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On close inspection of the English language, it becomes clear how profoundly it has 
been influenced by French. Among the many reflections on this phenomenon is one 
offered in a recent monograph by the French linguist Bernard Cerquiglini. Combin-
ing rich factual evidence and a smart sense of humor, he invites us to reconsider 
whether English truly exists as a distinct language. Could it instead be a variant of 
French in disguise, long spoken in England and now also far beyond?

In either case, English is spoken by over a billion people worldwide. In his pre-
liminary remarks, Cerquiglini indeed makes clear that he does not doubt the exist-
ence of English as such (p. 9). Rather, the book’s tongue-in-cheek title provocatively 
challenges what English is understood to be in today’s world. The central thesis of his 
work recognizes a significant overlay and displacement of Anglo-Saxon vocabulary 
and grammar by elements more closely tied to Romance than to Germanic languages 
(p. 10). Behind this stands the nearly thousand-year presence of French in Britain, 
which unfolded in three stages: an initial phase of colonization that began in the 11th 
century, a subsequent period, until 1400, in which French served as a wide-spread 
second language, and, finally, an extended era, lasting until 1945, during which 
French retained high prestige (p. 13).

In the first of seven chapters, Cerquiglini draws attention to how French vocab-
ulary has held the most prominent position in English over the centuries. Currently, 
it accounts for 29 percent, and the proportion of other Romance words is equally 
high. The author concludes: La langue anglaise est donc majoritairement (58 %) une 
langue « romane » (p. 21). Numerous older loans from the fields of nobility (baron, 
count, duke, etc.), warfare (general, sergent, corps, etc.), the church (abbey, faith, 
prayer, etc.), food preparation (bacon, beef, stew, stout, taste, etc.) and many others 
were adopted from French (pp. 23ff.), while, in some lexical fields, a synonymy of 
Germanic and French terms has emerged in service to different stylistic domains 
(e.g., to ask vs. to demand, or to wish vs. to desire, p. 41).

The second chapter examines expressions that may seem, at first glance, to have 
no connection to French, but on closer inspection reveal themselves to be calques. 
The phrase How do you do?, for instance, can be traced back to Island French, spoken 
on the Channel Islands (pp. 45–46). In the domain of grammar, phrases like the city 
of Rome are based on French syntactic structure (p. 54).

The next chapter places the influence French had on English in the Middle Ages 
at center stage. Some of the shared vocabulary has survived in France only regional-
ly, but lives on in modern standard English (e.g., butler from French bouteiller resp. 
bouteille ‘bottle’, p. 60). Cerquiglini also shows how such borrowings have undergone 
notable shifts in meaning (pp. 66ff.).
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Chapter four highlights how early English was shaped in ways similar to the 
complex language situation in Normandy and Picardy, as can be demonstrated by 
several studies on the development of vowels and consonants (pp. 78ff.). This is an 
important point because these regions lie geographically close to England, making 
their influence particularly relevant. In this sense, the influence of, say, eastern or 
southern French dialects is less significant.

Chapter five (Comment on a  fabriqué la langue anglaise) sets out one of the 
book’s central claims, namely that English was, in a sense, “created” through lin-
guistic intervention. According to this view, the core of the language was introduced 
from France, then learned, adapted, and ultimately regionalized by the Saxons 
(p. 94). Cerquiglini illustrates this with a list of shifts in accentuation (p. 97) that 
led to the development of modern English speech patterns. While the material 
presented has a strong basis in French, the author’s explanations for the result-
ing admixture of French and Anglo-Saxon pronunciation conventions fall short 
of demonstrating that English represents an “artificial creation”. What it shows is 
rather how new vocabulary was adapted and integrated into an already existing 
accentuation system.

In chapter six, we encounter examples of modern English terms that can evoke 
surprise when recognized as borrowed from French. Cerquiglini opens with an an-
ecdote about a friend who denies a voucher belongs at all to the French vocabulary. 
The author in turn observes that both the language of Shakespeare and that of Elon 
Musk borrowed the word from French (pp. 112–113). The example illustrates his larg-
er claim that a deep knowledge of French is essential for explaining contemporary 
English. From here, he unveils a long list of words commonly considered to be An-
glicisms, which notion he again challenges under the pointed subheading: Ces mots 
sont français : Oh, my dear. Really ? (p. 115). The list includes such words as budget, 
bacon, cash, shopping, bar, ticket, and many others (p. 117ff.). Several have since been 
borrowed back into French, a subject commented on extensively on the following 
pages. In some cases, such reborrowing is considered justified, but for others the 
author succinctly states: Cet anglicisme est singulièrement inutile et absurde (p. 136).

Cerquiglini’s seventh chapter contends that English can be regarded as a mu-
seum of the French language (p.  150). He argues that the French spoken by the 
Anglo-Normans actually persisted in England, becoming enriched while also experi-
encing several innovations (p. 151). Once again, the reader finds a list that documents 
relevant developments and explains distinctive patterns (pp. 153ff.), lending weight 
to the author’s conclusion. At the same time, Cerquiglini stresses that social status 
must also be taken into account, as it was a decisive factor in the strong influence 
of French on English (p. 170).

Finally, under the heading Conviction (pp. 179–180), the author summarizes his 
most important findings, including the statement: L’anglais en tant qu’idiome inter-
national est pour l’essentiel du français : la fortune de la langue anglaise est un de ses 
plus beaux achèvements (p. 179). The underlying idea is that English enjoys greater 
success as a vehicle for the French language than does French itself. So-called global 
English is then characterized as a modern form of desespéranto—a wordplay that 
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contrasts with Esperanto and subtly suggests a language of hopelessness or desper-
ation—in which French speakers recognize very little of their own tongue (p. 180).

To sum up, Bernard Cerquiglini has produced an insightful monograph pep-
pered with irony, wit and, above all, a wealth of background knowledge. In addition 
to lexical enrichments, English has of course absorbed many other features from 
French, from the italicization of (Latin and other) foreign words to the superscripting 
of endings in abbreviations (as in French 1er and English 1st). Taken together, these 
observations reinforce the book’s throughline that mastering French is essential for 
understanding modern English, both in acquiring a sound academic knowledge of 
English and in grasping how this language came to take its present form.
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