Luxembourg presents itself
Mir schwätze Lëtzebuergesch, Däitsch a Franséisch
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The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg is one of those rare countries in the world where several
languages are spoken and written throughout its territory and in different spheres of life – on
a private, professional, social, cultural and political level. With Lëtzebuergesch being the
national language and French and German the primary legislative and administrative languages,
it can therefore be said that some 278,000 Luxembourg people share a native multilingualism.
Over recent decades, the country’s outstanding economic growth and a policy of social promotion have contributed to this polyglot nation being enriched by the mother tongues of the
approximately 199,000 foreign nationals who these days live in Luxembourg.
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Batty Weber (1860-1940), one of
Luxembourg’s most popular authors,
wrote most of his work in German

Place names are displayed in French, one of the official languages,
as well as in Lëtzebuergesch, the national language
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Luxembourg is a multilingual country: Lëtzebuergesch is the national language, as well
as one of the administrative languages alongside French and German. Although French
has developed into the lingua franca, Lëtzebuergesch is still the traditional language of
integration. More often than not, second-generation immigrants struggle with this multiplicity of languages. Despite the fact that most of them originate from countries in
which Romance languages are spoken, they are expected to succeed in an education
system based largely on German.
When tackling the linguistic situation in Luxembourg, an analysis should not be
restricted to just residents with a Luxembourg passport. More than a third of the Grand
Duchy’s residents consists of foreigners. In the capital, the proportion of foreigners
even amounts to more than 53%. Then there are the cross-border commuters: 2006 figures show that every day 127,000 commuters (and the number continues to increase)
cross the border from France, Belgium and Germany (in order of importance) to work
in Luxembourg. It is thus difficult to speak of a Luxembourg peopled with Luxembourgers, because in reality, the country is a cosmopolitan and multicultural one, with
its job market exceeding the regional scale.
The language situation itself is also influenced by the constant interaction of the various nationalities. As documented in the so-called Baleine Study, while Lëtzebuergesch
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is certainly the mother tongue of native Luxembourgers, French has in the meantime
developed into the lingua franca of the Grand Duchy, meaning that Luxembourg is
a country that uses three languages: German, French and Lëtzebuergesch. As for the
question of whether Lëtzebuergesch is a regional dialect or a true language, members
of parliament put a stop to this disagreement in 1984 by elevating it to the rank of
national language, thereby adopting a not overly orthodox stance from a linguistic
point of view. Lëtzebuergesch is actually a Moselle Franconian dialect, the significance
of which has steadily increased for the Luxembourg people since the end of the
19th century, on both a psychological and emotional level, and particularly in reaction
to the linguistic campaign undertaken by the Nazis, who occupied the Grand Duchy
during the Second World War.

lëtzebuergesch in vogue
The tendency to make increasing use of Lëtzebuergesch has in the meantime spread to
advertising and personal promotion – as a simple look at advertising posters, names of
businesses, newspaper announcements, etc. will confirm. Even literature written in the
national idiom is enjoying an increasing popularity.
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Various media each day broadcast radio and television programmes in the Luxembourg language
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In addition – and contrary to popular prejudice – foreigners (more than many Luxembourgers are aware of ) are in fact attempting to master Lëtzebuergesch. Among them are
many French people, whom the Luxembourg people have for a long time thought of as
extremely resistant to the idea of learning a new language, due to their long-running
tendency in shops and restaurants to demand the use of French (‘Parlez français, s’il
vous plaît!’) – obviously an unjustified preconception as shown by their high presence
in courses.

for the language in the field of education, as shown from time to time in the courses
on offer.
Lëtzebuergesch is also being used more often on official occasions, for instance in traditional speeches by the Grand Duke, at opening ceremonies and in political debates.

German, a difficult language
Radio and television are also playing their part in helping to popularise Lëtzebuergesch.
Unfortunately, the quality of the language used by many reporters and presenters leaves
much to be desired. Germanisms and other incongruities are adopted with a lack
of concern that drives language purists to despair. Such tendencies also turn what
would normally be a useful tool for learning a foreign language into an unsuitable one
in practice.
In the written press, journalists tend to pay little heed to spelling and expression when
writing in the national language. This exaggerated casualness displayed when writing
Lëtzebuergesch can be explained by the fact that Luxembourgers did not learn their language ‘properly’ at school. Even today, Lëtzebuergesch lessons are kept to a minimum,
if not done away with altogether. That said, there appears to be a growing interest
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If Lëtzebuergesch is becoming increasingly riddled with Germanisms, as can be observed
particularly among young people, the reason for this lies with the popularity of German
television programmes. Watching German television results in locals improving their
German, but unfortunately at the expense of their Lëtzebuergesch.
According to the authors of the Baleine Study, Luxembourgers in general do not endeavour to speak a high standard of German. On the other side of the coin, however,
those who do want to learn and speak German correctly often face significant hurdles,
in particular those who do not regularly come into contact with German speakers.
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National daily and weekly newspapers and magazines use German and French as well as
Lëtzebuergesch; weekly newspapers are also published in English and Portuguese
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It all starts with primary school education. Here German is used as the language of literacy, practically as the second mother tongue, incidentally much to the astonishment,
to say the least, of some German-speaking parents. But if the wrong preposition is used
or an expression falls victim to false friends, local teachers are in general convinced
that they, after all, possess a better grasp of German than native German speakers.
When it comes to solecisms of this kind, the press, largely published in German, is not
far behind. Errors range from selecting the wrong word to misusing the subjunctive
mood.
This careless use of German often stands in stark contrast to the almost pedantic attempts
to use French correctly, at least in written form. Linguistic abilities in this regard depend
to a great extent on people’s level of education: during secondary education, French
gradually replaces German. The fact that most Luxembourgers encounter French on
a daily basis in their working lives also contributes to an improvement in linguistic
competence.

Language of integration and lingua franca
The French spoken in Luxembourg can be of various standards, reflecting among
others the social status of the individual. The following groups can be distinguished:
firstly, the immigrants – mostly Portuguese – for whom French is a foreign language
serving a functional purpose; secondly, highly qualified personnel working in banks
and large companies as well as employees of the EU; and thirdly, the French-speaking
cross-border commuters.
The ways in which Luxembourgers and other people who live and/or work in the
Grand Duchy use languages are thus shaped by different everyday factors. Eurocrats
have always managed to get by without speaking Lëtzebuergesch. Lëtzebuergesch is
nevertheless regarded as the language of integration and gives job seekers a distinct
advantage over otherwise equally qualified applicants. In contrast, French is the lingua
franca at the workplace. It is also the language used by Luxembourgers when entering
discussions within European and international institutions.
Despite the fact that French is the most important language of communication, the Grand
Duchy is and will remain a multilingual society, not least as a result of the numerous
unions between Luxembourgers and foreigners, which make for polyglot family lives.
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Portuguese grocery stores or Italian ice-cream parlours –
multicultural elements permeate every aspect of daily life
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The incidence of the use of French also depends on the region in which people live and
work. While in the rural areas to the east and north of the country, Lëtzebuergesch is the
most commonly spoken language, French plays a significant role in the centre, especially
in the capital, and the south of the country, which is heavily populated with immigrants.
Similarly, there are differences in linguistic style from one generation to the next. These
differences reflect the profound socio-cultural and economic changes that have affected
society in recent decades. Young people, especially in the capital, now communicate
largely in French, while the older generation, which received its education during the
Second World War, often has only limited French. This is particularly true of the women who did not go out to work and who, unlike the men, did not have an opportunity
later in life to improve their language skills. This has been known to result in comprehension problems in everyday life, for instance during a hospital stay, where medical
staff tend to be primarily French-speaking.

differences from one region or one generation
to the other
Generational differences of this sort can incidentally also be found in people’s media
habits, without their language choice necessarily being outwardly influenced. 41% of
those aged 60 to 70 prefer to watch television programmes in Lëtzebuergesch (occupying
only reduced time slots), with only 7% of those aged 18 to 24 claiming to do likewise.
Radio also reveals a preference for programmes in Lëtzebuergesch, which can be partly
explained by the fact that these are the only ones to broadcast the national and local
news.
The languages spoken in Luxembourg not only reflect a person’s social status; they can
even be said to determine it. Insufficient linguistic skills can hinder, or at least restrict,
a person’s social advancement. This applies in particular to the Portuguese immigrants.
Despite Luxembourg’s education system placing them at a disadvantage, the second
generation of Portuguese immigrants has managed to produce university graduates
who can easily hold their own as lawyers or accountants against their equals. Thanks to
them and their fellow countrymen who now run ‘Portuguese’ shops or small businesses,
thanks to Portuguese newspapers, radio programmes and the TV channel RTPI, available
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Children can choose from books in several languages. The presence of Lëtzebuergesch is nevertheless increasingly
widespread in this domain.

Right // In numerous councils, street and
place names are indicated in Lëtzebuergesch
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via cable or satellite, these days a Portuguese immigrant can cope with everyday life in
Luxembourg without knowing any French. On a professional level, however, these
people are unlikely to climb the ladder, and even on a social level, they will remain relatively isolated, their contact being limited to the Portuguese community.
Conversely, the children of these immigrants are confronted with Luxembourg’s language situation from practically their first day at school. Literacy tuition is carried out
in German, which can be an almost insurmountable hurdle for Portuguese children
and which is largely responsible for their lack of success in the education system. In
contrast, they find it comparatively easy to learn French. Another factor is that most of
their parents insist on the use of Portuguese at home, which means that these children
have to cope with four languages as soon as they start school.
Text: Josiane Kartheiser
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