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Our two official languages have been around for
a long time, but the story of bilingualism in Canada
hasn’t always been an easy one.

T

he first Europeans to settle permanently in Canada came from France. They were soon
followed by settlers from England. For these early Europeans, language and religion were all
mixed up together. If you spoke French, chances were very good that you were also Roman
Catholic. If you spoke English, chances were very good that you were not — you probably went
to a Methodist, Anglican, Baptist, Presbyterian or other Protestant church. (There were, of course,
lots of Roman Catholics — mainly settlers from Ireland — whose language was English or Gaelic.)
Protestants and Catholics often didn’t like each other. French and English often really didn’t like each
other. So there was no guarantee things would work out in Canada, either.
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But in real life, English nearly
always won out. People who spoke
French found it very hard to get
information or service from the
Canadian government in their own
language. Although there were
organizations of francophones in nearly
every part of the country, the reality
was that outside Quebec and New
Brunswick, there were only a
few spots in Canada where
the French language and
French culture were
treated equally.
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There were lots of fights over language and religion. And yet, Canadian history also has many
stories of French- and English-speaking people getting along, especially (amazingly!) political
leaders. Right from the time Canada was created in 1867, the British North America Act made it
clear that both languages could be used in the
House of Commons, in the Supreme Court,
and in official laws and documents.

In 1963, Prime Minister Lester Pearson appointed André
Laurendeau and Davidson Dunton, shown at right, to lead the
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism. Its job was
to look into how English and French were treated in Canada. It
took seven years. The report of the Bi and Bi Commission, as it
came to be known, was clear: It said the government needed to
do better at making sure Canadians all over the country could
be served in English or French, and that people had the same
chances of getting a job with the government whether they
spoke one language or the other. So, on September 7, 1969,
the government of the next Prime Minister, Pierre Trudeau,
passed the Official Languages Act and created the
Commissioner of Official Languages to help put it into action.
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francophone
ANGLOPHONE
SOMEONE WHOSE FIRST LANGUAGE IS FRENCH

SOMEONE WHOSE FIRST LANGUAGE IS ENGLISH
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We speak English /
Nous parlons Français

What official
bilingualism
meant

What official
bilingualism
did not mean
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Lord Durham’s Détestable Report
“I wish to give the Canadians (French Canadians) our
English character.” His plan had more to it than that,
but that was the basic idea of what Lord Durham
reported back to the government in Great Britain in
1838. Some of his ideas were put in place, but French
Canadians did not give up their language, culture or
religion. As the group Le Vent du Nord puts it in their
song “Lettre à Durham,” “Nous serons là que nous
serons debout” (We are here and still standing).

To mark 60 years since the first
four provinces got together to
create a country, Canada Post
released Canada’s first
bilingual stamp in 1927.

The Canadian government
formed its national radio
organization in 1932. The
broadcaster had stations
running both French and
English shows.

Canada issued
its first bilingual
paper money and
coins in 1937.
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Chez Hélène was a short program on
CBC-TV from 1959 to 1973. Host Hélène
Baillargeon and her puppet, as well as
children on the show, spoke a mixture of
French and English.

Protecting
French
in Quebec

By Alexis Bédard-Fiset
Translated by Nancy Payne

Quebec’s Charter of the French Language, often
known as Bill 101, went into action on August 26,
1977. The Charter’s mission? To ensure that French
stayed the official language of Quebec, as well as the
one that most Quebeckers used for school, work and
other parts of their lives.
Maybe you’re wondering why French in Quebec
needed protecting. According to many historians,
the issue dates back to the British Conquest of New
France. In 1763, after signing the Treaty of Paris, the
French turned over all of their colonies in Canada to
the English. French-speaking people continued to use
their language, but the future was uncertain.

Two hundred years later, in the 1960s, francophones
started once again to want more respect and better
lives for the French language and French-speaking
people. It was a time when Quebec anglophones
earned much more money than francophones,
and more than eight out of every 10 employers —
people who hire other people to work for them —
were English-speaking. It seemed like English was
in charge. For all of these reasons, people favoured
the ideas behind Bill 101.
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These days, some people think that Bill 101 is
too strict and not flexible enough. Others say that
the law is essential to ensure French does not
disappear. One reason that is often mentioned is
that Quebec is becoming more multicultural all the
time. Bill 101 requires immigrant children to go to
school in French in order to help them become part
of the society around them.
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Nouveau/New
Brunswick

About one-third of
people who live in New
Brunswick can speak both
French and English.

Canada has just one officially bilingual province:
New Brunswick. In April 1969 it declared that English
and French were its two official languages. That means
people have the right to get information and help from the
provincial government in either language. In 2002 New
Brunswick widened bilingual rules to include major cities
and communities in which a large group of people speaks
the other language. It also named a Commissioner of
Official Languages to help francophones and anglophones
get equal treatment.

C’est Awesome
People in parts of New Brunswick
have a unique way of speaking. It’s
called Chiac (SHEE-yak), and it’s more
than 300 years old. It’s mostly Acadian
French, but it throws in a lot of English,
too. Instead of “J’ai traversé la rue,” or
“I crossed the street,” a Chiac-speaker
might say “J’ai crossé le street.” There’s
even a cartoon character who speaks
Chiac: Acadieman. His creator describes
him as “Le first superhero Acadien.”
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Ontario is not bilingual, but it does
have 26 places where French-speaking
people can be served in their language.
In these areas, about one in 10 people is
francophone. If it’s a city, at least 5,000
people must speak French.

Diving in

w

Immersion means putting something completely under water.
French immersion is kind of the same idea for English-speaking
students. In some places French immersion starts on the first
day of school. In others, it can begin as late as Grade 7.
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Parents first started trying to get better French classes
(known as core French) for their kids in the 1950s. Two parents
started the private Toronto French School in 1962 because they
felt it was important for anglophone students to speak French
and understand francophone culture.
In the early 1960s, a group of parents in St. Lambert, Que.,
decided it was wrong that anglophone kids were graduating
from school without being able to speak French. Their school
board started experimenting with French immersion in 1965.
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The idea took off in the 1970s and spread across the
country. Today there are about 425,000 students taking French
immersion in Canada.

if there aren’t a lot of French-speaking students or teachers
in an area, francophone students sometimes end up in French
immersion classes intended for anglophones. As one Alberta
parent told the CBC in 1988, “Basically our students are going
to a school designed by and for English-speaking people. As a
result they're getting a second-class education.”
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Equally immersed?
Many kids in French immersion
come from families that already
have more money and better
education than the average
student’s family. There are
generally more girls than boys in
these programs, and fewer kids
with disabilities.
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