

[bookmark: _GoBack]QUESTION:

How should future generations contend with the French-English divide? Has this divide changed over the past 20 years, if yes how so?

ANSWER:


For decades, Canada encountered multiple challenges accompanied with the mission of building a strong nation out of diverse linguistic communities. Of particular concerns were fears about the future of the French language in Canada, the survival of which certain demographers warned was at risk in a predominantly English-speaking country. This contributes to the Canada’s enduring language divide, which can still be observed today. For example, in 2013, a new separatist-minded Parti Quebecois government in power attempted the introduction of Bill 14 and proposed controversial amendments to Quebec's French language charter. Conversation about the relations between English and French Canadians has sparked up again, begging the question: How should future generations contend with the French-English divide? Has this divide changed over the past 20 years, if yes how so? Before I go on to answer this question and go further into detail about what action the new government is taking with the proposal of Bill 14, I believe it is important for me to first illustrate the linguistic situation in Canada and to recap some key events that have previously occurred in Quebec’s inter-provincial language war.

Canadian linguistic crisis pre-dates 1756 when rivalries between British colonies and New France, and the attempt to extend British colonization into the French society led to a prolonged conflict known as the Seven Years’ War, which culminated in military defeat of the French forces on the Plains of Abraham in September 1759 (Lesson 4, Slide 9). The fate of New France was definitively sealed in 1763, when it officially became part of the British Empire through the Articles of Capitulation of Quebec and Montreal, and the Treaty of Paris (Lesson 4, Slide 9).
Soon after, the British government favored numerous attempts of assimilating the French community: French institutions, including civil law and administration were to be abolished, francophones were to be excluded from higher civil service, the French speaking community was to be drowned by a flood of English immigration, conversion to Protestantism was strongly encouraged, etc. (Lesson 7, Slide 8) While there was no lack of hostile assimilationist pressures (Lesson 7, Slide 8), Canadians resisted by dint of petitions and the determination of the French to retain their separate identity only grows stronger. Eventually, in 1774, given the threat of a revolution from the American colonists, the English tried to gain the loyalty of the local inhabitants by proposing to protect the French language, religion, culture and institutions (Lesson 7, Slide 8). Herein lies the origin of Canada's policy of linguistic duality. The generous treatment of the distinctive French society by the English was therefore only in pursuit of the self-interested goal of securing security and stability for the British North American colony (Lesson 7, Slide 8). Nevertheless, this marks a new age of accommodation between the French and British communities. Eventually, this spirit of accommodation led to the creation of Canada as a bi-national state in 1867 through the British North America Act which made Québec the only majority-French-speaking province in the country and defined how powers would be shared between the federal and provincial governments (Lesson 7, Slide 16). In fact, located principally in Quebec, francophones wanted to protect their language, culture and autonomy from any aggression by the surrounding anglophone majority. It was during that time that language increasingly became a constituent element of an emerging nationalist sentiment. ¨La survivance was the notion that fuelled traditional Quebec nationalism¨ (Lesson 7, Slide 49). As the French language began to feel threatened, it started to assert itself and demanded a place for French alongside English. Indeed, at the beginning, the French language only represented a means of communication. However, over the centuries, it became a constituent element of their nationality, a condition for the survival of a society attached to its values and its faith. Ultimately, this linguistic reconquest, sustained by the Quiet Revolution, a period of time where ¨secularization was implemented, economic reforms were undertaken and nationalism was to take root among the Quebec people (Lesson 7, Slide 45),¨ resulted into the enactment of the Official Languages Act in 1969, designed to protect the rights of individuals and to guarantee the use of either French or English (Lesson 7, Slide 60).
However, while the Official Languages Act declares the use of English and French as languages of work in the public service, the linguistic breakdown of both languages within the country is by no means equal. According to the 2011 Canadian census 57.8% of Canadians claim English as their first language, while only 21,7% claim French (Brooks 2015, pg 437). However, in Quebec, 78% claim French and only 7.7% claim English, and due to Quebec being Canada’s second most populous province, this means that 92% of Canadians who consider French their first language reside in Quebec (Brooks 2015, pg 437). Not to mention, new immigrants to Canada have continued to favor English over French as their adopted language (Brooks 2015, pg 438). All the previously mentioned elements coupled with the decreasing birth rate in Quebec, ¨where the vast majority of francophones reside (Brooks 2015, pg 436), ¨ it is inevitable that many Quebeckers feel that the French language and culture will never be properly respected or protected in a country where the majority of the population speaks English. As a result, even as of today, many of Quebec’s francophone citizens have fought for the province’s separation from Canada because they embrace independence as the sole solution to maintain their traditions, their rights, and their language, and to preserve and manage their living space against others. 
Canada has recently witnessed the emergence of another new political party on the federal scene: the Parti Quebecois, which is led by Pauline Marois. In 2013, the Parti Québécois introduces the Bill 14, proposing a list of 155 amendments to the Official Languages Act, in order to protect, liberate, and reinforce the distinctive French language and culture language in the Québec society (Brenhouse). These amendments include the government’s ability to revoke bilingual status of a city if the anglophone population dropped below 50%, to force visiting military families to enroll their children in French schools, and to force businesses that employ 26 to 49 regular employees to make French the everyday language of the workplace (Brenhouse). The effect of the suggestion of the Bill 14 on the psychology of the English community in Quebec was profound: English Quebeckers felt threatened in their own province and delegitimated by the potential governmental restriction of the English language, creating in the process a climate of suspicion and fear within the English community. A significant exodus of anglophones from Quebec took place during that period of time since most English speakers see the changes proposed by the Bill 14 ¨as having been designed to run them right out of the province (Brenhouse).¨
Canada’s heritage, undoubtedly, is not one that can be described as conflict free. In fact, local linguistic crises are a regular feature of Canadian political life. The tension between French and English communities within the country has persisted until today. The introduction of the Bill 14 by the Parti Québécois in 2013 has certainly reflected that the French-English divide is still a relevant linguistic and cultural issue in the province of Quebec: The French are resenting the English for not respecting their culture, while at the same time the English are feeling as though they are being run out of town. In addition, there still are residents who believe, ideologically and culturally, that Quebec sovereignty is the sole means to protect the distinctive French language and culture. 

In conclusion, there are certain lessons implicit in the Canadian experience. History teaches us firm and decisive gestures of tolerance and generosity are the appropriate responses to keep peace between communities, rather than abusive use of totalitarian power to suppress or assimilate discord. Therefore, I believe future Canadian generations should deal with the problem of French-English divide within the country resolutely, and fight for the coexistence rather the separation of the French and English communities.
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