encyclopédie is
created with the goal of purity for the French language (Walter 1988).

The 19th century brings schools—free, secular, and obligatory—with the
laws of Jules Ferry in 1880. The patois still survived until World War |, when they
were lost by historical coincidence rather than the false imposition of French
over patois. The men who were sent to war were placed with soldiers from all
parts of France, with French as the only lingua franca (Walter 1988). When the
men came home, they kept speaking French out of habit, which made it easier
for the children also to speak French in the home, and the patois were dealt an
almost fatal blow (Walter 1988).

Throughout the ages, then, from the time that the Roman soldiers help lay
a linguistic superstrate on Galois, the French have striven to define themselves
and their language. The concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘language’ have been intricately
ir‘tertwined over the centuries, with authors and political figures regulating the
F Fench language in order to define the French nation, and conversely using the

°°ncept of a French nation to justify the unification and standardization of the




feae”

owrae o
ri. ..‘3‘.

Ve e
- s
TN

[eey

—
¢




French language. Thus, since the 12th century poets, French history has

intrinsically linked ‘being French’ with ‘speaking good French.’

1.2. Breaking the norm

Speaking a non-standard language or dialect in a country that equates
standard speech with citizenship is a form of rejection of the language and the
culture. However, among the speakers of the minority dialect or of the
marginalized form, there is a certain prestige that comes precisely from being a
member of the group on the margins and rejecting mainstream language and
ideology. Pierre Bourdieu (1982) calls this ‘contre-légitimité linguistique.’ Others
call this ‘covert prestige’ (Labov 1972, Trudgill 1984). Regardless of the moniker
used, the covert prestige of defying the linguistic norm through the use of forms
such as Verlan and other non-standard linguistic elements effectively distances
the speaker from mainstream French culture and all established precepts,
whether governmental or familial.

Language games and argots in France, however, have not been lacking,
despite (or perhaps because of) this linguistic domination. The functions of these
idioms vary, some secret languages are simply games, others serve as a secret
Code. All serve the function of identity marker to some extent for the speakers
(Goudailler 2002). These argots and secret languages have typically been

Created by segments of society in order to separate themselves from the

Mainstream.
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Historically, there have been many such phenomena. Largonji, from
‘jargon,’ a language game of the ‘Louchébems,’ (among the bouchers or
‘butchers’), allowed them to talk amongst themselves in a code of syllable
manipulation (Walter 1988). In the early stages, argot thrived as a secret
language of the underground, revealed by its speakers only under torture
(Goudailler 2002, Merle 1997). In the 20th century, the most popular, and
the most studied, is banlieue language, which has as one of its key
elements the syllable reversal of Verlan. The origin of Verlan itself, and its
extension of banlieue language, is much debated.

Verlan, originally a jeu de langue of syllable reversal, has evolved. Its
definition has broadened, and what was once a simple game is now part of a
greater linguistic struggle. The ensemble may now be better termed ‘banlieue
language’ since it now includes so many contact languages as well as argot and
the original syllable-reversal of Verlan. Among those contact languages
Specifically cited are Arabic, Roma or Tzigane, and Creole, in addition to some
African languages (Goudailler 2002, Mela 1997).

Therefore, in today’s political climate, Verlan and banlieue language
Should no longer be viewed as a jeu de société ‘a parlor/board game' among
Socially marginalized youth but rather a linguistic symbol of a potential enjeu de
Société 'societal stake' if the message intended by its speakers is ignored. Those
Speakers are making a conscious choice to use a nonstandard variety in a
Country where the standard is so intrinsically related to nationhood and

citizenship. Doran (2002) and Meliani (2000) have both tied Verlan to the
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concept of identity in youth of Maghrebi heritage in France and cite their
informants of said origin as claiming the language. Yasir Suleiman (2006)
underscored the role of ‘language as proxy to tell you about (political)
undercurrents. Periods of stress, conflict, and crisis evoke issues of identity.’
The riots in the banlieue in 2005 by the suburban youth emphasize their
discontent, as interest in Verlan and banlieue language increases.

This dissertation examines banlieue language using empirical data. The
informants answered several perceptual questions in a questionnaire about who,
in <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>