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ABSTRACT
LITERATURE, LINGUISTICS AND THE PERCEPTION OF REGIONAL
LANGUAGE IN MODERN FRANCE
By

Lawrence Allen Kuiper

This dissertation examines the social evolution of
French and its changing relationship with other languages
(or dialects) within France. More specifically, we explore
literature as a trace of the development of language
perception in the emergence of a distinct French society.
We then empirically investigate the present situation of
language perception among respondents in Paris, the center
of the French norm. While linguistic policy and language
institutions are discussed, the historical overview section
focuses primarily on literature.

Because of its status as both socio-cultural artifact
and as linguistic evidence (in other words, as both creator
of linguistic perception and repository of linguistic
exempla) literature is a fitting object for the historical
section of this study. Literary works helped create and
reinforce the image of standard French as the prestige
dialect and the accompanying image that other languages
within metropolitan France were linguistically inferior and

that speakers of these varieties had cognitive deficiencieS-



Over time, the complicity of literature in the maintenance
of linguistic norms, whether prescriptive or social, became
secondary to the literary artist’s need to create new forms.
The generic and creative diversity of French literature
since the mid-nineteenth century make tracing a coherent
linguistic perception of regional variety less feasible than
with earlier works. 1In recent times, the state of regional
linguistic perception has become less clear, and is best
examined instead through an empirical study. The findings
of this study, conducted in 1995, comprise the second part
of this dissertation. Using a newly-designed model for
characterizing the perception of dialects, the second part
of this dissertation analyzes interviews of speakers in
Paris. More than simply a reiteration of the perceptions
outlined in the literary survey, this empirical study adds
detail and depth, while also illustrating that the monument
of a dominant dialect’s power over dominated languages can

take at least as long to dismantle as it did to build.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation is divided into two parts. Each part
has its own detailed introduction, and then is divided into
smaller chapters. Part one examines the social evolution of
the French language and its changing relationship with other
languages within France. More specifically, we explore
literature as a trace of the development of language
perception in the emergence of a distinct French society.

In Part two, we empirically investigate the present
situation of language perception among respondents in Paris
— the center of the French norm.!

Although linguistic policy and language institutions
are discussed, part one focuses primarily on literature.
Because of its status as both socio-cultural artifact and as
linguistic evidence — as both creator of linguistic
perception and repository of linguistic exempla — literature
is a fitting object for the historical section of this
study.

Like most European languages, French has historically
evolved along two lines: 1) as a language of nationalism and
2) as a language of nationism®’. A nationalist language is
one that serves its speakers not only as a communication
device, but also as a marker of ethnic and cultural

distinctiveness — “not only a vehicle for the history of a
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nationality, but a part of history itself” (Fasold, 1984, p.
3). Nationalist perceptions of language tend to be quite
powerful because they are bound to the emotionally charged
concept of origin and to nostalgia for that origin.
Preservation of the nationalist language seems a natural
goal of its speakers, who view it as an important part of
their identity. The cultural instinct of language
preservation becomes a powerful tool in politics, because
leaders can use it to justify expansion of national borders.
French began being a nationalist language — a symbol of
ethnicity and historical lineage — 1in the sixteenth century
at the latest.

During the sixteenth century, French was also
establishing itself as a language of nationism. The demands
of nationism on language are practical — facilitating the
smooth function of government and the economy by providing a
tool for communication. Nationist goals can often interfere
with the nationalist purposes of other languages. The need
for simple and efficient communication often dictates a
government’s linguistic policy. If measures aimed at
meeting these practical needs are perceived as a threat to
the survival of another language under the same
jurisdiction, civil unrest can result. Conversely,

government policies often confound nationalist and nationist



criteria in creating linguistic policy. They perceive
dialects or sociolects as a threat to the supremacy of the
dominant language, on which hegemony depends, and can react
strongly with decrees and policies against the use of
certain languages. As France expanded, nationist
rationalizations added the force of practicality to the
fervor of nationalism. The combination was deadly for
languages in regions politically dominated by the French
Crown and later the French Republic. France found itself in
a diglossic situation where standard French became the
universal prestige (or ‘H’) language and regional dialects
became grouped together as so many ﬁon—prestige (or ‘L’)
varieties.?

Portrayals (and perceptions) of French and regional
dialects corresponded to the practical needs of nationism
and the growing voice of nationalism. Literary works helped
create and reinforce the image of French as the prestige
variety and the accompanying image of other languages
(Proveng¢al, Catalan, Basque, Breton, Franco-Provencal,
Picard, Limousin, etc.) within French territory — that they
were linguistically inferior and that they reflected the
cognitive inferiority of their speakers.

Literature historically participates in the

establishment and maintenance of linguistic norms. This



relationship is more or less visible in a literary work
depending on the historical sociolinguistic circumstances,
and on the genre of the work. Linguistic standardization is
a complex process depending on a variety of social,political
and economic circumstances. The story of standardization is
recorded in scholarly grammars or important legal documents
written in or about the emergiﬁg prestige-bearing dialect.
Literature, however, is perhaps the most visible agent in
language standardization. Creative literature not only
accompanies, but also participates and leads in the process
of language standardization. In the early stages of
standardization especially, literature actively participates
in the process."Literary heritage” is among the nine rubrics.
listed by Ferguson and expounded on by Fasold (1984, 36-38)
for explaining differentiation of ‘H’ from ‘L’ varieties in
diglossia. But literature is more a trace of linguistic
attitudes and perceptions than other sources are. Grammars
and legal documents describe and define the position and
nature of the standard, while literature portrays and
characterizes standard language’s relationship to non-
standard varieties.

Creative literature from a given period never fully
represents linguistic practice from the same period. During

the early period of French standardization — from the 13th
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century stabilization of grammar, through the subsequent
codification of grammatical rules to the 18th century
mythologization of the French standard — literature as a
form of communication between writers and readers was a
minority experience. Only with the educational reforms of
the nineteenth century and the increasing literacy that
resulted did literature become a form of mass communication.
Up until that time, literary works addressed a fairly
definite group of readers or spectators who often shared
their goals and viewpoints.

Poets in the sixteenth century, like Joachim DuBellay
and the members of the Pléiade group, were simultaneously
involved in three crucial projects of standardization:
establishment of the new norm’s prestige, codification of
its grammar, and artistic creation with it. DuBellay’s
Défense et illustration de la langue frangoise — as much
litterary manifesto as linguistic declaration — combines
these three phases into one coherent whole. He holds that
the enrichment and vitalization of French relies on the
ingenuity of poets. The Défense can be seen as having the
nationalist motive of establishing and preserving French as
a prestige variety to rival and replace Latin. The
illustration extols the possibilities of creating in French,

whose grammar DuBellay claims allows for limitless
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invention: French can easily enrich itself by borrowing
words it may lack from Latin and Greek, the two languages
DuBellay thinks French should supplant as prestige language.
To someone knowing of the eventual dominance of French - and
the resultant denigration of other dialects - DuBellay’s
argument in favor of French has a strangely egalitarian
ring:

[...] les langues ne sont nées d’elles mesmes en
fagon d’"herbes, racines et arbres: les unes
infirmes et debiles en leurs espéces: les autres
saines et robustes, et plus aptes a porter le faiz
des conceptions humaines: mais toute leur vertu
est née au monde du vouloir et arbitre des
mortelz. Cela est une grande rayson pourgouy on
ne doit ainsi louer une langue et blamer 1’autre:
veu qu’ils viennent toutes d’une mesme source et
origine: c’est la faintaisie des hommes: et ont
été formees d’un mesme jugement a une mesme fin:
c’est pour signifier entre nous les conceptions et
intelligences de 1l’esprit [[...]languages are not
born of themselves like grasses, roots and trees:
some unhealthy and weak: others healthy and
strong, and more apt for embodying human
conceptions: but their whole virtue is born of the
want and will of mortals. Therefore this is a
great reason not to praise one language and
disparage another: since they all come from one
and the same source and origin: and were formed by
the same judgment with the same goal: that is to
signify between us the conceptions and
intelligence of the mind] (DuBellay, 47-48)

DuBellay’s stance on the basic equality of languages would
not be maintained as a theme among later grammarians, nor
would his insistence on the necessity to borrow words from

other languages to enrich French.
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As French gained prestige, the urgency to maintain it
as the norm diminished. Since the middle ages, France has
gradually evolved from being a “multi-national state” toward
being a “multi-ethnic nation” (see Fasold 1984, 2-3). For
language this evolution means that speakers of languages
other than French have — with a few notable exceptions such
as the Corsican and Basque separatist movements — shed any
aspirations of creating a separate nation based on
linguistic (or any other) criteria. The supremacy of French
was established gradually. Authors writing in French during
the early years of French standardization and seeking
immortality through their works must have perceived
preservation and expansion of French as their self-
interested duty. Le beau style, le bon usage and expanding
the dominance of French were common causes.

As the durability of French was gradually ensured,
literary authors turned increasingly to creating
esthetically pleasing works, with less regard for the
preservation of the language. As originality (or novelty)
became the earmark of creative genious, the goals of
literary creation gradually diverged from those of
linguistic purism. For example, the prescriptivist Abel
Hermant, writer of a bi-weekly column on linguistic usage

for Le Temps from 1929 to 1939 and principal compiler for
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the Grammar of the Académie frang¢aise, uses no author from
later than the eighteenth century as an authority for his
pronouncements. Hermant, himself an author, obviously
thought that writers since the revolution had abandoned some
fundamental part of the language.

While preservation of a pure norm may have preoccupied
many authors less over time, a dynamic relationship has
pérsisted between standardization and littérateurs.
Literature still often provides examples for grammarians’
rules and illustrates usage in dictionaries. As part of the
educational canon, the literary works have helped form a
generalized perception of what separates ‘good’ from ‘bad’
French.

But with the ambiguous standing of modern literature in
relation to the linguistic norm, literary works since the
middle of the nineteenth century are no longer reliable
records to trace the linguistic perception of their (vastly
larger) readership or of their authors. This difficulty is
amplified when the focus is on perceptions of regional
variation, since recent authors in French - when they have
shown a reaction to normative language at all — have done so
using socially rather than regionally marked language.
Raymond Queneau’s Zazie dans le métro, and the more recent

writings of Frédéric Dard (under the pseudonym of San
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Antonio) are two notable examples of imitations of a
socially-marked spoken register in literary works. Authors
who have chosen to write in a regional dialect tell us
little about the dominant perception of language in that
region. Instead they indicate a movement to revive that
language by renewing its literary tradition — certainly a
valid stance, but one that sheds little light on current
French speakers’ perceptions of regional language varieties.

The first part of this dissertation, then, will be a
historical overview of the situation of regional language
varieties in works by selected French authors. Part one is
divided into sections defined by historical periods.
Historical periodization tends to be arbitrary, and ours is
no exception. In part one of this dissertation the chapter
divisions begin with the middle ages and the sixteenth
century, then one chapter for each century up to and
including the nineteenth century. Works have been chosen
based on the presence of a clear portrayal of regional
language within them.

Part two of this dissertation is an empirical study
whose goal is to establish a coherent picture of the
perception of regional language in contemporary France. The
study, conducted by the author in 1995 uses a newly designed

model for characterizing the perception of dialects. The
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study examines responses to questions and interviews of
speakers in Paris — the economic and cultural center of
France. More than simply a reiteration of the perceptions
outlined by the literary survey, this empirical study adds
detail and depth, while also illustrating that the monument
of a dominant language’s power over dominated languages can

take at least as long to dismantle as it did to build.
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Part one: Regional Lanquage and Linguistic Norms in
Literature: A Historical Overview
INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE

Quantitative sociolinguistics has mainly related
language performance in individuals or groups to their
social (age, gender, economic, etc.) status. Scholars of
literature, on the other hand, have most often viewed “text
[as...] an autonomous verbal structure which has been
severed from the process of communication” (Fowler, 180).
In other words, literary works lie outside the interactive
framework that guides sociolinguistic analysis. Historical
linguistics has similarly focused on describing language
change, rather than explaining the extra-linguistic reasons
for such changes.®

One current of sociolinguistics has focused on the
unspoken attitudes of speakers toward dialects and
sociolects. Ryan and Giles (1982) and Labov (1972) have
shown how linguistic variation often‘translates into
judgments about the character, cognitive ability or social
mobility of speakers. Gumperz (1982) has shown that
culturally differing interpretation of certain prosodic
features can lead to misunderstanding of message, while
variation in cultural definition of various linguistic

settings can lead to conflicting strategies between

11
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participants, and can often cause speakers to mistrust the
motives of their interlocutors. Most work on language
attitude has concentrated on specific linguistic items or
patterns, and speaker reaction to these specific variants.
Such language attitude studies explore the unconscious
influence of linguistic variation on the social and cultural

pre- (and mis-)conceptions of members of a speech community.

Studies that concentrate on linguistic perception
contrast with such attitude studies because they attempt to
discover linguistic viewpoints that are intact when no
specific linguistic input is present for judgment. In other
words, instead of trying to answer the question, "What
reaction does linguistic item X provoke in members the
speech community?", perceptual studies ask, "How (according
to what criteria, with what linguistic features in mind, if
any) do members of a speech community mentally organize the
linguistic space around them?"

Since they always (implicitly or explicitly) compare
language varieties, linguistic attitudes and perceptions
inevitably base themselves on some form of normative
language. In the early stages of language standardization,
grammarians write rules favoring the use of the socio-

politically dominant language variety. Very often, the link

12
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between political power and language dominance remains just
below the surface. It is occasionally, however, quite
explicit. For example Antonio de Nebrija published what is
considered to be the first grammar of Castilian in 1492, the
year in which Fernando and Isabel, the "Reyes Catélicos,"
finally took Granada from the last Moorish ruler. In the
same year, they offered Moors and Jews the option of
converting, and expelled those who were unwilling to do so
from Spain. Nebrija was writing at a time when the Spanish
state was emerging from the medieval linguistic situation in
which related but distinguishable languages, perhaps more
accurately described as Iberoromance dialects of Latin
(Galician, Leonese, Asturian, Aragonese, Catalan, Castilian,
Valencian), were spoken all over the northern half of the
peninsula, and other Romance dialects had grown up in
contact with the Arabic spoken in the southern areas
dominated by the Moors. When Ferdinand of Aragon (and
Navarra, Catalonia and Valencia) and Isabel of Castile (and
Leon) married in 1469, their union brought together a great
deal of territory, and their defeat of the Moors in 1492
paved the way for a modern state. Nebrija understood that
this new stdte should have only one language, and he
dedicated his grammar to Queen Isabel in a prologue

containing these words (with updated orthography):

13




and

Una cosa hallo y saco por conclusion muy cierta:
que siempre la lengua fue compariera del imperio"
[One thing I find and most truly conclude: that
language was always the companion of empire],

Que despues que vuestra alteza metiese debajo de
su yugo muchos pueblos barbaros y naciones de
peregrinas lenguas, y con el vencimiento aquellos
tenian necesidad de recibir las leyes que el
vencedor pone al vencido y con ellas nuestra
lengua, entonces por esta mi arte podrian venir en
el conocimiento de ella como ahora nosotros
aprendemos el arte de la gramatica latina para
aprender el latin [That after Your Highness put
beneath her yoke many barbarian peoples and
nations of foreign tongues, and that at their
defeat they had a need to receive the laws that
the victor imposes on the vanquished, and with
them our language, so by this my art they could
come into the knowledge of it, as we now learn the
art of Latin grammar in order to learn

Latin] (Nebrija, 2-10 Patricia Lunn,
trans.)Although French grammarians of about a
century later did not so explicitly link political
dominance and grammar rules, the relationship
remained a rather obvious subtext of the
linguistic struggles between Paris and the
provincial parlements.5 As France expanded,
French monarchs — particularly Louis XIV —
repeatedly cited language as justification for
their conquests (see Lodge, 1993, 1994, Achard and
Kibbee) .

No matter what the motivations of grammarians they have

seldom displayed knowledge of real language performance.

Rather, they arbitrarily make rules from some the linguistic

performance of a select group, while at other times using

language performance as a counter-example to what they feel

should actually be said. The effect that grammarians and

the often quasi-governmental language-regulating

organizations such as L’Académie Frangaise have on

14
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linguistic performance appears in the form of retrospective
corrections of pronunciation or grammar because of
preservationist spellings or oft-repeated but misinterpreted
grammar rules.® The forces of standardization may have a
greater effect on language attitudes and perceptions than on
actual performance. Literature may offer the clearest
historical trace of linguistic perceptions and attitudes n
since it often attempts to portray or characterize, but

hardly ever to prescribe linguistic performance overtly.

Literature more or less consciously reflects the L'
sociolinguistic perceptions of its author, while also

conveying those of its audience or readership.

Linguistic perception in literature: portrayal and
characterization

There is a strong historical relationship between
linguistic and literary norms. Critics have often judged
literary works based on linguistic standards. Literary
works in turn often serve as models for the norm. Because
of its pivotal role in establishment and maintenance of
linguistic norms, literature both strongly influences and is
influenced by linguistic perceptions. In this chapter we
examine the historical relationship between linguistic and
literary standards and explore how French literature reveals

perceptions of regionally and socially marked French.

15
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Exploring texts by well-known authors, we shall show how the
development of standard French corresponds to the portrayal
and occurrence of regionally and socially marked language in
these texts.® Literature in this study shall be defined
traditionally — as a body of drama, poetry and fiction
generally regarded as the artistic component of language and
as an object of scholarly study. Such an institutional
definition of literature is indeed debatable. But in the
study of language perception, the social and academic
institutions that help establish these perceptions are often
in focus. Literature participates in and benefits from the
growth and dominance of the language in which it is Qritten.
Canonical literature often reflects the historical situation
of the language, and the supposed linguistic perception of
its readership (or audience in the case of drama).
Furthermore, the literature that dominates the present
educational canon in France models normative language, and
thus continues to influence language perception. While the
imposition of French as the national language may have many
deleterious facets, we shall view any complicity of
literature in these efforts as a generally value-neutral
reflection of the historical sociolinguistic situation.

The works examined in this part of the dissertation

have been chosen because they portray regional language in

16




) ) 1 R T S

b v Ay 4 @®» o IR I3 (] £7 e d (2] £2,

q) " Q [ tn ¥ M (&) 44} rd 4) v) 42 O
(0] £, [ iy o 5] [1¢] « [#] £ 1] g} [ [&] sq
LY (%] (@) ) O () © Y v) ) >y s [{¢] O @ ™
IR X 1) o [13] tn 18] "y S a O ot a2
X kel (¢ 1) Q ©) [¢¥] [ £ b 1 (%] a 5] (&)
O (% [ £, (3] ) () () 4 R 2y “< a Ku oy
(oW L) 1%} 73} w)y £2, o (=} vy ) (223 4 ] 2 T el



one of two important ways: as dialect or sociolect
portrayal or as characterization of non-standard language
and speakers. Dialect portrayal is the insertion of
regional (or social) linguistic features into reported
speech or narration. Characterization of dialect and
sociolect entails narrative descriptions of the
pleasantness, correctness or social acceptability of various
language varieties.

Of course, dialects surface in many early French
manuscripts, starting with the well-known Serments de
Strasbourg - the earliest known document written in French.
Study and criticism of regional dialect in medieval texts
generally focus on decoding texts. Dialect use is based on
the author's pragmatic need for expression using available
lexical items. Dialect use in these early texts can hardly
be considered “portrayal,” since during the Middle Ages many
dialects were competing for dominance — there was no
backdrop of linguistic standard with which dialect protrayal
could contrast.

By the sixteenth century standardization and promotion
of the French language became consciously linked to literary
movements. Poets wrote treatises glorifying the beauty of
the French language, and as their newfound ideal language

took shape, it made non-standard local dialects targets of
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criticism. Montaigne among others openly ridicules the
dialects spoken in his own region of Bordeaux.’ Rabelais
chooses to portray scholarly incompetence and pretension in
the person of a Sorbonne pupil from the Limousin.® His
écolier limousin is an early literary example of provincial
boorishness mocked.

As French boundaries became more stable in the three
subsequent centuries, regional identity was perceived
increasingly as ethnicity and decreasingly as nationality.
Regional boundaries in France that had been perceived as
national and political were now seen as ethnic and
administrative. Like the expanding French state, the French
language was elevated to a level of higher importance than
any regional varieties. A once multiplicitous linguistic
landscape developed into a binary opposition — language was
either proper French, or not.

With the exceptions of Corsica and the Basque region,
nationalistic and political aspirations of French regions
perished with the Revolution and the Napoleonic
centralization.!® Though movements have arisen to preserve
regional ethnic heritages (e.g., in Provence, Brittany) an
increasingly mobile population has obscured ethnic
boundaries once clearly demarcated geographically by

customs, language, architecture, etc. Accordingly, now
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social norms — as much or more than geographical location —
determine linguistic prestige. The older regional ethnic
distinctions have largely blended to form a socially-charged
urban/rural dichotomy. Nobles flocked to Paris under the
later Bourbon kings to discard their regional identity.
Paris and its linguistic norm became synonymous with social
mobility. The derogatory label “provincial" denigrates
those who do not comprehend the unwritten rules and tastes
of refined (Parisian) society. Parisians indiscriminately
stigmatize being provincial, without reference to any
particular province.

A subtext of this part (part one) is how judgments
contained in the characterization and portrayal of regional
language increasingly identify socio-political (rather than
geographical or cultural) differences. Noél du Fail's (c.
1520 -1591) works foreshadow the use of the éastoral as
social critique — he illustrates the tacit alliance of
country nobility and peasantry and favorably compares this
model to the dominant and corrupt Court and the rising
bourgeoisie in Paris. Moliére, a Parisian writing for the
court, often equates provincial status with social standing.
In Monsieur de Pourceaugnac language use functions as
character portrayal along both regional and social axes.

Marivaux’s Le Paysan parvenu illustrates social climbing as

19



geographical movement. An important subtext for Marivaux’s
narrator-protagonist’s success is his linguistic
adaptability -- recognizing his own linguistic deficiencies
and adjusting to meet Parisian standards. In George Sand’s
pastoral novels, rural culture is a setting for social

- commentary.® The ills of urban society are cured by
simplicity - an intellectual return to nature. The common
sense of Sand’s characters is rooted in their symbiotic
relationship with their rural surroundings. This rural
simplicity is reflected in their language, but even more so
in their statements about language. Sand’s Utopian view —
meant as a model for the transformation of society — also
reflects nostalgia for a rapidly evaporating rural society.
Balzac — in La Maison Nucingen and Les Paysans — is less
generous in his portrayal of peasants and rural speakers.
He displays a city-dweller’s mistrust and linguistic disdain
for the rural folk he portrays.

Both Balzac and Sand re?resent the final phase in
French literature where a coherent picture of regional
language perception can be seen. Although authors that
followed them may have produced images of regional language,
they become increasingly difficult to distinguish from
images of socially-marked language. The distinction between

the cultural and the socio-economic, already somewhat
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muddled in Sand and Balzac, becomes nearly non-existent
after them — and it is the same with characterizations of
language. Certainly some complicity between literature and
linguistic norms remained after their time, but the traces
of this relationship start to disappear along with any clear

definitions of either literature or norms.

Linguistic norm and literary norm

In its own statutes, the Académie acknowledges the
close relationship between literature and the maintenance of
linguistic norms.

L'institution de l1'Académie frangaise ayant pour
objet de travailler a épurer et a fixer la langue,
a en eclaircir les difficultés et a en maintenir
le caractére et les principes, elle s'occupera
dans ses séances particuliéres de tout ce qui peut
concourir a ce but; des discussions sur tout ce
qui tient a la grammaire, a la rhétorique, a la
poétique, des observations critiques sur les
beautés et les défauts de nos écrivains, a l'effet
de préparer des éditions de nos auteurs
classiques, et particuliérement la composition
d'un nouveau dictionnaire de la langue, seront
1'objet de ses travaux habituels. [The institution
of the Académie francaise having the object of
working to purify and fix the language, to clarify
its difficulties and to maintain its character and
principles, will in these particular meetings be
involved in anything that can coincide with this
goal; discussions on all that concerns grammar,
rhetoric, poetics, critical observations on the
beauties and faults of our writers, the
preparation of editions of our classic authors,
and particularly the composition of a new
dictionary of the language will be the subject of
its habitual work.] (Caput, 12)

21
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According to this 1816 statute, linguistic codification
entails criticism of literary works and the creation of a
classical canon. Literary creation is a forum for
(positive and negative) examples of acceptable usage. From
its inception the Académie has imposed its presence in
literary norms and style. The majority of the Académie
members who achieved lasting notoriety are literary
authors.!® The predominance of literary figures within the
Académie has made it a focal point for literary debate. Even
in the earlier stages of standardization, when the norm was
tied to a specific group of speakers literary use was seen
as a stamp of approval:
la parole qui se prononce est la premiére en ordre
et en dignité, puis que celle qui est écrite n'est
que son image [...] mais le consentement des bons
Auteurs est comme le sceau, ou une vérification,
qui autorise le langage de la cour et qui marque
le bon Usage, et décide de celui qui est douteux
[the spoken word is first in order and dignity,
since the written is only its image [...] but the
consent of good authors is like the seal, or a
verification that authorizes the language of the
court and that marks proper Usage and decides
which Usage is questionable]. (Vaugelas)
When in succeeding generations the norm was placed outside
of Usage and in the past, the only point of reference was
"l'image écrite de l'usage de cette époque. [...]
Le raffinement des auteurs classiques [devient] la
norme a imiter et a préserver, et en fait tout
naturellement la base de la grammaire normative

frangaise [the written image of language use of
that period. [...] The refinement of the

22



classical authors [becomes] the norm to imitate

and preserve, and in fact very naturally the basis

of French normative grammar]. (Wolf, 110)
Linguistic norms and literary norms became the same
phenomenon, and writers are in the position of confronting
or conforming to prescriptivist linguistic constraints.
Although many authors have revolted against the norms of the
Académie whiie others have acquiesced, few have not somehow
reacted to its influence. One reaction was the creation of
new academies. The Goncourt brothers, for example, founded
a literary academy to offer an alternative to what they
perceived as a too conservative body. A youthful Marcel
Proust was involved in a farcical imitation of the academy
in which the newly elected members instead of accepting
their membership with a speech would do so "par une série de
grimaces ([with a series of grimaces]" (Peter, 27).

The creation of new academies and mockery of the old
one does not, however, mark the decline of the common
association of literature to linguistic standard. Written
language had taken precedence over spoken since the standard
of bon usage was made historical rather than dependent on
current court usage. The only examples of proper usage were
written. The hegemony of the written has promoted authors

to the status of linguistic standard-bearer even while some
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of the French hold only "mépris et sarcasmes [spite and
sarcasme]" for the Académie (Caput, 4).%!

Classical literary language serves not only as the
model for language standards, but has historically stood as
the model for literature in general and has remained quite
fixed relative to the changes in spoken language “[qui] font
en plus — pour citer Raymond Queneau -- que la langue
écrite (surtout la langue littéraire) est aujourd'hui pour
les Francais une langue étrangeére [that moreover cause -—
to quote Raymond Queneau — the written language (especially
literary language) to be a foreign language for French
people today] (Wolf, 110). The status of written or
literary language is therefore similar to many forms of
expert knowledge in a society: it is sanctioned by schools
as a model; since for most it is like a "foreign language",
it is impossible to master fully (thus unnattainable), its
definition is nebulous and dependent on the capricious
judgments of a class of individuals deemed qualified to
define it.

Literature, however, maintains a dual status in
relation to social judgments. On the one hand, literature
is a linguistic production. A literary work is a message
form like a newspaper article or a political speech. 1In

this role, literary production serves as a linguistic model.
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Literature also has the status of art works. Middle class
consumers tend to prefer works sanctioned by legitimating
institutions, whereas upper-class readers choose works based

on the less democratic

mode d'acquisition le plus insensible et le plus
invisible, c'est-a-dire le plus ancien et le plus
précoce; c'est la ce qui fonde les invariants du
discours dominant et qui donne leur air
d'éternelle jeunesse a certains thémes, pourtant
strictement situés et datés comme tous les
topiques du discours mondain sur le golt inné ou
sur la maladresse «des pédants» [most impalpable
and invisible mode of acquisition, that is the
oldest and most precocious; here is what founds
the invariants of dominant discourse and gives an
appearance of eternal youth to certain themes,
which are, however, strictly placed and dated like
all the topics of cultured discourse about innate
taste or the clumsiness of pedants. (Bourdieu, 79)

The system of cultural capital (described by Pierre Bourdieu
in La Distinction) is the system which perpetuates the
exclusivity of the intellectually elite social classes by
appraising art works based on cryptic criteria — thus
maintaining a differentiation between everyday tastes and
cultivated tastes. Accordingly, when particular literary
tastes are generalized to too large an audience, elite
tastes shift rather abruptly to new models. This tendency
is visible in the

deuxiéme moitié du XVIIe siécle [ou] le

renforcement de l'autorité des mondains et de la

Cour, joint a la tendance des gens du monde a

devenir plus cultivés, réduit la distance entre
les doctes et les mondains, favorisant le
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développement d'une nouvelle espéce de lettrés,
incarnée par les Jésuites Rapin et surtout
Bouhours [second half of the seventeenth century
[when] the reinforcement of the authority of the
erudite and the socialites, together with the
tendency of people to become more cultured,
reduced the distance between the erudite and
socially distinguished classes, making conditions
favorable for a new kind of literate people,
exemplified by the Jesuits Rapin and especially
Bouhours. (Bourdieu 79)
Another example of this tendency for upper-class artistic
tastes to shift when they lose their distinctiveness from
popular tastes is the co-optation of the Romantic movement
by the French elite. Napoleon's regime found Romantic
individualism threatening to the democratic ideals of the
Revolution, and promoted enlightenment writers as basis for
political ideology. The beginning of Romanticism's
legitimated rise coincides with the Restoration, and it
reaches its apex in 1830 at the end of Bourbon Restoration
and the beginning of the July Monarchy. The surge of
Romantic literature following the fall of Napoleon comes not
simply from the coincidence of relative artistic freedom and
advantageous political climate. The quasi-canonization of
enlightenment authors during the revolutionary reign had
widely disseminated knowledge of these authors’ works. The
vast majority of the literate population had become familiar

with the works of Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot and

Rousseau. The time was ripe for a new vanguard of elite
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artistic taste. The individualist aesthetic of Romantic
authors made them perfect candidates to replace their
Enlightenment counterparts whose works represented the old
(and unacceptably common) political, social and by extension
cultural order. Many of the literary figures associated
with Romanticism (e.g., Nodier, Hugo, Vigny, Musset,
Chateaubriand, Lamartine) also became members of the
Académie. At the time of their admission to the Académie
these authors were known for genres other than the realist
novel and were therefore seen as relatively non-threatening
to the social order. Romantic literature's thematic and
generic ties to pre-revolutionary literary styles also made
it non-threatening.

As the normative goals of the Académie became less
palatable to many literary figures, the role of literature
as a source of linguistic authority became less clear.
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century some literary
figures began to view the Académie as a no-longer viable
authority for the maintenance of the French language.
Still, in the twentieth century, authors such as Paul
Claudel, Frangois Mauriac, Anatole France, Marguerite
Yourcenar, and Paul Valéry were among the prominent literary
figures who were also members of the Académie.

Increasingly, however, authors and their styles have
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diverged from the norms of the Académie and they are thus
decreasingly held up as examples of le beau style.!?

The relationship between linguistic and literary norms
historically has been one of divergence, rather than
convergence. Literature is the artistic component of
language. As art it is necessarily seen in a different
light than is other language. And the goals of artists are
not always compatible with those of rule-makers. 1In the
early stages of language standardization, the survival and
prosperity of French was a necessary component of authors’
artistic ends — if they were to gain lasting notoriety, then
the medium of their expression needed to be well-
established. Similarly, prestige and standardization were
desirable to creative authors, since both helped procure a
wider audience to appreciate their works. But at the very
period when French linguistic norms were turning reactionary
and reverting to the past for examples — around the mid-
eighteenth century — literary authors and audiences began
placing greater importance on novelty as a judge of artistic
value. Voltaire’s example perhaps best illustrates this
shift in value away from academic controls on aesthetics and
toward novelty. His neo-classicist drama is comparable in
quality to many of his seventeenth-century predecessors, but

he was (and is today) well-known far more for his
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philosophical tales and letters than for his drama. The
valorization of novelty in literature and individualism in
art, along with the relatively secure position of French
dominance, removed much of the common ground that literature
and linguistic prescriptivism had once shared. The
perceptions espoused and created in literary works have

endured like the works themselves.

CHAPTER ONE: REGIONAL DIALECTS IN LITERATURE OF THE MIDDLE
AGES AND THE RENNAISSANCE

French language historians traditionally refer to the
Serments de Strasbourg (842) as the first document written
in French. The Serments were a treaty dividing the Holy
Roman Empire along linguistic lines — Germanic and Romance
languages were to be on opposite sides of the disputed
Lorraine region. The text - 1like many others from the
ninth through the thirteenth century - has dialectal
features. Critics rightly treat regional language in
medieval texts from a technical linguistic standpoint,
separating and explaining regional language elements
distinct from the historical French dialect. Given that
French was competing for dominance over other languages just
as the French kingdom vied for supremacy over surrounding

regions, medieval texts were written before most formal
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standardization of French. The common mixing of regional
languages in medieval texts results from uncodified or
competing norms combining with the pragmatic needs of the
writers. Although medieval authors occasionally chose the
language of their works for political reasons (e.g., Dante
choosing to write in Italian in order to make an implicit
statement about the prestige of the language), the use of
multiple dialects within one text was not intended to carry
an implicit message. The thirteenth century saw a gradual
disappearance of regional features from official charters.
In the late fourteenth century, there is royal support for
the translation of documents from Latin into French.
Formalized translation suggests that a perception of an
existing standard French had emerged. Villon’s fifteenth
century poems in argot are perhaps the earliest examples of
the purposeful use of non-standard French in a literary
work. Villon’s poems contrast not to a set of grammatical
or lexical rules elaborated by grammarians, but to a norm
defined by other poets of his time. Villon creates an
ironic or humorous tone by writing in a literary style while
intermingling slang terms. Since Villon when no known
grammatical treatises had been written elaborating the rules
and structure of French, his work in non-standard language

is perhaps the most compelling evidence that a standard was
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indeed strongly established by the middle of the fifteenth
century.

Until French emerged as an uncontested prestige
language, dialect juxtaposition for satirical or
metaphorical purposes would be impossible. Implicit
messages about non-standard language are possible only
after the establishment of a standard. 1In French, the
standardization begun by littérateurs in Villon’s time takes
a codified form in 1531 with Isagoge in Linguam gallicam by
Jacques Dubois. DuBellay’s Defense et illustration de la
langue francoise (1549) supports the use of French in
literary works. He sees French as a forum for creation
following ancient examples. Although DuBellay’s title
indicates a language in need of defense, what DuBellay is
really defending is the increasing use of French in
literature, particularly by members of the Pléiade group of
poets - a group whose priorities were the promotion and
standardization of French.

From the late fifteenth to the early seventeenth
century, the crown and the legal courts were debating over
which language should be used during court proceedings. The
Crown favored French and issued edicts accordingly.
Documentation of royal reiterations of the rule shows that

there was some resistance from the parlements. The
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political struggle over the language in the courts is
probably peripheral to the more central political issue -
control of the legal system. 1In literature — probably a
much stronger indicator than are court documents of
linguistic trends among the literate — Latin was no longer
the language of preference.

Rabelais’ most famous gesture using language as a
caricature is his portrayal of the écolier limousin. Much
has been written about this scholar "qui contrefaisoit le
langaige Frangoys ([who deformed the French language]
(Rabelais, 232). From the standpoint of linguistic
portrayal, Rabelais uses a double-edged sword. The écolier
is a member of the dogmatic scholastic establishment. His
completely fabricated “learned” French — his penchant to
Pindariser (use pompous words to imitate the style of the
poet Pindar) — shows the corrupting influence of his
Sorbonne education that has taught him much form but little
substance. When Pantagruel threatens to skin him alive, the
écolier betrays his unsophisticated (rural Limousin) roots
by pleading for his life in his native dialect. The
language of the écolier (and not much else) perfectly
portrays him as a simplistic rural youth corrupted by the
backward thinking educators at the Sorbonne. Rabelais’

écolier simultaneously serves to mock an archaic norm and
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highlights the mental deficiency of those who don’t speak in
the new French norm that Rabelais advocates.

Rabelais’ contemporary and friend Noé&l du Fail portrays
country life in his Propos rustiques (1549) - a collection
of short tales and descriptions of country life told by
peasant narrators. Du Fail's other major works, Les
Baliverneries d'Eutrapel and Les Contes d'Eutrapel, are
stories that feature conflicting rural and urban social
values. Du Fail portrays his peasant characters as
intelligent and sometimes unrealistically educated. His
rustic narrators are simple but not simplistic. Apart from
an occasional interjection that may be associated with rural
speech (Nenni!; Pardi!, etc.) Du Fail does not have his
rural narrators speak in dialect.!® The portrayal of the
peasants’ language does not approach realism.

Du Fail does, however, attempt to imitate
conversational style. Narrators often ornament their
stories with self-referential asides. Parenthetical remarks
such as “comme j’ay dit [as I said],” (60) “ce que j’ay
experimenté, ([which I experienced]” (61) or “ce me semble
[it seems to me]” (88) portray a narrator who wishes to add
personal flavor to the story. These asides also paint rural

speakers as frank and simple.
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Narrators’ parenthetical asides more frequently

resemble proverbs:

Messire jean, le feu Curé de nostre Paroisse,
estant au haut bout [de la table] (car a tous
seigneurs, tous honneurs), haulsant les orées de
sa robe, [...] [Sire John, the late priest of our
parish, being at the head [of the table] (for one
should give honor where honor is due), holding up
the edges of his robe [...]].” (55).
The insertion of proverbs - “rules to live by” - suggests
the humble willingness of the peasant to live by
thesetraditional rules. This conservatism would correspond
to Du Fail’s general ideological stance favoring an alliance
between rural peasants and nobility against the burgeoning
urban bourgeois classes, which he views as corrupt and
unnatural.

Historians have studied Du Fail’s works as documents
describing peasant and country life in the sixteenth century
(See Milin, 1970: 533-551). More recently literary critics
have begun to treat Du Fail’s work as more than a simple
chronicle of everyday peasant life in Brittany. Du Fail’s
portrayal of peasant life provides a background for his
“structuration [sémantique] qui aboutit a définir des
modéles idéologiques et culturels d’une grande cohérence
[semantic structure that ends up defining highly coherent

ideological and cultural models].” (Milin, 1974: 65). Du

Fail’s country narrators primarily present a forum for the
y
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exposition of the country noble's ideology. They represent
the positive pole of a dichotomy whose negative pole is the
city and court (see Milin, 1974: 69-76). This dichotomy
serves as a platform for Du Fail’s criticism of the mores of
the growing merchant classes asserting their increasing
power in urban France during the sixteenth century. 1In his
introduction to Les Propos rustiques, Du Fail (writing under
the anagram “Ladulfi” - cf. Frangois Rabelais writing as
“Alcofribas Nasier”) evokes the pastoral writings of Cicero
and Virgil (44). An idealized country setting and strong
nostalgia are important elements Du Fail borrows from these
precursors. While maintaining a traditional vision of
feudal hierarchy, Du Fail’s pastoral ideal expresses a
"solidarité économique (et géographique)" between country
nobles and peasants "face aux bourgeois" (Milin, 1974: 87).
Though Du Fail's exemplary province is Brittany, the
city/country antagonism is generalizable:

La province (et les provinces étrangéres lui sont
assimilées) est, en effet a Paris ce que la
campagne est a la ville. Le provincial représente
la permanence du passé, le naturel, alors que le
parisien, plus «évolué», a de ce fait perdu son
caractére naturel, a «dégénéré» [The province (and
the foreign provinces are assimilated) is indeed
to Paris what the country is to the city. The
provicial represents the permanence of the past,
the natural whereas the Parisian, more 'evolved',
has because of this lost his natural character,
has 'degenerated']. (Milin, 1974: 99)
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Du Fail's pastoral functions not only as an exposition of
the rustic country life of the Breton peasant and noble, it
is also a platform for launching attacks against sectors of
society that have abandoned the simplicity of provincial
life.

Although regional differences — ethnic, linguistic,
cultural — were still obvious in the sixteenth century,
Parisian political hegemony (and the accompanying linguistic
dominance) grew, leading to a Paris/non-Paris polarization
that would eventually superimpose itself onto the perception
of a multi-cultural, multi-lingual state.

Michel de Montaigne illustrates that perceptions of
regional language in relation to an established norm were
quite strong when he was writing his Essais published ca.

1572 to 1588:

Mon langage frangois est altéré, et en la
prononciation et ailleurs, par la barbarie de mon
creu; je ne vis jamais homme des contrées de dega
qui ne sentit bien evidemment son ramage et qui ne
blessast les oreilles pures frangoises. [...] Il
y a bien au-dessus de nous, vers les montaignes,
un Gascon que je treuve singulierement beau, sec,
bref, signifiant, et a la vérité un langage masle
et militaire plus qu'autre que j'entende; autant
nerveux, puissant et pertinant, comme le Frangois
et gratieus, delicat, et abondant [My French
language is altered in pronunciation and in other
ways, by the barbarity of my region; I never saw a
man from this side of the land who did not hardily
show its cadence and hurt pure French ears. There
is well above us, toward the mountains, a Gascon
that I find singularly beautiful, dry, short,
meaningful, and in truth a more virile and
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military language than any other I understand; as
sinewy, powerful and pertinent as French is
gracious, delicate and abundant]. (Montaigne,
622)

Montaigne's comparison of the Gascon dialect to French lists
several different types of assessment. The traits he
mentions are esthetic (beau, delicat, gratieus) functional
(signifiant, abondant) cultural (masle, militaire) and
phonetic (blessast les oreilles, sec, bref). The reference
to oreilles pures frangoises marks his perception that a
strong norm is in place. The pure language (or the pure
ear) still belongs to a certain group of speakers and has
not reached the mythical status that it does in the
eighteenth century. Using regional language alongside the
French norm is no longer accidental and tolerable.
Montaigne expressed disbelief when Pasquier claimed to have
found "certains provincialismes" in some of the Essais.
Pasquier proceeded to show Montaigne specific examples from
the Essais of "plusieurs maniéres de parler familiéres non
aux Frangais mais seulement aux Gascons [several ways of
speaking familiar not to the French but only to Gascons]"
(note in Montaigne, p. 1591). Pasquier’s reaction to
Montaigne’s gasconismes (the term that by the eighteenth
century had become common for referring to errors in French)
illustrates that French standardization had become
sufficiently elaborate that readers could be offended by
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“intrusions” from non-standard varieties. Montaigne’s own
views of the Gascon dialect, and his initial incredulity at
Pasquier’s claim, show that he strove to avoid such
intrusions into his writing.
CHAPTER TWO: REGIONAL LANGUAGE AND SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY
FRENCH LITERATURE

The seventeenth century marks the establishment of
Parisian dominance over much of Europe. The borders of
modern France changed little following the long reign of
Louis XIV. As stated above, territorial gains -
specifically support of Holland against Spain (1607), the
annexation of territory in Gascogne (1663) and the
annexation of Franche-Comté - were commonly linked to
language. The seventeenth century also saw the
establishment of the Académie Francaise (1635) and the first
edition of its dictionary (1694). Following the Ordonnance
de Villers-Cotteréts (1539) that declared that all judicial
records in Provence be kept in French, similar documents
emerged establishing French as the official language in
other provinces — Pau (1620), Western Brittany (ca. 1640),
West Flanders (1683), Alsace (1685) and Catalan-speaking
Rousillon (1700). French also began replacing Latin in many
international treaties — including the treaty if Aix-la-

Chapelle (1668) between France and Spain, and the Treaty of
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Nijmegen (1678) between France and Holland. French was also
declared the language of the church in 1629 for all
documents not being sent to Rome (see Kibbee and Achard).
Although these decrees did little to change the linguistic
situation in the provinces — peasants and nobles alike
continued to use the languages of their province in their
everyday lives — they helped firmly establish Parisian
French as the language of power and prestige.

Many canonical authors of the seventeenth century came
to Paris from the Provinces as literary and linguistic
standards became localized more than ever in the Parisian
court.'® Much of the literary canon from this period
consists of theater and poetry. Poetry and theater in verse
form offered no plausible opportunities for the insertion of
regional dialect, since the speakers in these works were
usually mythological characters or heros of antiquity — gods
and superhuman heroes speak standard language as a rule.
Many seventeenth-century French plays were translations or
adaptations of earlier classical Spanish or Italian theater
(e.g. Corneille's Le Cid, Moliére's Dom Juan). Dramatists
also commonly inserted verse and borrowed words from other
European languages. From the standpoint of linguistic and

cultural exchange seventeenth-century French theater is
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perhaps the richest of any period in the history of French
literature.

But the language contact in this literature happens
primarily between prestige varieties. Italian embodied
artistic sophistication because it represented the beginning
of the Renaissance that eventually spread to France.
Regional varieties became the target of increasing ridicule
and their speakers were portrayed as unworldly bunglers.
This portrayal prevailed in the letters of Madame de Sévigné
during her visits to Provence and Brittany. She often
writes of the unrefined provincial ways of her acquaintances
in these provinces. She complains of the poor speech of her
hosts and deforms their names in a manner that can be
interpreted as ethnocentric disregard at best, mockery at
worst (see Duchéne for a full account).

Moliere's plays offer several glimpses of the Parisian
perception of provincial language and speakers. To ensure
his position as the favored court poet, Moliére’s plays
needed tacitly to favor royal policy of centralization. One
form of such implicit support is recurring ridicule of the
provinces and their inhabitants in a number of his more
popular plays. Instead of being written in verse form, most
of Molieére’s comedies attempt to recreate spoken dialogue.

Moliére was Parisian by birth and grew up close to the Court
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— his father was the tapissier du Roi. Because Moliére was
Parisian and wrote his greatest successes for the Court, his
caricatures are a good measure of the status of provincial
language and speakers during the time he wrote (=1646-1673).

Moliére first extensively uses language style to
satirize in Les Précieuses ridicules (1659). Molieére pokes
fun at la préciosité — a trend in court society defined by
flamboyant and clever language. Préciosité had nearly died
out by the time Moliére's play was presented. Its status as
passé made it an easy target for satire and caricature.
Moliére exploits preciosité's preoccupation with how things
are said without regard to what is said. He is also keenly
aware of the social propriety of préciosité. The formality
of préciosité - its focus on finding abstract or obscure
ways of expressing simple notions - is contrasted with the
unsophisticated language of servants, who can only see
language as a direct expression of the concrete. (see
Moliére, 1: 201)

There is evidence in other plays by Moliere that the
social distinction between upper and lower class was
beginning to fuse with geographical distinctions. The
centralization of power in Paris and the gravitation of the
noblility to the court had begun to contribute to a

geographical conception of social position. Membership in
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upper classes resulted as much from where as from whom one
came. Moliére's first lengthy portrayal of rural language
comes in Dom Juan (Moliére 1: 726-742). Three peasant
characters play a role in one of the title character's
amorous conquests. Pierrot is betrothed to Charlotte, who
in turn is seduced by Dom Juan. Later in the scene we learn
that Charlotte is the second of two peasant women fallen
prey to Dom Juan. The first victim, Mathurine, arrives on
the scene in time to quarrel with Charlotte over who will
marry Dom Juan. The function of the scene in the play is to
show Dom Juan's ruthless character. He does not hesitate to
prey on even the most innocent and vulnerable sectors of
society — poor peasant women who could only dream of
marrying a noble. Because Dom Juan is set in Sicily, the
rural peasants speak with a “peasant” dialect that does not
identify the speakers with any specific region. Rather, the
dialect Moliére most closely imitates is that of the rural
area surrounding Paris (note in Molieére, p.928) — the
peasant speech with which his Court audience would be
mostlikely to recognize as rural. The phonetic and
grammatical traits of Moliere's peasant dialect are fairly
regular.!® Significantly, Charlotte's register changes when
addressing the nobleman. She uses the dialect forms "avenc"

and "bian" when addressing Pierrot but the standard forms
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"avec" and "bien" while speaking to Dom Juan (see Dauzat).
This switch shows that Moliére understood how addressee
influences register choice.

Moliére's peasants embody simplicity, and their
occasional mispronunciations (e.g., Marotte’s filofie in Les
Précieuses ridicules, or Alain's strodagéme for stratagéme
in L'école des femmes [Moliere 1: 416]) or misuse (e.g.,
Lucas in Le Médecin mélgré lui saying défiguré instead of
dépeint or figuré, either of which would have fit his
meaning) give them the air of harmless buffoons who would
never knowingly, but quite often unknowingly do wrong.

Moliere's provincial buffoons are not always peasants.
Wealthy or titled provincials are often central figures in
Moliere's comedies. The title character in George Dandin is
a wealthy provincial who has married into a noble family.
His rural<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>