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Abstract: The article analyses linguistic rights in Aosta Valley, abandoning the already 

well-trodden path of  pure legal description of  legal safeguards to highlight the concrete 

effectiveness and limits of  the measures hitherto provided for by the legal system, by means 

framework, which provides for an Italian French bilingual system and for a weaker protec-

tion of  other languages, legal categories are compared with concrete reality of  language 

of  the current situation and their consequences on social representation of  languages, high-
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1. Introduction*

The Aosta Valley, nestled on the north-western side of  the Alps and on the border with 

125,000 inhabitants, the region shows a great complexity from a linguistic point of  view 

but also from the perspective of  the safeguards deployed by the Italian and regional legal 

-
th

century, French has consolidated as a cultured, administrative and teaching language, as well 

Franco-Provençal dialect, following a pattern of  diglossia, well-known in many parts of  
th century, limited and circumscribed areas of  the valleys on the

slopes of  Monte Rosa have been populated by Walser communities – speaking Alemannic 

idioms called titsch and töitschu 1

Since the proclamation of  the kingdom of  Italy in 1861, the entire region has undergone 

a progressive erosion of  its linguistic particularism, as a result of  the cultural and educa-

tional policies of  nation-building that have been put forward by the kingdom and, especially, 

during the fascist regime,2

The complex events of  the annexation period3 (1944–1945) led to the foundation of  the 

-

4

In this paper, we will abandon the already well-trodden path of  pure legal description 

of  linguistic safeguards to highlight the concrete effectiveness and limits of  the measures 

hitherto provided for by the legal system, trying to assess if  there is room to stem the de-

* 

1 

2

3 Over the last few months of  the Resistance, a growing political consensus for an annexation to France devel-

oped in Aosta Valley, strongly supported by France itself  – which was occupying part of  Aosta Valley’s ter-

valdôtain de Libération (backed by a vast part of  the population) requested for a plebiscite to be held in order 

autonomous system was thus also motivated by the necessity to address such an intense secessionist pressure; 

4 Aosta Valley autonomy has also been driven by political and strategic reasons, such as the presence of  impor-

tant natural and energy resources, the intent to distance French interests from this territory and the presence 

of  a strong secessionist movement, as well as the need to balance the structural economic disadvantage of  

2



characterized by a high and permanent degree of  pluriglossia by virtue of  the coexistence 

of  Italian, French, Franco-Provençal (or patois)5 and, in a more limited context, the idioms 

of  the Walser 
The expansion and strengthening of  the position of  the Italian language, supported by 

-

ern Italy in the last half  century), have not produced a sharp contrast between different 

ethno-linguistic groups but have rather facilitated the increase of  bi- and multilingual speak-
6 Establishing an adequate protection regime therefore requires taking into consideration

such a complexity, which involves both the point of  view of  the practiced linguistic codes 

2. The prodromes

Even preceding the birth of  the Republic (1946) and the constitutional enshrinement of  

the principle of  protection of  linguistic minorities,7 -

omous legal system established in Aosta Valley provided for the right to free use of  the 

-

tonomous District (Circoscrizione autonoma) of  Aosta Valley as a provisional self-government 

permitted in the Aosta Valley within the political, administrative and judicial sphere” and 

that “public acts can be drawn up in French, except for judicial acts”8

was introduced at schools as a compulsory subject and taught the same amount of  hours 

the adaptation of  national schools’ programs to local needs and promoted a progressive 
9

Indeed, the re-establishment of  French toponymy (immediately achieved) and the right 

to use the language – already claimed after the First World War – in public life had been 

immediately petitioned by Aosta Valley’s autonomist movements at the end of  the Second 

The provisional condition of  free use established for the French language has then been 

stabilized by following a precise political-constitutional approach, while the other forms of  

5

6

7

8

9
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10 of  an autonomous and special11 regional system, a

this solution was based on the abstract idea of  the existence of  a fully bilingual population, 

Aosta Valley’s population was thus recognized as a national linguistic minority – a lin-

guistic group also speaking the national language of  a neighbouring state – and deemed 

implied the titularity of  a high degree of  legislative and administrative autonomy especially 

Linguistic regulation, characterized by the principle of  so-called “integral bilingualism” 

and the special focus on French, has thus been deferred to the actions of  the Regional 

self-government as a guarantee of  survival of  the minority group, which was supposed to 

-

tection was conceived and designed through the institution of  regional institutions for the 
12

3. The constitutional framework

Aosta Valley derive from the interaction of  principles and regulations at national and re-

observe a multilevel system made up of  different sources which provides for various degree 

The general national system for the protection of  linguistic minorities has its main ref-

minorities by means of  appropriate measures”13

and penalizing jurisprudence of  the Constitutional Court has reserved only to the State 

(therefore excluding the regions) the responsibility and the power of  protecting linguistic 

10

11 The concept of  “speciality” beckons the derogatory ratio that inspired the foundation of  special autonomies, 

-

12 On the reproduction of  the nation State model at the regional level and the opposing concepts of  the “au-

tonomy for” a certain group and the “autonomy of ” a territory: Kössler 2015, 245–272 and Palermo 2015, 

13

-
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minorities by means of  legal provisions,14 the possibility has also arisen for the regions to 

in 1999 (after half  a century), when a general law on linguistic minorities was approved 
15

the same time territorial, linguistic and historical) for the recognition and set out a series of  

of  the legislation was rather modest in Aosta Valley, except for the provision of  funding for 

-

visions are applicable where no other forms of  protection16

Against this backdrop, the most effective support for French language is the Special 
17 Accord-

ingly, all public acts can be drafted in one or the other language (except for rulings, which 

18

Walser popula-

a regional law are entitled to the protection of  their traditions and of  their linguistic and 

-

nicipalities concerned is also obligatory, with appropriate adjustments of  schools’ programs 
19

Conversely, the condition of  the Franco-Provençal remains different and worse: there is 

no mention of  it in the Special statute and it is not the recipient for the time of  legislative 

and the Walser languages, the general principles and the national legislation have a merely 

complementary and subsidiary value, while, as for Franco-Provençal, the national legislation 

14

15

16

17

18 -

poses of  employment in state administrations, but this provision does not apply due to the supervening 

principles of  free movement within the EU; on this, Alessi 2020,
19
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of  the Law 482/1999 is of  primary importance since appropriate legal safeguards have not 

In terms of  effective implementation of  the constitutional principles, a clear distinction 

languages (Italian and French) are privileged and the expressions regarded as dialectal (Fran-

According to the Special Statute, the use of  French has been restored in sectors where it 

had commonly been practiced in the past, by structuring a theoretically bilingual public 

to two distinct rationes: reintegrating Aosta Valley’s population into the rights enjoyed in the 

past by re-establishing the condition experienced by this population prior to the outward 

standardization policies, and promoting a wider use of  French as an expression of  a primary 

ratio -

declining today, especially in the activity of  the Regional Council of  the Aosta Valley and of  

20 These acts can be directly voted in 

Although formally permitted, the use of  French in forensic activities and by the state 

judicial activity: no organizational regulations have ever been envisaged in this regard21; 

bureaucratic bodies are not capable of  carrying out a bilingual trial22 and such kind of  trials 

20

21 Only with regard to trials before Justices of  peace and for the appointment of  these Justices, Chancellors and 

22 On 4 July 2011, the Joint Commission for the implementation of  the Special Statute drew up a proposal 

for the linguistic regime   in Aosta Valley containing provisions on the French language, the idioms of  the 

Walser populations and patois
Council, this proposal has never been approved by the Council of  Ministers, although the Regional Council 
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Instead, a ‘protectionist’ regime has been generalized in the public sector, where access 
23 Pass-

ing the language test generally entitles to a ‘bilingualism allowance’, an economic incentive 

24

The underlying reason of  these provisions is to guarantee the citizens that they really 

and even in the absence of  explicit provision are obliged to reply in the language used by 

and from the application of  the principles of  good performance and impartiality of  the 

the existence of  the abovementioned salary item directly linked to bilingualism, which is 

evidently a guarantee of  the effective use of  French in all cases in which it constitutes for 

of  administrative or judicial dispute of  this mechanism exist, the violation of  the obligation 

to speak French should be considered as punishable in terms of  disciplinary or possibly 
25

26 Likewise, it is required for pharmacists dispensing in Aosta Valley 
27 Similarly, a 

linguistic test is also a condition for access to University courses in the Nursing professions, 

to pass a preventive examination in French:28 this applies to ski instructors and mountain 

23

24 Signs of  dissent with respect to this linguistic assessment and repeated attempts to reduce the rigidity of  

linguistic requirements – despite the level of  knowledge of  the required language being far from prohibitive 

-

25 Louvin 1997, 
26 -

27

28
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guides, which are additionally requested to prove their competence in a third language of  
29

Except for the abovementioned rules applying to some professional categories, the pri-

-

ciples of  equality and minority protection only apply in terms of  a prohibition of  negative 

Finally, restorative purposes underlie the entitlement to Aosta Valley of  an exclusive 
30 

-

ready restored in 1945), according to the traditional French versions (only Aosta-Aoste has 

The second ratio underlying this model has primarily been implemented in the educa-

measures, by stating the equal teaching of  Italian and French and the possibility of  using 

Adaptations 31 

The combination of  these statutory rules has given rise to a bilingual school system which, 

differently from South Tyrol’s educational system, has not been based on the principle of  

monolingual mother tongue instruction32 but rather on contextual bilingual teaching (al-
33

With respect to the broadcasting and print media, the situation is totally unbalanced in 

regard to television and radio:34 the public service broadcasting concession and the national 

service contract Aosta Valley require RAI to broadcast 110 hours of  radio time and 78 

hours of  French-language television programmes in Aosta Valley (corresponding to 20 and 

35

Only from the 1970 s people in Aosta Valley have been allowed to enjoy two French-lan-

guage television channels (Antenne2 and TV Suisse romande), but they never had the 

29

30

31  Adaptations are approved by the regional government following a complex pro-

cess that includes an agreement with the Minister of  Education and an advice from a mixed commission 

32

33

every differential solution is always subjected to periodic assessment and possible readjustment; on this, 

34

35 According to: La tutela delle minoranze nella comunicazione (2019), dossier by the Head of  the Operational 
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transition to digital TV, the region has, however, been assigned frequencies for the trans-

4 networks, compared to a bouquet 36 Aosta 

Valley’s Regional Communications Committee (CoReCom)37 is responsible for monitoring 

compliance with the regulations on the exercise of  radio and television broadcasting activ-

rarely broadcast French and Franco-Provençal language programmes, while the few local 
38

As for the press and other print media, the situation is even worse, since few periodicals, 

such as the Peuple valdôtain, which was mainly published in French, have gradually ceased 

their activity, so that today no French newspaper is usually sold at newsstands in the region: 

39 The region 

Walser linguistic and cul-

40

In general, language is not relevant from an electoral point of  view at regional level, 
41 First of  all, the whole Aosta Valley 

is an electoral constituency for the elections of  members of  the national parliament: this 

electoral process in Aosta Valley follows derogatory rules (for example, concerning the 

have foreseen the possibility of  a seat in the European Parliament being allocated to an Aos-

ta Valley’s minority candidate by virtue of  a connection between minority lists and national 

-

toral district of  north-western Italy (including Piedmont, Liguria and Lombardy, with a total 

36 The infrastructure provided by the public service concessionaire guarantees the re-broadcasting of  the pro-

grammes of  some channels in the Aosta Valley: France 2, France 24, RTS1 (French-speaking Swiss channel) 

37 The powers of  the CoReCom Valle d’Aosta, in terms of  supervising compliance with the spaces reserved for 

38

39

language: the Alliance Française association and the CIEBP (Centre d’Information et Éducation Bilingue et Pluri-
lingue

40

41

B������� ��������������������
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of  twelve million voters) and the provision permits the allocation of  the seat only if  a very 
42

5. The other protected languages:  

a composite but scarcely coherent system of  protection

The protection of  the Franco-Provençal is far less perceptive although the patois is much 

-

On a regional level, the linguistic safeguards are limited to the French language alone 

alongside Italian, whereas, interestingly, as for the activity of  the local authorities, municipal 

-

may foresee appropriate forms of  implementation of  the principle of  bilingualism; it also 

explicitly allows the local statutes to support and regulate the free (only spoken) use of  

43

As said above, national provisions in favour of patois would be applicable throughout 

limited enforcement has taken place so far, due to the lack of  enactment decrees imple-

patois’s condition, given that the 

44 Instead, so far, the 
45

Furthermore, patois in school context is only generically considered by regional laws that 

specially entrust the Regional Administration itself  with the task of  promoting the Fran-

42 -

cluded in the list of  posts to which the group of  lists is entitled, the last place should belong to that linguistic 

43

44

on any initiative, including the establishment of  language courses and culture of  languages to facilitate the 

mission giving this University the task to 

45

-

nicipalities have given the Regional Administration the leading role in developing projects for the promotion 

and enhancement of  Franco-Provençal funded by national law, such as the ‘Language Desk’ and the creation 
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46 The 2016 Adaptations – introduced on an experimental 

basis for two years – promoted an ‘approach’ to Franco-Provençal in preschools and to its 

(thus, not provided by the university) for experts in patois -

patois totally deviates from the 

Outside the school context, extensive regional measures have been undertaken to sup-

47

For this purpose, the Bureau régional ethnologie et linguistique (BREL) has been established 

the use of  Franco-Provençal, its development, transmission and progression have been pro-

École populaire de patois,48 a patois private school,49 and for 

-
50

Walser dialect and, at 

51

Again, the municipal layer of  government proves more sensitive to language issues, pro-

viding for the promotion of  Walser 52 

However, the Regional Council has established that the Walser municipalities can insert a 

46

47

48 The École populaire includes extracurricular courses in patois
the Centre des études francoprovençales Réné 

Willien in Saint-Nicolas and organizes the Concours Cerlogne, a language contest to arouse interest in patois (and 

Valle del Lys
49

Franco-Provençal language such as the Association Valdôtaine Archives Sonores (AVAS) and the Fédérachon Val-
doténa di Téatro Populéro.

50

51

52 The languages of  the Walser community are protected by the Statute of  the Unité des Communes Valdôtaines Wal-
ser Unité promotes the use of  titsch, töitschu and Franco-Provençal patois (only 

Unité 
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preliminary test in the recruitment of  civil servants 

add toponymy in titsch and t 53

Besides, the Regional government is also deeply committed to encouraging the protec-

tion and the enhancement of  Walser populations’ linguistic and cultural heritage by sustain-

-
54 In practice, regional intervention is mainly achieved through 

55

It is interesting to note that until 2007 the regional electoral law theoretically promoted 

the representation of  the Walser community in the Regional Council,56 thanks to a con-

nection between regional and local lists and a priority allocation of  a seat to a candidate 

expressed by this community: this eventuality having never occurred, the provision was 
57

6. Beyond the legal veil, with no hypocrisy

disparition du franco-provençal et l’agonie du désormais mauvais français qui y est encore présent (inélucta-
58

The introduction of  the most important and in-depth linguistic survey conducted in Aosta 

Valley to date,59 carried out in 2001, opens with this remark highlighting the contradiction 

between the reality and the formal protection of  linguistic rights in Aosta Valley, and the 

existing cleavage between the concrete practice and the political, ideological and legal ap-
60

Methodologically, it is necessary to move away from traditional approaches by recon-

necting legal assessments with the concrete experience of  the linguistic dimension and by 

taking the high linguistic complexity and the different levels of  use of  languages into con-

53

54 Walser 
language and culture has been established, with proposing and consulting tasks to encourage the participation 

55 These include the Centro di Studi e Cultura Walser Associazione Augusta
56

57

58

and accept the disappearance of  Franco-Provençal and the agony of  the now bad French that is still present 

59  

60 At the beginning of  the 20th century, Italian enjoyed a limited use and several factors had affected the so-

cio-linguistic evolution of  the Aosta Valley: among them, Woolf  1995, 622–625, recalls the Fascist migration 

policies, while a consistent wave of  emigration towards France took place following the failure of  the local 

Catholic credit system in the early 20th
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dynamics affecting the analysed issues and to provide explanations, criticisms and sugges-

Following this method, we observe that power relations between the languages drawn 

matter of  fact, sociolinguistic reality reveals a hierarchy in the use of  languages, which is 

context in Aosta Valley is in fact characterised by an “endogenous community societal bilin-

gualism with multiple dilalia”61

the coexistence of  two high languages (Italian and French), legally but not concretely equal 

(Italian has eroded the spaces of  French), and of  various low linguistic repertoires (Fran-

co-Provençal, Piedmontese in the lower valley,62

decidedly more used than the latter)63

The situation is even more complicated in the villages where the Walser population re-

use) and three low (titsch and töitschu, Franco-Provençal and Piedmontese)64 languages coex-

65

The researches carried out so far are all consistent in highlighting that Italian is increas-

ingly eroding all the areas of  use of  the other idioms in every kind of  communication, be it 

Patois is a vital idiom, still known and practised by a considera-

ble number of  Aosta Valley inhabitants; the same applies, even though to a somewhat lesser 

extent, to the Walser
-

structurally only bilingual (Italian-French) and where French, despite its instrumental and 

symbolic66

The institution of  a bilingual legal system inspired by restorative and promotional pur-

-

61

62 In addition to the Piedmontese dialect, there is also a widespread presence of  other Italian dialect forms, as 

63 The boundaries of  use of  the high and low language variants are mobile in their functional differentiation 

(high variant: formal and written areas, low variant: informal and oral areas) and may overlap in some do-

mains of  use: on the concept of  dilalìa,

64

65 Already observed by Barbé 2003; for recent data on recent immigration numbers in Aosta Valley see: Dossier 

66
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With regard to the restoration purpose, it should be recalled that Aosta Valley’s popu-

lation of  1945–1948 was considerably different from that who, still in the early twentieth 

of  equal standing between languages and the interchangeability of  linguistic codes did not 

apply to effectively equal languages, given that French had already been clearly weakened 

by decades of  exclusion from the educational world, by strong emigrations of  the natives 

and by nationalistic repression, thus, gradually disappearing from common linguistic habits 

Because of  this discrepancy, even promotional actions, aimed at compensating the mi-

nority through a possible and necessary “re-Francisation” based above all on school poli-

-
67 A bilingual school 

system was indeed just not enough to recreate socio-linguistic habits that had already been 

French is thus surviving especially in ‘institutionalized reserves’, within which one can 

generally applies to schools, where French, despite enormous planning and programming 

efforts and with the exception of  nursery and primary schools, is still predominantly a 

With regard to political-administrative action, the use of  French is evidently connected 

with precise themes and topics, especially the ones which have more to do with regional 
68 In fact, if  we focus on the 

language in which regional laws were passed, we discover that the regional laws approved in 
69; the matters regulated in French are 

mainly: some aspects of  the educational system; cultural issues connected with the promo-

tion of  French (especially the support to associations or cultural initiatives); toponymy and 

The same holds true if  we take into account the activity of  the regional government, 

-

70 In 2019, 77 of  the 1811 

-

67 See: Cavalli 2003, 19: “[…] While schools are a very important language policy measure that can help to 

68

69

70 The remaining part concerns agreements and cooperation with French institutions, academies and universi-

ties, Franco-Italian cross-border cooperation, purchase of  books, initiatives in favour of  French and Fran-
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71 In 2020, up to August, only 27 out of  858 deliberations were approved in French 
72

The sectorialisation of  French in institutional and cultural activities is therefore evident, 

Firstly, a small minority such as the one in the Aosta Valley, with little more than one 

the lack of  concrete support from France and Switzerland – for various and complex rea-

sons, especially in the years following the Second World War – has de facto condemned Aosta 

the balance either, since the economic, social and cultural life of  this region as a whole grav-

itates around the Po Valley basin and it is more affected by internal migration phenomena 

and interdependence with other Italian regions than by relations with the border territories 

Secondly, as a consequence of  this isolation, the evolution of  French has undergone 

a considerable ‘regionalist retreat’, accentuating rather conservative characteristics and in-

creasing delays with respect to the transformations that it was experiencing in neighbouring 

which has rapidly become a rigid linguistic code, poorly reached by semantic evolutions 

in Aosta Valley often master French better than their transalpine counterparts from a spell-

-

had occurred between Québec and France after the separation of  the Canadian colony from 
73

Thirdly, the lack of  a perfectly francophone teaching staff  has, in turn, penalised the 

established regional school had studied during the Fascist regime and had not even complet-

Finally, the incomplete instruments of  school policy and the shortcomings of  legislation 

cannot be overlooked, partly due to the ongoing tensions between politics and trade unions, 

71 Many measures dealt with cross-border cooperation initiatives and Erasmus projects, cultural and publishing 

initiatives, courses for experts in patois
72 18 out of  26 resolutions are addressed to cultural activities or cross-border initiatives; the remainder to agri-

73 As Lengereau 1968, 169 pointed out half  a century ago, “French in Aosta Valley has evolved for too long 

L
iz

e
n

z
ie

rt
 f

ü
r 

N
ic

o
lò

 A
le

s
s
i 

a
m

 2
3

.0
2

.2
0

2
1

 u
m

 1
2

:0
3

 U
h

r

B������� ��������������������

15



1�" Roberto Louvin/Nicolò Paolo Alessi

EJM 3-4 | 2020

All these factors must be taken into account when assessing the social sustainability and 

the political-legal proportionality and legitimization of  maintaining today’s system and when 

on the causes of  the current situation and their consequences on social representation of  

7. The political use of  languages: representation and reality

In historical and political-constitutional terms, the established institutional bilingual setting 

was linked to a precise approach to Aosta Valley’s (and in general to all) minority issues: in 

actually adopted, except for undertaking a linguistic separatism, which was not a feasible 

possible to envisage that the implementation of  the statutory principles would have proved 

ambiguous and unattainable in terms of  the promotion of  French, eventually ending up 

with a reduction of  the original linguistic richness and a penalisation of  the other languages 

national and international politics, since a close relationship exists between linguistic issues 
74 It is worth considering this perspective, as political dynam-

ics and ideologies are a conditioning factor not only for collective choices but also for the 

The rights to use and teach French – tenaciously claimed by Aosta Valley’s cultural elites 

before the conquest of  autonomy – could be regarded as totems aimed at safeguarding the 

(re)conquered self-government, after the gradual fading of  the ancient autonomous insti-

tutions: Marc Lengereau highlighted the concept in the 1960 s: “At present, French has 

75

Accordingly, the political representation of  language issues has produced a defensive 

attitude towards linguistic particularism, protected as an identity stronghold and a code of  

76 the role of  the political groups 

that have ruled in Aosta Valley – and, above all, of  the main autonomist party present on the 

74

75

76 Sandri 2012, 11, 287–317, highlights a gradual discourse shift of  the Union Valdôtaine party from a defence 

of  Aosta Valley’s community as a French-speaking linguistic minority to a wider protection of  (professed) 

ethnic diversity, without, however, the political discourse ever being focused on the protection of  the Fran-
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regional political scene, the Union Valdôtaine77 78 

As a result claiming for a protection of, language and cultural particularism has generally be-

come rather a rhetorical exercise today: every political actor feels obliged to uphold generic 

slogans, always reproducing consolidated and old-fashioned schemes and not opening up 

other, they are taboos, in the sense that questioning them is unlikely to happen, as well as 

A mention should also be made of  Franco-Provençal, which nobody, after the Liber-

-

ered only a vernacular, similar to other idioms practiced among the popular classes, in the 

the result of  a perception, generalized at that time, of  patois as an outdated legacy, linked to 

the pastoral and agricultural dimension of  the region: consequently, many native families 

more or less consciously considered to give up patois with a view to ensuring a better future 

-

sition of  French, appeared in the early 1970 s, with the birth of  the arpitanist79 political-cul-
80 It indeed 

emphasized the ideological value of  patois and supported the name arpita as a common label 

If  it holds true that, with the exception of  restricted literary, artistic and theatrical circles, 

“the intellectuals of  Aosta Valley have never upheld the primacy of  patois”81, it is undeniable 

that it remains the most diffused language with Italian, especially in the popular classes of  

-

There have also been sporadic attempts, but never concrete results, to allow its use in the 

and legitimacy at regional level, neither in the Special Statute nor by means of  an enactment 
82 Consequently, it cannot fully express its expansive potential in political activity, in 

77 -

78 Martial 1995, 813, underlines Union Valdôtaine’s ideological shift starting from the 1970 s, towards a strong 

79

80

81 On the roles of  the elites on the process of  assigning a symbolic value to language in Aosta Valley, Woolf  

82 Regional initiatives for the promotion (but not protection) of  patois are thus mainly limited to cultural and 
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public administration and in schools,83 nor can it be effectively protected against the stand-

Today, the greatest incentive in terms of  protection of  the Franco-Provençal language 

comes from the municipalities, responsive to the needs of  their population but often also in 

‘subordinate’ language are especially linked to the commitment and determination of  the 

patois’s weakness; thus, 

an obvious paradox can be detected: the region, born especially by virtue of  its linguistic 

peculiarities, does not have within it, from the point of  view of  regulatory protection, an 

This incongruence was instead partly solved with regard to the rights of  the Walser minority, 

8. Minority languages in Aosta Valley: which expectations?

While politics has increased distance and disaffection from linguistic issues, the economic 

French-speaking tourists into the region has reinforced the chances of  a modest revival in the 

Contrarily, and rather surprisingly, what has had little effectiveness as a stimulus to the 

use of  French by the public administration was the introduction of  the bilingualism al-

lowance (or in French prime de bilinguisme), initially addressed to the employees of  national 

administrations working in Aosta Valley, and subsequently extended to the entire regional 

This additional salary item has not had the expected effect of  increasing the practice 

of  French, and it has been generally perceived by the population just as a clear disparity 

-

thing was done to culturally regenerate the administration and ensure continuity to language 

supported by instruments similar to the : its local counter-

part, the , established by and within the region, employs too little 

Also online communications in French are overlooked by regional and local authorities, 

so that people are forced to manage a wealth of  information in Italian and, consequently, 

83 Berruto 2003, 44, deems the extension of  patois to administrative uses to be ‘exaggerated’: patois would only 

-

-

dation’s language survey, a high number of  respondents use patois with local authorities and, less frequently, 
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of  these tools generates a vicious circle of  informative and terminological impoverishment 

While for the majority of  the population the French language still represents a cultural 

heritage to be respected and preserved, for another part, it has been reduced to a mere ‘title’ 

to be displayed for the enjoyment of  particular privileges,84 as in the case of  the bilingualism 

French language: its symbolic importance remains undeniable, but in certain social spheres 
85 Moreover, the protection 

of  French within the region is not always deemed positive, especially with respect to the 

rules that impose obligations or duties: the protective mechanisms, apparently motivating, 

make it perceived as a source of  punishment, imposition or preclusion, or of  privilege, 

Aosta Valley can be traced back to the years 1998–1999 when the so-called ‘fourth written 

test’ of  French in the National Curricular Examination was introduced86

regulatory innovation was a natural implication of  a bilingual school system in Aosta Valley, 

the resistance and harsh hostility of  the teaching staff  and the school community witnessed 

a latent unease in dealing with these issues and resulted in a referendum trying to repeal the 

regulations in question (which was not approved)87

As for patois, the abovementioned linguistic survey highlights that part of  the population 

speaking the Franco-Provençal language wishes to use it more and considers it as an essen-

to take action in this direction;88 thus, patois is still widely regarded only as an idiom with a 
89

84

85 Puolato 2006, 355; the author underlines the difference between attitude and behaviour, so that not always 

86

examination; it has thus been called the “quarta prova”, also because it is held only in Aosta Valley after the 

87 On this, see Palici Di Suni 2002, 34–35; Alessi 2019, 
88 According to Cavalli 2003, 24, “It is then legitimate to ask why this interest in seeing Franco-Provençal enter 

89
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9. Getting out of  the maze

Our analysis has shown a strong discrepancy existing between legal categories and the so-

cio-linguistic reality, stressing the role played by ethnic identity political discourse in the 

existing differential legal safeguards90 and trying to propose further potential solutions; this 

is necessary, as said before, not to highlight rather simplistically the unacceptability of  such 

a legal system,91

Furthermore, Aosta Valley’s legal framework of  protection of  linguistic rights should 

be assessed and reviewed without falling into an uncritical and assertive position in favour 

of  minority languages: if  pluralism is a principle underlying contemporary constitutional 

systems and cultures, however, its implementations, included the safeguard of  linguistic di-

versity, still requires continuous evaluation and potential revision in presence of  a changing 

sustainability of  a bilingual system in this context of  limited and stereotyped practice of  

There might be well-founded possibilities for a revitalisation of  French in Aosta Val-

ley, as well as for a more intense promotion of  linguistic pluralism, but only by virtue of  

conscious, determined, coherent and, above all, shared policies; indeed, the current limited 

other minorities in similar situations have already shown that reversing a trend of  decline 

which this language is living, cannot be neglected when addressing legal instruments for 

-

cover the spaces lost by the Francophone community, including the population speaking 
92 This implies, on the population’s side, a renovated social 

interest in the enforcement of  linguistic rights and, on the institutions’ side, the removal of  

some barriers, for instance, by promoting the effective use of  the Franco-Provençal mother 

90

91 The current general political context does not show positions clearly opposed to the protection of  French 

and uses a narrative that is aligned on a generic, but not very aggressive, desire to enhance linguistic particu-

92

 patois, 30 % consider it important for a Aosta Valley citizen, 
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tongue93

The utilitarian value of  the French language is no less important: the strategic position 

of  the region at a crossroad with the neighbouring French-speaking territories is an advan-

-

munications with border operators may strengthen motivation and opportunities, of  which 

to look at a strong neighbourhood policy and close cross-border cooperation rather than to 

the distant international relations traditionally handled by the region within the framework 

of  international Francophonie
Nor should we neglect the inclusive potential of  a francophone and multilingual context 

in relation to non-European immigration (partly coming from French-speaking countries): 

what has been done so far has gone, paradoxically, in the opposite direction, for instance 

by providing an almost exclusively Italian language education to adult migrants rather than 
94

technologies should not be overlooked, since they may be able to restore or create ex novo 

Secondly, as for education policies, interesting tools to make the school system95 more 

-

ple, it is possible to reinforce the role of  French as a vehicular language by means of  the 

so-called Adaptations, or to foster exchanges of  teachers and students with French schools 

in order to strengthen the ties96 between the regional and other francophone educational 

-
97

93 As for this language, as said before, the fact that whoever speaks patois also normally knows at least one of  the 

94

95

96

However, the proposal has received a cold welcome from regional school institutions, which hindered its 

97 According to Floris 2013, high school students (about half  of  the school population in the upper end of  the 

range) all have results well above the OECD average and obtain results similar to those of  students for whom 
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98 could represent a useful refer-

ence, providing well-articulated set of  strategies aimed at creating a real “infrastructure” for 

minority language, focusing on several areas, namely “community and economy”, “culture 

and media”, “Wales and the wider world”, “digital technology”, “linguistic infrastructure”, 

-

overly rigid solutions are neither desirable nor practicable, as the language used varies, as we 

have seen, depending on the context, be it in the administration, in the family or in the com-

decree (which the inertia of  the national government has so far prevented), so that the pro-

Ultimately, a real innovation could be effectively achieved only through a dialogue within 

the whole community and between the institutions and the population, perhaps by means 

managed by an independent body, may plan and promote a new linguistic environment, 

which could be able to meet real communicative needs in order to avoid a further cultural 

In fact, the discovery of  a way out of  the maze requires that minority languages should 

no longer be perceived as cultural artefacts belonging only to a tiny part of  the regional 

population; rather they should be willingly shared as a heritage and as an asset for the entire 
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