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 GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

Problematization: The choice of theme and field 

Located in one of the great crossroads of Asia and hanging on the side 

of the continent, between the Indian subcontinent and the countries of the Far 

East, Vietnam is a country which has been influenced by its neighbors and has 

served as a springboard to the peoples who, after crossing it, have spread to the 

islands of the South Pacific. 

Until the arrival of the French in the 17th century, the imperial capital 

of the country, Hue was, of course, the most animated scene in national politics, 

in terms of both internal and external relations. It was through this region of the 

Center that important contacts, negotiations and exchanges with the West in 

general and France in particular took place well before September 1, 1858, the 

date of the French attack in Tourane, to impose by the following their hundred-

year-old colony in this Southeast Asian country. The relations history of the 

region and Hue people with the French language and culture dates from this same 

period, going through all of the country's upheavals. 

Hue was chosen as an example to generalize and specify the situation 

of French and the Francophony (French-speaking community) in Vietnam. This 

choice was not only motivated by a personal attachment but also made thanks to 

the specificities of this city presenting an atypical of Francophony, its history 

and its social development and international integration efforts. This work was 

the fruit of our observations on plurilingualism and multilingualism, on recent 

geopolitical changes within the French-speaking world and on the role and place 

of the French-speaking and/or Francophilia (i.e., the love or admiration of 

France, the French or French culture) countries heirs of history like Vietnam. 

Finally, it is important to remark the contribution of national and local structures 

for the dissemination of this language, and for the promotion of the Francophony 

community at a higher level, increasingly focused on the quality of growth, given 

linguistic peculiarities of this region of Southeast Asia compared to the others. 

This work, based on a multidisciplinary, sociological, sociolinguistic 

and anthropological study, will focus on different fields and audiences to arrive 

at an approach and an analytical tool appropriate to the subject of the research. 

 

Objectives, research questions and research methodology 

The present research sets itself the objectives of making a portrait of a 

local Francophony in a part of Asia where the use of French is quite low 

compared to other regions of the world, then to try to copy it in a context of 

plurilingualism and multilingualism in Vietnam and Asia to highlight the 

pragmatic, socio-cultural and geopolitical dimensions of the Francophony and/or 

Francophilia. To this end, it is important to highlight the specificity of the 

concepts of Francophony, in a global context and in the linguistic sense of the 

word, but also in its geopolitical and cultural value. 



 

 

In this logic of references, the following research questions arise: What 

are the keys to ensuring a balanced development of the Francophone community, 

taking into account the particularities of the geographic areas where French is 

present? For areas that are not traditional or potential areas of the practice of 

French, are there ways to improve the situation and in what orientation? If 

plurilingualism and multilingualism are a reality, how can language policy be 

adapted to promote the use of the language? What will be the efforts and means 

to deploy? 

For this study, to have a comprehensive qualitative research, we 

combine different descriptive methods including questionnaires, observation, 

interviews and case studies. The complementarity of these methods would enrich 

the information, giving a better response to the research objectives and questions. 

A literature review of research relating to the same field or to other 

fields which have epistemological links with this dissertation helped us to better 

position our research in the general context of the questions addressed. This 

allowed us to see how similar problems have been approached by other 

researchers in order to find an appropriate path for our work. In this logic, we 

consulted the theses of Gilles Forlot ("Migratory paths and language practices 

- Ethnographic sociolinguistics of French migration in Toronto (Canada)", 

Catholic University of Louvain, 2005, transformed into a book under the name 

"With his language in pocket-Course of French emigrants in Canada (1945-

2000) ", University Press of Louvain, 2008), by Thụy Phương Nguyễn ("French 

school in Vietnam from 1945 to 1975: from the civilizing mission to cultural 

diplomacy", Paris Descartes University, 2013), by François Torrel ("The 

Francophony in Asia – Monograph of Francophone Space of Huê (1999-2001)", 

Lille III University, 2004) and Pham Thi Hoai Trang ("The Francophony in 

Vietnam, from colonial fact to globalization: an identity issue", Jean Moulin 

Lyon 3 University, 2005) 

 

Structure of the thesis 

In order to respond to the breadth of the subjects dealt with, we offer 

four main themes throughout the research: 1. The context of the Francophony in 

Vietnam (Chapter I); 2. The theoretical framework, with reference to the theory 

of social practices and representations, the gravitational model of languages and 

the theory of games and decisions as well as their relationships with 

sociolinguistics (Chapter II); 3. Field work with the objectives, tools and 

methods of data collection (Chapter III) and the results of the survey on the 

practice of French in Hue observed and analyzed from work carried out in the 

past (Chapters IV, V and VI); and 4. The results of the research resulting from 

the field work, followed by reflections and proposals for the influence of the 

practice of French in Hue but also in Vietnam in the current multilingual context 

in the country and in the world (Chapter VII). 

 



 

 

FIRST PART 

CONTEXT OF THE FRANCOPHONY AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

 

CHAPTER I. THE FRANCOPHONY IN VIETNAM 

To speak of the Francophony is above all to speak of the history of a 

linguistic whole that is not homogeneous, both politically and ideologically, 

economically, socio-culturally and of course linguistically. The French language 

can be considered for certain countries and local authorities as a tool for 

belonging to a community that is no longer simply cultural and linguistic. The 

Francophony with a capital “F” represents the institutions of the OIF 

(International Organization of Francophony) and groups together nearly 70 

states and governments under different statutes, while the Francophony with a 

capital “f” designates the 175 million French speakers scattered around the 

world, including 110 million real francophones and 65 million partial 

francophones. 

Since the introduction of French in Vietnam, we can divide its 

development in 5 stages: 1. The prelude to Catholic evangelization; 2. Its 

establishment with colonization; 3. The decline with the political, economic and 

social changes in the country; 4. The renaissance in the context of an 

internationally integrated Vietnam; and 5. The practices of this language in 

today's bimultilingual and multilingual context. These five stages correspond to 

the situation of the teaching and practices, and representations of French in the 

country, since its appearance on the territory, through the opening of Vietnam in 

the years 1980-1990. 

Introduced into the country in the 17th century, French created a new 

linguistic history for Vietnam. This first stage in the development of French, 

considered as a prelude to Catholic evangelization, was marked by Vietnam’s 

first contacts with the West when Quoc Ngu, the Romanized Vietnamese 

language, was born. Although the French presence is not very important during 

this opening period, we can say that it is one of the first steps Western and French 

culture and values were introduced to Vietnam. In fact, the birth of Quoc Ngu 

more or less changed the linguistic landscape of the indigenous population and  

led to the progressive rupture of the influence of Chinese writing in the culture 

and in the daily life of the Vietnamese. . 

If the first stage corresponded to evangelization, the second stage, that 

of implantation, was marked by French colonization, from 1858 to 1945. With 

French colonization, a cultural shock occurred during this period called 

Westernization. It was a real modernization in the history of Vietnam, coming 

first from the change in the writing system and then in the educational and 

administrative systems. These changes have brought about intellectual changes 

through new content and learning methods completely different from those of 



 

 

the old system which focused on elitism, deeply influenced by Confucianism and 

the millennial hold of China. Despite the hostilities of the natives against the 

French presence, this Franco-Vietnamese acculturation presented a positive 

cultural impact on each side, which gave birth to the Francophony and 

Francophilia in the history of contemporary Vietnam. 

The third stage is marked by the decline of French in Vietnam. Three 

events caused this recession: the beginning of the revolutionary movements in 

1945, the departure of the French in 1954 and the reunification of the country in 

1975. French, which had been used as the official language in administration and 

education in all regions of the country, became a foreign language during the 

period when the country was divided in two because of the conflict with the 

Americans. The influence of French throughout Vietnam began to slowly 

decline, along with the revolutionary movements in the country. While the pro-

American and pro-American south continued to use French in administration and 

education, the pro-Soviet north effectively removed it from its administration 

and education system. After the reunification of the country in 1975, French was 

taught "drop by drop" in a few localities but without any directives at the national 

level. Russian and English were highlighted, according to the wishes of the local 

political and educational authorities. In addition, the progressive development of 

English, as an international language for trade and diplomacy, has weakened the 

position of French in the country. 

Francophony revival, the fourth stage, progressed rapidly with the 

establishment of diplomatic relations between Vietnam and France, the 

development of cultural and economic exchanges between the two countries, 

especially after the adoption of Vietnam's policy of renewal. According to 

estimates by the High Council of The Francophony, the number of French 

speakers in Vietnam was 70,000 in 1990, or 0.1% of the population. This number 

increased sharply in the first years following the re-engagement of the country 

in the French-speaking community under the effect of the implementation of 

bilateral (with France) and multilateral French-speaking projects for the benefit 

of the promotion of French in Vietnam but also in Southeast Asia. 

The fifth stage corresponds to Vietnam’s deep commitment to the 

structures of the Francophony and to the intensification of its relations with the 

other member countries of this community. With its Doi Moi policy, Vietnam 

has made a positive commitment to international multilateral structures. From a 

historical and political logic, the accession of Vietnam to French-speaking 

bodies is not primarily motivated by cultural and linguistic considerations. These 

diverse memberships of Vietnam have enabled an active and fruitful engagement 

of its authorities in the French-speaking network to become more and more one 

of the driving countries of the Francophony in Asia-Pacific. The success of the 

7th Summit of Heads of State and Government of countries with French in Hanoi 

in November 1997 is a convincing example of his active involvement in 

institutional French-speaking bodies, in the development of the community in 



 

 

general and in the rise of French in Asia and in Vietnam in particular. During 

this 7th Francophony Summit, French made its official return to Vietnamese 

education and gradually resumed its place as the second foreign language taught 

at school. However, we saw that the teaching of and in French was in deficit in 

the country since the year 2010-2011 and within the framework of the “Plan 

2020” of the Vietnamese government, then renamed “Plan 2025” according to 

which only one language foreign, English, is compulsory in secondary school. 

This has had important consequences for the teaching of French, which for 

decades has occupied an important place in the education system in Vietnam. 

In the ultimate goal of this research work to study the relationship 

between French and Vietnam, from colonial history to current development, in 

order to determine a logic of development of this language today in Vietnam and 

in the region of Southeast Asia, we will examine the functioning of these 

practices and representations at the local level thanks to the lighting of language 

theories and psycho-sociology, as well as research methodologies in social and 

human sciences, to find avenues of understanding via socio-educational, 

economic and political factors. All this is evolving in a growing context of 

plurilingualism and multilingualism in Vietnam and with internal French-

speaking exchanges and cooperation which are increasingly favored by operators 

in the community, including the heads of state and government of the member 

countries. 

 

 

CHAPTER II. SOCIAL REPRESENTATION OF LANGUAGES AND 

THEORIES APPLIED TO LANGUAGE POLICIES  

The notion of social representation, originally borrowed from social 

psychology, is nowadays more and more present in the fields of social sciences 

and humanities. It is also applied in research in linguistics and more specifically 

in sociolinguistics. 

The concept of social representation has been initiated and improved 

over time by sociologists and psychosociologists such as Durkheim, Moscovici, 

Chombart de Lauwe, Farr, Jodelet, Abric, Herzlich and Bourdieu, 

anthropologists and historians such as Laplantine, Ariès and Duby. This one 

knew a revival of interest in the XXth century in all the disciplines of human 

sciences: anthropology, history, linguistics, social psychology, psychoanalysis, 

sociology, etc. Being a specific form of knowledge, socially developed and 

shared, social representations are considered as systems of interpretation of our 

cognition, our thinking and our relationship with others and the world in general, 

and are likely to guide our communications and social behaviors. They therefore 

contribute to the dissemination and assimilation of knowledge and social 

transformation. 

According to Bonardi & Roussiau (1999, p.25), “to analyze a social 

representation is to try to understand and explain the nature of the social ties 



 

 

that unite individuals, the social practices they develop, as well as the intra and 

intergroup relations”. Our research work allows us to explain the importance of 

these in the field of language and in the representations of the French language 

for Francophones in general and for Hue people in particular. 

In the age of globalization, language proficiency plays an important role 

in the development and integration of people around the world. In terms of 

language policy, the choice of foreign languages for teaching in the national 

education systems of different countries, including Vietnam, is therefore 

essential. This is closely linked to the development of society in general, given 

the increased exchanges these days. French, long rooted in the country, is no 

longer a foreign language of primary importance and becomes an interesting case 

study, in a multilingual and plurilingual context very hectic and competitive. 

By observing the order and mutations of languages in history, Calvet 

(2002) proposed a model of relationships between languages which he called the 

gravitational model. Indeed, starting from the principle that languages are linked 

by bilinguals, and that bilingual systems are hierarchical, determined by power 

relationships, we arrive at a representation of the relationships between the 

languages of the world in terms of gravitations staged around pivotal languages 

of different levels. 

According to this gravitational model of Calvet, when speakers are 

bilingual, they acquire either the hypercentral language which is English, or a 

supercentral language at the same level as their native language. This model is 

valid both for national languages, but also for international languages and shows 

us the linguistic side of globalization presented above with English. This 

mechanism then leads to two tendencies of bilingualism among speakers: 

"horizontal", characterized by the acquisition of a language of the same level as 

hers, and "vertical", of a language of a higher level. 

Of course, the weight and therefore the position of a language on a 

global scale are not fixed according to this model. They are evolving and depend 

on the world situation which is affected by several factors, the most important of 

which is economics. Furthermore, to measure the relative importance of 

languages, we cannot rely solely on the number of speakers. The weight of a 

language is unequal, which is the reason why its status changes according to 

nations, regions and the international context. In this logic, English is today the 

pivot, the hypercentral language, but it goes without saying that this situation is 

changing over time and that another language could replace it in the future. It is 

according to this logic that countries conduct their language policies to guarantee 

the position of their national language and select foreign languages, in relation 

to social, political, economic interests and to ensure diversity linguistic. 

In the case of Vietnam, students choose to learn another foreign 

language besides the compulsory foreign languages at school, normally based on 

the advice of their own parents. Linguistic behaviors, as we have seen above, are 

more or less influenced by the images reflected by languages or by their 



 

 

subjective values. These influences also come from the social evaluations 

aroused among speakers by their representations. 

The diversification of the teaching of modern languages, 

plurilingualism and multilingualism are subjects of the taste of the day. It is a 

political process which aims to avoid the domination of a single language and to 

ensure a balance between the languages taught in education systems. Of course, 

dealing with the issue of language learning in the context of a policy does not 

constitute a language policy. This only exists when there is a decision taken on 

this subject and when political actors refer to a set of principles and objectives 

defined and accepted on the management of these questions. The gravitational 

model of languages and the theory of games applied to language policies initiated 

by Louis-Jean Calvet could be useful in this case, in the sense that they serve as 

a reference for the decisions of the actors concerned, whether they are political 

or purely technical. 

The French language should be observed in its entirety vis-à-vis the 

practices and representations as well as its relations of competition and 

cooperation with the other languages in use in the country and in Hue. Faced 

with increasing challenges of plurilingualism and multilingualism, all aspects 

must be examined precisely in order, on the one hand, to bring out the essential 

values and the raison d'être of this language for today and for tomorrow, and on 

the other hand to take up the challenges for a balanced rooting and a better 

dissemination focused on quality.  



 

 

SECOND PART 

FIELD RESEARCH 

 

CHAPTER III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Our research covers both the practices and representations of French 

and the Francophony in Hue. These subjects are treated at two levels: 

microscopic on the one hand, corresponding to social representations, with the 

language but also the values which stem from it, including culture and 

Francophilia; and macroscopic on the other hand, with the Francophony in 

general, that is to say the teaching and use of French, but also with more realistic 

and strategic questions at the local level. 

The idea of this work is to start from the microscopic level, by 

gathering all the elements that show the French presence until today and by doing 

research with the population to analyze everything that links Hue to 

Francophilia. Based on these observations, we can reach a macroscopic level, 

the Francophony which is a logical continuation of the history of Vietnam, and 

more particularly of Hue where there are several elements explaining how this 

city is a singular case in the maintenance both Francophilia and Francophony in 

relation to political and social changes. This macroscopic level will bring out a 

divergence on the institutional Francophony in general and situate the current 

Vietnam in this institution with particularities to be taken into account to promote 

the Francophony on the strategic plan including the teaching and the use of 

French. 

By relying on ethnographic fieldwork and empirical-inductive 

methods, we can analyze reality very closely, while maintaining sufficient 

objectivity not to translate this reality in an "impressionist" manner. The present 

research used the questionnaire, the observation in situation and the interview, 

with the recourse of the content analysis, also relating to existing documents, and 

of the statistical analysis. 

The questionnaire focuses on the use of French on a daily basis in Hue 

in order to sketch the French-speaking portrait of the city from several angles. 

The aim is to add more reliable and convincing evidence to the research to 

examine things objectively and generally. The results of this questionnaire were 

deepened by the two other methods chosen for this research, observation and 

interview. 

An essential complement to the interview and questionnaire techniques, 

observation consists of studying the subjects concerned in the performance of 

their tasks in order to collect data on their behavior and performance. Our 

observations are both direct and participatory. They were carried out in the field, 

thanks to our immersion in French-speaking activities and by using documents 

available on the teaching / learning of French in Hue, policies in the field and 

the use of French in society. The first subjects of observation are the curriculum 



 

 

of the institutions, the methods taught, reports on the teaching and practice of 

French, French in the professional context. 

As for the participant observation, this technique allowed us to "really 

participate in the life and activities of the subjects observed" and therefore to 

witness phenomena coming from the field of study in an undistorted manner in 

order to understand in depth the meaning and the scope of these phenomena. In 

order to ensure the methodological relevance in the practice of this method to 

avoid the “risks of subjectivation” represented by being both a stakeholder in the 

social game and a distant observer, we tried to remain involved in a moderate 

way , to balance detachment and participation, an "observing participation", that 

is to say "participant in public and observer in private. " 

In addition to the two survey techniques above, semi-structured 

interviews with targeted interviewees were conducted. It is a method of 

collecting discussions taking place in an interactive way, putting the researcher 

and the interviewee face to face. This research technique consists in establishing 

a dialogue with the respondents in order to obtain general, qualitative, but also 

subjective information on their experience, their opinions, their expectations, 

their wishes, their desires, their intentions of use, but also the representations of 

these elements in their minds and behavior. 

The interviews were carried out with an interview guide established in 

advance and whose pre-formulated questions focused on subjects such as 

teaching French in Hue, the link between Hue and French culture, 

multilingualism, local Francophony. This list of subjects nevertheless remained 

flexible, depending on the thread of the discussion with the interviewees, the 

dynamism of the interview and the level of their commitment to the themes set 

by the survey. A critical vision of the respondents will thus be taken into account 

in particular in their relationship with the other languages taught and used in the 

city and in the country, in a context of complex social development and evolution 

in a multilingual and plurilingual environment. The people subjected to the 

interview are linked to the Francophony in Hué, by their knowledge of the 

language, their experience or their direct or indirect relationship with the 

development or maintenance of the teaching and use of this language. These 

interviewees are teachers and students who teach and learn French, officials 

responsible for teaching languages and French, politicians, people with 

professional or social relations with French and French-speaking relations in 

Hue. 

The interviews took place over a two-year period (2018-2019) around 

two main axes: the teaching and use of French in Hue and the potential for the 

promotion and sustainability of the Francophony in Hue. We did not make a 

distinction between the two themes "practices" and "representations" in the 

interview guide, estimating the separation without interest, bringing no added 

value to the research and risking making the interviews too restrictive. Also, 

open-mindedness is encouraged and expected from the interviewees. The total 



 

 

number of interviews was 55, 51 individual ones and 4 focus groups. Among the 

interviewees, the majority are French-speaking, with a large number of French 

teachers in post or retired, the rest works as interpreters, lawyers, consultants in 

international relations, journalists, students, doctors, office workers, agents and 

tour guides. 

In general, the choice of methodology and techniques for data 

collection was made according to the operating objectives: understanding and 

explaining the facts. The distribution and coordination of the methods were 

constantly taken into account throughout the research work in order to better take 

advantage of the techniques used and enhance them. At each stage of the 

research, certain tools were preferred to others, depending on the nature of the 

information to be used. 

 

 

CHAPTER IV. PRACTICES AND REPRESENTATIONS OF FRENCH 

IN HUE IN THE PAST 

We have traced in this chapter the practices but also the representations 

of French in Hue in the past, in particular the evolution of the teaching and the 

use of this language beyond the economic and political opening of Vietnam 

towards the late 1980s. In a gap of fifteen years, this language has resumed its 

place as a second foreign language in Hue as it was before the reunification of 

the country. This is undoubtedly a result of the multiple efforts of the actors 

concerned with the promotion of this language in the city and by its value in 

socio-economic development at local and national levels. 

The needs of French in social circles in Hue in the 2000s were more and 

more important and diverse, especially in the growing context of international 

cooperation and exchanges in all fields. Encouraging results in quality and 

quantity, recorded in the past in teaching / learning and the use of this language 

in the city have made it possible to envisage a good prospect for development. 

The significant contribution of the French-speaking systems established in the 

city and the local orientations considerably consolidate this observation. For this, 

it is obviously essential to identify and overcome the limits and difficulties of 

reality in order to make this perspective more achievable. 

In the questionnaire survey carried out in the year 2000, that is 20 years 

ago, we concluded with the following elements, concerning the position of 

French and the measures to better promote it: 

 

Intensifying the teaching of French was an important element but 

creating an environment of use, as much alive as various for this language, 

remained an inescapable necessity, in order to create a solid foundation 

so that French can find a reason to exist and then to contribute more to the 

development of the different activity sectors of the city. For that, it would 

have been necessary to develop the teaching of French while endeavoring 



 

 

to develop the fields constituting its strong points which are tourism, 

culture, university training and medicine, so as to reinforce its assets. 

In terms of international relations, Hue has always been a 

strategic partner of France in Vietnam. The axes of cooperation could thus 

have been oriented towards training and the transfer of know-how in the 

fields which were the strong points of France and which corresponded to 

the needs of Vietnam and Hue: health, environmental protection (that of 

the lagoons, for example), tourism, landscape architecture, protection of 

material and spiritual heritage, etc. In addition, it would have been more 

fruitful to activate these cooperative relationships in other fields such as 

trade and new technology, in order to diversify the outlets for the French 

language. 

In terms of teaching / learning French, on the basis of the results 

obtained, a concrete and sustainable development policy should have 

been put in place in order to improve the quality of this activity and 

diversify training. This policy should have been based on long-term 

interests and above all should be closely linked to the aims of the country's 

education system. According to the results of the survey, we find that the 

use of the French language in social circles remains very limited. This 

reality was essentially conditioned by the general tendency to consider 

English as the main working language, even unique in companies and 

societies, even in French societies. However, the objective of learning 

foreign languages is nothing other than practice. Thus, French can only 

develop if its cultural and communicative dimension is well recognized. 

The role of popularization and intervention of university establishments, 

French and French-speaking authorities and other local services linked to 

the French language should therefore have been taken into account more 

than ever. 

 

Almost 20 years have passed since then and the situation is no longer 

the same, both for French and society in general, and for the environment 

allowing the practice of this language. An update remains essential to measure 

the weight and position of this language in today's society, a society from which 

new values and new social issues and challenges have arisen and are evolving at 

a much faster rate than before. 

 

 

CHAPTER V. FRENCH TEACHING TODAY 

After a recovery in the 1990s and 2000s, the teaching of French in Hue 

and in certain French-speaking localities in Vietnam, showed signs of decline. 

We can cite several reasons for this phenomenon: the lack of support from the 

partners for intensive French teaching projects at school and university, the 

emergence of new regional and international languages which exert a major 



 

 

influence, the problems specific to teaching French at all levels due to low 

qualification of teachers and a lack of methodology, textbooks, and adaptation 

of training programs to meet market needs. Parallel to the active integration of 

the Vietnamese economy in the region of Southeast Asia and in global 

multilateral forums, English has become an important international language in 

the country. Particularly for Vietnam, the openness of the national economy and 

the corresponding political and social conditions have offered citizens in general 

and learners in particular numerous choices of international languages as well as 

favorable environments for learning. 

In this chapter, we will present and analyze the advantages and 

problems drawn from the results of the study carried out in the field as part of 

this research. A number of interviews were conducted with professionals 

gravitating around the French language: French teachers, educators, project 

managers, experts in international relations, translators-interpreters, managers of 

tourism or hotel agencies, lawyers , doctors and engineers, representing all the 

actors in the life of the French language in Hue and Vietnam. We have collected 

their reflections, impressions and moods on the development and future of 

French and we presented them through extracts for analysis and anticipation. 

These elements served as illustrations or materials for argumentation on 

questions concerning the state of practice and / or the representation of this 

language over time. 

The teaching of French in Hue in the current context at all levels 

ranging from primary schools to universities, allows us to observe fluctuations 

in teaching French with ups and downs as n ' any other locality in the face of 

changes in the current socio-economic context: it had been in decline and almost 

disappeared in schools before returning in the late 1980s; then the intensive 

teaching program was introduced through bilingual classes from primary schools 

to high schools, and through French-speaking courses at university following the 

holding of the Francophony Summit in Hanoi in 1997; finally, the extensive 

development of French as a living language 2 marked the end of the program of 

bilingual classes and French-speaking courses. 

Indeed, compared to the 1990s and 2000s, French teaching, in general, 

in Vietnam and in Hue currently revealed a certain number of shortcomings in 

teaching quality, due to, in particular, certain harmful changes in policy on 

teaching French. The impact of the socio-economic context and other socio-

linguistic elements is also another major reason for this stagnation. The trend in 

the current period in Hue is to promote French as a living language 2 while trying 

to maintain or limit the suppression of French as a living language 1 in schools 

that previously taught French. 



 

 

Faced with these irreversible changes, French, recognized as the second 

foreign language behind English in the education system, is losing its lead in the 

face of competition from other languages in vogue in the country. This is not 

surprising from the point of view of the market law and, more generally, of the 

law of survival, as was the case with Russian before, based on the mechanism of 

the relation of supply and demand. A language only exists if it can prove its 

usefulness to the user community and, in the context of modern society, 

usefulness is expressed through its practices and social representations. 

In this chapter, we will also see the decisive impact of learning a foreign 

language in the context of Vietnam. It is a question of learning foreign languages 

for specific purposes and to satisfy an immediate need, under poorly developed 

socio-economic conditions. Faced with the multitude of languages taught, what 

would determine the choice of language to study among learners is the positive 

image that the country, whose language is taught, will create in local people’s 

mind regarding its culture and its economy. Another factor is investment levels 

that this country intends to make locally, which impliesjob creation and 

significant professional opportunities for future graduates. 

Multilingualism, indeed plurilingualism in this context of mutations, is 

essential and perfectly suited to the arguments of the gravitational model of 

languages, to game and decision theory, as well as to the theory of social 

representations. The language taught at school clearly needs a social, dynamic 

and sustainable environment to be practiced or used.  

 

 

CHAPTER VI. FRENCH IN SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 

ENVIRONMENTS 

Referring to the French presence in Hue over time, we could cite among 

others these three typical entities in connection with the evolution of the 

country's history and also representing specific characteristics of Hue: 1. Cultural 

heritages born from East-West and Vietnam-France interference; 2. The French 

Institute of Hue with promotion activities, cultural and linguistic exchanges; 3. 

The Festival of Hue, a product of decentralized Vietnamese-French cooperation, 

an artistic and cultural specialty of Hué initiated and supported by the French via 

technical exchanges and resources supported in terms of the technology of 

organizing festivals at the French. These three elements are a mixture of history, 

culture, language, art in general and the art of living of Hue in particular, due to 

the contacts and exchanges of this ancient imperial city with the French culture. 

It is also a continuation between the western cultural quintessence of France and 

the oriental identity that Hue represents with all the characteristics of royal 

culture and popular culture, old and new, which coexist and develop in parallel, 

over time. 



 

 

In this chapter, an analysis has been carried out on the main points 

concerning the current situation of the development of French in Hué in society, 

the advantages and disadvantages of the activities organized or supported by 

social organizations or in the fields associated with French in Hue. Indeed, we 

found that the field for the dissemination of this language is vast at the local 

level, ranging from tourism and culture trades to international cooperation in this 

city, not to mention medicine, a suitable outlet for this language. In addition to 

the educational environment, French has played an important role in the 

economic, social and political development of Hue in the past and until today, 

although its field of application is more limited today. 

In addition to the local professional and social institutions involved, the 

creation of new structures for the development of French such as the House of 

Knowledge of the Francophony and the Support Committee for the Francophony 

has provided necessary support for the dissemination of this language, in a 

context where traditional resources are in decline. The French and French-

speaking institutions established in the city and the joint efforts of the actors 

involved should today ensure the revitalization of the local Francophony in order 

to give new impetus to the development of this language so that it continues to 

make its contribution to the Hue boom. 

France, thanks to the special relations it has forged over time with 

Vietnam, has played and can still play an important role for significant 

exchanges and cooperation between the two countries. In addition to its support 

for a deep and effective commitment from Vietnam to the Francophony, France 

remains the first country to support the teaching of French in Vietnam, which 

has enabled it to remain one of the few French-speaking countries very active in 

Asia Pacific. Thus, from an objective of force majeure at the beginning, Vietnam 

has transformed French into a powerful tool for its intensified integration into 

international political life where its position is more and more appreciated with 

respect. The results could energize and diversify relations between the two 

countries and between Vietnam and the global French-speaking community. 

This will also strengthen the presence of French in the country but also in Hue, 

a city with a French-speaking vocation but which is currently experiencing 

difficulties in promoting this language. 

  



 

 

THIRD PART 

REFLECTIONS FOR A BETTER IMPLEMENTATION OF FRENCH 

IN VIETNAM IN THE CONTEXT MULTILINGUAL TODAY 

 
CHAPTER VII. IRREVERSIBLE MULTILINGUALISM AND THE 

NEED TO RELAUNCH FRANCOPHONE DYNAMISM FOR THE 

RADIANCY OF FRENCH IN VIETNAM 

In the current context of globalization, the practice of a foreign 

language is today considered, among other things, as an important skill for the 

integration of young people. The explanation given is that the human capital 

market is evolving rapidly and that languages are more and more necessary to 

allow people to communicate around the world. 

Remarkable economic progress is propelling Vietnam, which joined the 

group of middle-income countries in 2010, towards new essential challenges 

such as the environment, health, education and culture, and the use of science 

and technology to solve not only national but also global problems. La 

Francophony, a factor of international solidarity and development cannot remain 

outside this context. This is how, at the Francophony Summit in Hanoi in 1997, 

the question of economic development was introduced for the first time by the 

member countries of this community in the design of their solidarity actions. 

French, the language of the community, should therefore play its role of creation 

and connection for the harmonious and sustainable development of the member 

states, including Vietnam, an atypical French-speaking country. 

Pierre Bandon (1979) described a "close overlapping of linguistics and 

politics" in his article on the situation of French in the three states of Indochina. 

He underlined that in the Indochinese peninsula, "linguistic ebb and flow have 

been, for centuries, only one of the forms taken by the movements of conquest or 

liberation: here more than elsewhere the language is used not only to" to speak 

"of the world, but to transform it" (Bandon, p.663). Of course, the context of 

today's Francophony is far from being comparable to that of a colonial Indochina 

of the past century, but the nature or the political aim of economic and social 

development of the peninsula and Vietnam in particular is still relevant. 

Multipolarity is an irreversible trend in globalization, where 

monopolies have no reason to exist. Given its nature for communication and 

comprehension, language in general implies a pragmatism and this is the reason 

why certain languages will surpass others to meet the increasingly diversified 

needs of the human being, in a more modern world which also gives rise to more 

new needs. 

With more than 97 million inhabitants whose average age is 31 years 

and more than 35% living in urban areas, Vietnam has also become a large 

market for languages which find there a suitable land for their sustainable and 

beneficial establishment. Benefiting from a strong historical position and an 



 

 

image of excellence, French can base its future on legitimate hopes, by relying 

on its strengths as a second living language in the national education system, and 

by placing itself in a Francophony plurality with values commonly shared and 

transmitted. Of course, like any other foreign language, the development of the 

French language in Hue and Vietnam must rest on two main pillars: teaching in 

the educational system and the environment for its practice in society. These two 

activities are influenced by many elements in the current context. Initiatives to 

improve the values of this language in education have been set up: the promotion 

of French as living language 2 at secondary school, the improvement of teaching 

methods, professional training in French for specific areas, relocation or launch 

of co-diploma training in French, etc. 

In the context of Vietnam and ongoing multilateralism, in addition to 

giving priority to the development of English, the hypercentral language, it is 

necessary for this country to also promote other supercentral languages to 

guarantee a healthy and sustainable ecosystem, by giving priority to individual 

choices and to the local development orientation of cities and provinces based 

on their specificities. These facilitations include support and guidance policies 

ranging from learning at school to practicing in professional and social 

environments. It is a long-term plan requiring multifaceted efforts, with concrete 

and specific actions. In the same spirit and from an institutional point of view, 

interests and responsibilities, between Vietnam, France, the French-speaking 

countries more concerned and the Francophony, should be balanced and 

institutionalized by regulations and concrete actions, for long-term support and 

beneficial to all parties. 

The problems that French and the Francophony face in Vietnam are not 

very different from those of 20 years ago: using French and the Francophony as 

a diplomatic channel to diversify and balance relationships, gaining access and 

creating advantages in bilateral relations within multilateral mechanisms. Of 

course, in the new context, unexpected problems will arise, but basically the 

fundamental pillars are always present. Bringing the language and values of 

French culture closer to young Vietnamese people, this can be done through 

representations of the Francophony in Vietnam such as the French Institutes, 

Digital Campuses, etc., which will help young Vietnamese people to have a 

better idea of French culture and language. Those responsible for developing 

French in Vietnam can also draw on the successful experience with the 

generation of bilingual classes in the 1990s and 2000s to reflect and find new 

approaches allowing them to better teach this language to the younger generation 

of learners today. Successful experiences in promoting Francophony culture and 

values through cultural events such as that of the Hue Festival can help reflect 

on the measures necessary to enhance the visibility of their presence. Franco-

Vietnamese decentralized cooperation programs could also be good examples to 

enhance the attractiveness of French to local authorities and young Vietnamese. 

 



 

 

GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

"The future of French in Vietnam is very bleak," is the comment 

commonly heard during our interviews conducted as part of this research but 

also in society. So, by going through all the chapters of this work, the question 

that comes back to us about the teaching and practices of French in Hue but also 

in Vietnam is: is the reality also dark in Vietnam? Is there a bright future for 

teaching French at the secondary level and at university, in the new context of 

the country where the foreign language is generally used in the hope of finding 

a good job and make a real career and is no longer seen as a simple way to 

communicate and access knowledge as before? 

In this research, we tried to sketch the image of Hue, an atypical French-

speaking city in Vietnam. French has played and still plays an important role in 

the development of this city, especially after the period of economic and political 

opening. As in other cities and provinces of Vietnam, in Hue, French was also 

used as an active and effective means to integrate internationally in the first stage 

of its openness, thanks to political initiatives and voluntary commitments of local 

and education leaders. This enhancement of the specificities and advantages of 

Hue and the French language was a strategic choice to better exploit the 

potentials and opportunities that this language and this city can offer and 

mutually enhance. 

However, in the context of deeper international integration, with many 

opportunities for cooperation and competition issues arising from Hue's diverse 

external relations, French no longer occupies the position it once had. Beyond 

the period of rapid development, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, we see a 

decline in the teaching of French in all levels of education in Hue and Vietnam. 

This phenomenon is due to the suppression or reduction of the financial envelope 

from France and the Francophony for programs promoting this language. This 

change thus caused a great discrepancy in terms of organization, local financial 

autonomy and also the general motivation for the development of the teaching 

and use of French in the city and in the country. This language was then 

experiencing difficulties and many factors, formerly favorable to its 

development, are deteriorating or disappearing. 

At the national level, the Vietnamese Francophony remains significant 

today in the South-East Asia region, thanks to the maintenance of the number of 

French speakers identified in the reports of the OIF French Language 

Observatory. The reasons for learning and using French are also more numerous 

nowadays, given the intensive integration of Vietnam into the international 

concert and the rise of multilateralism. 

At the same time, we are seeing an important development in the 

teaching and practice of English, which has become the flagship language in 

Vietnam, and of the new emerging languages of Asia. The confidence and 

motivations of actors in the local and national Francophony were thus shaken. In 



 

 

addition to the absolute dominance of English, the growing presence and 

influence of other languages like Chinese, Japanese and Korean in society and 

in the education system. In reality, the promotion of the French language faces 

many problems, particularly related to the qualification of teachers, the quality 

of programs and courses, as well as its lack of outlets for French-speaking 

graduates. 

Vietnam has entered another phase of its development today, requiring 

an adequate policy for the training of foreign languages. Many students who 

have no interest in learning a foreign language in the official curriculum 

knowingly prefer to invest in private lessons outside of public school. This is a 

question that prompts reflection on the content and how to implement formal 

foreign language programs. Beyond this observation, we have also seen the role 

and contributions of private foreign language centers or courses. From the point 

of view of those responsible for the design of language policies and the 

implementation of these policies at local level, it is necessary to understand the 

reasons for the disproportionate choice of the learner, between formal and out-

of-school education. . 

It is essential to renovate both secondary education and university 

training in the French language. In this context, in addition to traditional 

language training, it would be necessary to develop professional training, with 

the aim of easier integration of graduates into the professional world. The 

material social and human conditions of Vietnamese society today allow all these 

adjustments to be made. The introduction of French as living language 2 into the 

national education system is also a good way to, on the one hand, express 

Vietnam's commitment to actions to promote the French language and, on the 

other, to improve teaching.  

The example of the successful teaching of Japanese shows us that there 

are solutions to develop the practice of a foreign language. This necessarily 

involves investments in favor of Vietnamese society on the part of French-

speaking partners, through the creation of businesses on the local territory 

offering jobs to young graduates in French. It is necessary to reinforce what made 

the success and attractiveness of French by creating new cultural activities based 

on the French language and by requiring the participation of Vietnamese youth. 

Also, those responsible for the local Francophony must find new types of 

funding, for example by requesting the help of French-speaking private 

companies in the form of "sponsorship" with, in return, the exposure of their 

image in Vietnamese society. 

The Francophony has today become a less linguistic than political 

community whose values shared by the member states are rich: solidarity, human 

rights or more topical issues such as global warming. For its strategic 

development, both linguistic and political, it is necessary to take into account the 

factors that this research has defined for atypical French-speaking countries like 

Vietnam. French, which wants to expand and develop in Vietnam, must interest 



 

 

learners or francophiles, that is to say show them the specific advantages in order 

to give this language a new reason to exist and develop in the country in a new 

context. So what is this reason? The slogan "French, the language of success in 

Asia Pacific", which the AUF Asia-Pacific Office has advocated, must be 

accompanied by concrete actions. These actions can come from France. They 

can also come from the Francophony, to ensure a harmonious and sustainable 

development of this language in the growing trend of multilingualism. These 

actions can finally come from Vietnam itself, a member state of the 

Francophony. They should be consistent both with the values of the 

Francophony community and with the development needs of this country, by 

harmoniously combining national interests and those of the Francophony and by 

associating its responsibilities as a member country. 

This research work stems from our observations and reflections on the 

current state and future of the development of French in Hue and Vietnam. 

Although analysis or demonstration is in large part related to French teaching in 

Hue, we provide additional examples of French teaching practices of other 

localities in Vietnam. This can be interesting for those who are involved in the 

development of French in Hue and Vietnam. The analysis of the different 

dimensions of teaching and using this language in Hue over time could serve as 

an example and reference for reflection and its dissemination, in Hue but also in 

other cities and provinces in Vietnam. 

In addition, as a language concerns many aspects of life, the assets and 

problems raised in this research could be taken into account or analyzed further 

under other prisms to better highlight the unexploited or little exploited 

potentials of the teaching languages in general and French in particular, for the 

sustainable development of Hue and Vietnam. 

 These are the possible contributions of this research to the development 

of French in the country. 
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