
[image: cover-image]


[image: image]


LIVING ABROAD PARIS


AURELIA D’ANDREA

[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]




At Home in Paris


[image: image] It was celebrated expatriate writer Gertrude Stein who wrote, “America is my country, and Paris is my hometown.” After five years in the French capital, I’ve adopted Stein’s perspective. Paris really is home–but it was a long, bumpy, and occasionally confusing settling-in process.

The qualities that drew me to La Ville Lumière are the same ones that have lured dreamers and romantics here for centuries: the unabashed beauty of the city’s urban landscape; the sense of history that beckons from every cobbled corner; the respect bestowed upon artists, writers, and musicians, no matter their educational background; and the lively multiculturalism that gives Paris not only its energy, but its metaphorical and literal flavor.

But there’s no beating around the bush: Paris isn’t an easy city to get to know. Beyond the language barriers are endless cultural idiosyncrasies known to propel less sturdy types into apoplectic meltdowns. Customer service? Forget about it. Those two words haven’t even entered the local lexicon yet! Don’t have a dossier? Then don’t even bother paying a visit to your insurance agent, doctor, tax office, préfecture de police, or banking institution. And we might as well address the weather: It’s not great. And how about Parisian traffic? It’s brutal at best, save Sundays, holidays, and the month of August. But what hometown doesn’t have its share of minor detractors?
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If you’ve got stamina and a willingness to learn some French, rich rewards are yours to be reaped in the French capital. The simplest acts here can border on the sublime–something every flâneur knows a bit about. Merely stepping outside brings into focus a multilayered sensory pastiche: the changing sky that beguiled the Impressionist painters, meshed with the seductive aroma of baking bread, atop the distinctly French sound of a distant accordion playing a familiar melody. Closer to earth are the stately reminders of architectural history, recalling epochs of royalty and revolution, and the quintessential city snapshot of a silver-haired woman walking her dog down a picture-perfect Parisian street. This is everyday life in the French capital—if you choose to see it this way.
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As you settle in and attune to the rhythms of life in this eclectic city of 2.3 million, you’ll discover those charms—some of them bordering on cliché—that keep the expat community thriving. Discovering that perfect neighborhood café to call your own takes on a deeper meaning when the proprietor greets you with a bisou on each cheek and a simple “ça va bien?” This is the signal that you have arrived. You have found your home.
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WHAT I LOVE ABOUT PARIS

• Those first glorious, sunshiny days of spring, when Parisians can’t help but smile as they bask in the sun at terrace cafés across the city.

• Brocantes (antiques markets), marchés aux puces (flea markets), and vide-greniers (rummage sales), where scoring secondhand treasures is a popular weekend sport.

• Mid-November, when Parisian streets get gussied up with twinkling lights, decorated trees, and marchés de Noël that usher in the holiday season.

• Mastering the myriad meanings of the beloved expression “oh là là.”

• Watching strangers helping strangers lug suitcases, poussettes (baby strollers), and grocery bags up and down those seemingly endless Métro stairs.

• The outdoor produce market in autumn, when summer’s ripe peaches and cherries give way to earthy mushrooms, fresh hazelnuts, and crisp Normandy apples.

• The way Velib’ has transformed the city into a cyclist’s . . . well, not paradise, exactly, but something close!

• Sharing conversation with friends over perfectly quaffable €3 glasses of côtes du rhône at a local bar à vins.

• Hopping an early morning TGV from Gare de Lyon beneath gray skies, and arriving in warm, sunny Nice just in time for a prix fixe lunch en plein air.

• The way my neighborhood boulanger reaches for the tradition graine baguette as soon as I walk in the door.

• The unabashed topless septuagenarians sunbathing at the public swimming pool.

• The simple act of filling my empty wine bottles from one of the enormous wood casks at my favorite caviste’s.

• Community gardens, where growing kale isn’t just an activity for transplanted Californians.
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WELCOME TO PARIS
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PARIS AND FOREIGNERS

There are many ways to describe the French capital in the 21st century, but the most fitting might be “traditional.” Parisians, like their provincial counterparts, cling to their customs with an unrivaled tenacity for reasons as mysterious to foreigners as they are to the locals themselves. Ask why something is the way it is, and you’re very likely to be met with a rote “that’s the way we’ve always done it, or “C’est comme ça”—that’s just the way it is. Progress can wait, they seem to be saying. What’s the big hurry?

Change tends to make the French feel a bit uneasy, so forward motion takes place at an opération escargot pace. Yet it’s those same timeless, traditional values attract many foreigners to Paris in the first place.

The French have earned a global reputation for having mastered the art of living, and they are worthy of it. In a manner that elicits envious sighs around the world, they continue to show us that balancing work and home life isn’t just an impossible dream. Here, the motto seems to be “work to live, and live la belle vie.” In Paris, this is particularly evident at lunchtime, when construction crews and suited-up office workers from Porte de Clichy to Place d’Italie file into homey brasseries to relish their perfectly quotidian three-course lunches—with wine. You also see it in the healthcare safety net that guarantees 90 percent of the population is covered by comprehensive medical insurance. And you feel it during the month of August, when the entire local population evacuates en masse, heading to the seashore, mountains, and vast countryside, leaving the city to the tourists. In French, relaxation is definitely not a dirty word.
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In so many ways, Parisians exemplify the good-life ideal, but certainly not in every way. In Paris and elsewhere throughout l’Hexagone, the bureaucrats in charge could stand to learn a thing or two from their New World brethren. Why, for example, does one need to lug a small forest-worth of paperwork to every appointment? Even the most mundane tasks—opening a bank account, getting your electricity connected—are often an exercise in frustration that will test the patience of the most laid-back émigré. Parisians are also a guarded bunch, with a very distinct line separating public and private life. Many an American expat laments never getting invited into a French friend or colleague’s home. This is the norm, not the exception, and it’s not worth getting offended about. Give your new French friend time—five or six years, perhaps—and you just might just find yourself on the receiving end of that most mysterious, coveted dinner invite.

What seems to matter most here is family, and that’s reflected in the social system. Even before a child is born, the social benefits kick in: Parents-to-be are entitled to special grants for having a child through biological means or adoption. From 11 days’ congé de paternité for new fathers (new moms get 16 weeks to bond with their offspring) and subsidized childcare for preschool-age kids, adding to the population is rewarded rather than punished. France consistently ranks at the top of the global charts when it comes to the scope and standard of healthcare, and a government-subsidized “family allowance” is given to all families with two or more children, regardless of income. Equally, housing benefits are doled out to all families with children under the age of 20. To the uninitiated, these social benefits might seem excessive, but voters consistently say “yes” to the established welfare system.

In spite of France’s deeply held traditional values, there is a sense of transition in the air. Traditionally valued institutions such as marriage are waning, but civil unions—including same-sex unions—are on the rise. English is more widely spoken than ever before, and multiculturalism has reached unprecedented levels. Immigrants from North and West Africa, Eastern Europe, and Asia continue to alter the look, feel, and flavor of France, taking the edge off the homogeneity that has long defined the French ethos.

As private, traditional, family-oriented France slowly adapts to its changing landscape, it continues to attract an expatriate community that fortifies itself on those timeless, easily accessible attributes that have stood the test of time: dazzling architecture, towering snowcapped mountains and picture-perfect seashores, unrivaled cuisine, a fascinating history, and an unsurpassed quality of life. There’s never been a time as prime as now for letting this seductive country make its everlasting imprint on the adventurous Francophile.


Lay of the Land


Metropolitan France, or what the locals refer to as La Métropole, is carved into 22 culturally distinct regions, including the island of Corsica. Each of these regions is further divided into 96 départements, and, in the manner of Russian dolls, each department contains arrondissements, cantons, and communes. For the day-to-day practical purposes of the expat, knowing your regions and departments is what matters most.

Departments are numbered alphabetically, beginning with Ain (01) and ending with Val d’Oise (95). Corsica is the one anomaly, with two departmental codes—2A and 2B, representing Corse du Sud and Haute Corse—standing in for 20. In the same way that all French phone numbers begin with a two-digit sequence that indicates the region, French license plates bear the two-digit departmental number at the end of the seven-character alphanumeric sequence. This indicates where that car was registered and makes for a great game during long-haul road trips.

Each department has its own elected officials and an administrative capital known as a préfecture. The préfectures—the places to go to register a birth, report a death, acquire a driver’s or a marriage license, or register a new address—are responsible for carrying out national law on a local level. This system, first instituted under Napoléon I, allows local administrative hubs to function with a certain degree of autonomy within the centralized French government. Préfectures are also the primary public administration zone most foreign nationals get to know on an intimate level; expect to spend hours here waiting in line, having your dossier scrutinized, and ultimately registering your legal status as a temporary resident in France.

PARIS AND THE ARRONDISSEMENTS

The first thing a newcomer learns when arriving in Paris is that it is carved into 20 distinct regions called arrondissements, each an administrative unit with its own mayor and town hall. These districts spiral out clockwise from the geographic center of the city, ending in the northwestern quadrant. La Tour Eiffel and the Musée d’Orsay can be found in the 7th; the Louvre is just across the river in the 1st. Sacré-Coeur is in the 18th, and the Quartier Latin is in the 5th. Studying a map of the city—or, better still, picking up the very handy pocket-size Michelin map atlas of Paris—will facilitate your orientation within each of the various districts.

While there are legions of commuters who live outside the city and drive or take public transport in each day, many more Parisians live and work within a short distance of their homes. For those who do traverse the city for work, the efficient, relatively fast public transportation network means no point within the périphérique is more than 45 minutes away.

Rive Gauche and Rive Droite

Each of the two sides of Paris, la rive gauche and la rive droite, has its own special flavor, and locals feel passionate about the benefits of their side of the Seine. The Left Bank (Rive Gauche) is where you’ll find the Sorbonne, the Eiffel Tower, the Catacombs, and those cafés and brasseries made famous by centuries of writers and philosophers: Brasserie Lipp, Les Deux Magots, Café de Flore. Today, it seems that more tourists than locals are pulling up chairs at those revered sidewalk terraces, but if you move just south of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, you’ll discover homey neighborhoods and a safe, child-friendly atmosphere. The Left Bank feels more sedate, more residential, and slightly less populaire, or working-class crowded. If it weren’t for the tourists, you might not know you were in Paris.


PARIS TODAY

Ask around and Parisians will tell you that change is afoot in the French capital. Superficially, the changes are visible in its urban topography; the skyline’s familiar landmarks are interspersed with cranes and scaffolding as new construction expands urban housing options, shopping districts, and transportation. In neighborhoods on both sides of the Seine, American-style hamburger joints and skateboards squeeze in beside the ubiquitous cafés and trotinettes (kick scooters); and new laws are bridging the gap between the old guard and an evolving society in ways that are palpable on the streets. These subtle shifts take the form of a welcome mat for newcomers. Like the belle époque of more than a century ago, Paris is experiencing a renaissance that gives fertility to new ideas, allowing them to flourish in a way we’ve not seen here in decades.

In 2014, Paris elected its first female mayor, and she has inherited all of the exciting changes set into motion by outgoing mayor Bertrand Delanoë: improvement and expansion of the public transportation system, beautification projects, creating more bike-friendly streets, and making the arts accessible to all. With an annual budget of €1.4 billion, it’s all do-able, and every Paris resident gets to reap the benefits.



On the other side of the river, you’ll find the Champs-Elysées, the Marais, the Bastille, and Sacré Coeur. The Right Bank (Rive Droite) feels hipper, younger, and edgier, particularly in up-and-coming neighborhoods like Belleville and La Villette. Paris’s gay hub is here, in the old streets of the Marais; and just north of the Bastille, on rue de la Roquette and rue Oberkampf, you’ll find the highest concentration of pierced and tattooed locals.

La Défense

Paris doesn’t have a typical “downtown” in the way that, say, New York City has Lower Manhattan or San Francisco has its financial district. But what it does have is La Défense, a cluster of skyscrapers on the southwest edge of the city where more than 150,000 workers migrate seven days a week. As well as being home to high-tech corporations, government offices, and state-run businesses, La Défense also houses the region’s largest shopping mall, Les Quatre Temps (open on Sundays), and a handful of residential complexes.

ÎLE-DE-FRANCE

The expansive cluster of cities, villages, and wide-open green spaces that form the greater Paris region is known collectively as Île-de-France. It is one of 22 regions that make up Metropolitan France, which nearly 12 million people—or roughly 20 percent of the country’s population—call home. The Parisian suburbs—la banlieue—are varied and interesting, and attract people for different reasons: family-friendliness, affordability, and access to nature, among them. For this book, the banlieues are divided into two categories: the Petite Couronne, which sits just on the other side of Paris’s périphérique, or ring road, and is accessible from Paris by Métro, and the Grande Couronne, which sits further afield from the city center and requires regional trains, buses, or personal transportation to reach.

Relocating to the Paris suburbs allows newcomers to ease into French living without the added strain of population density, extreme traffic, and pollution. The four inner suburbs featured—Sceaux, Boulogne-Billancourt, Levallois-Perret, and Montreuil—were chosen for their accessibility, quality of life, and eclectic, interesting personalities. Ditto for those distant suburbs of Maisons-Laffitte and Versailles. Each offers a similar climate to that of Paris, as well as access to shops, boulangeries, restaurants, and parks

POPULATION DENSITY

More than 85 percent of the population resides in urban areas, with Paris topping the charts as the most dense, accounting for a full 3.5 percent of the country’s population. With approximately 65.2 million inhabitants, France is the fourth-largest country in Europe, falling behind Germany (81 million) and just ahead of the United Kingdom (63 million). In only a few major cities—Paris, Marseille, and Lyon in particular—and their suburbs will you feel the suffocating glut of overcrowding, and often during rush hour or during one of the many annual public festivals.

France differs from North America in that its suburbs, or banlieues, are often as densely populated as the urban centers they skirt. This is a symptom of poor urban planning; to meet the needs of a growing immigrant population in the ’70s and ’80s, enormous concrete housing developments called cités were hastily erected, intended as temporary dwellings to house a population that was expected to return “home” at some point. Some of these banlieues, most notably to the north of Paris but also on the periphery of Marseille, have been the sites of police clashes and rioting. In 2005, a notorious week of riots in the northern Paris suburbs, replete with burning cars and Molotov cocktails, made international headlines and drew attention to the racial issues that had previously been ignored by the mainstream media. Marginalized populations—often discontent second-generation immigrant youth caught between two cultures—are credited as the source of the suburban “problem,” but humanizing the structure of suburban communities through better urban planning is seen by many as one possible solution.
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Parks, squares, and gardens elevate the standard of living in the French capital.



Parisian streets, on the whole tend to feel lively and functional rather than clogged. Every arrondissement offers a similar range of amenities, including a post office, café, boulangeries, supermarkets of varying sizes, coin laundries, and other services. Most neighborhoods are also equipped with user-friendly squares or parks with benches, picnic tables, and children’s play areas. Whatever the season and the weather conditions, you’re bound to see silver-haired grandmothers out buying bread, fathers ushering their children to school, working women cycling to their offices, and people of all ages out walking their dogs.

After a long spell of declining birthrates, the numbers have charted a steady increase over the past decade, so much so that France now boasts the highest birthrates in Europe, with roughly two children per woman of childbearing age. This increase is due in large part to family-friendly social policies and financial incentives, though recent reforms in these areas by Socialist president François Hollande’s government may end up bursting the population-growth bubble. Lifespans in France tend to be on par with the rest of Western Europe: 78.5 years for men, and 84.9 years for women—not bad, considering the number of cigarettes inhaled by the general population. (One quarter of all French women smoke, and a full third of men, but the e-cigarette and tobacco taxes are helping shrink those numbers.)

WEATHER

Like the rest of the country, Paris is a four-season city, but the winter you get in the French capital is definitely not the same one you’ll experience in Nice. Winter in the Île-de-France region is guaranteed to be considerably colder and a few shades grayer than in its southern cousin.

The north of France holds the honor of that oft-touted temperate climate, with cool springtime temperatures, warm summers, cold and wet winters, and a mild autumn. You can also expect year-round rain showers—summer in the capital may mean dramatic thunderstorms and spirited downpours often followed by explosive bursts of sunshine and rainbows over the Seine.

Savvy Parisians carry an umbrella with them all year round, and keep their impermeable at the ready.

FLORA AND FAUNA

Before the industrial revolution in the mid-19th century, when forests and woodlands were razed to lay the foundation for industrial agriculture and an emerging city-centric way of life, France teemed with diverse wildlife and plant species. Now untamed wilderness has given way to structured farming, formal parks and gardens, and concentrated urbanism, but within the man-made order you can still find natural pockets of biodiversity.

Plane trees dominate the picturesque Parisian streetscape, lining up majestically along the avenue des Champs-Élysées and every other major thoroughfare in the French capital. But oak, beech, poplar, and chestnut trees are the scene-stealers throughout the rest of France. To get a good grasp of regional plant life, a visit to either the Bois de Vincennes or the Bois de Boulogne (or both) is recommended. These two forests straddle Paris to the east and west, respectively, and give nature-starved city dwellers a chance to commune with local species. Mushrooms, wild irises and violets, berries, and chestnuts are just a few of the flora-spotting possibilities.

Dozens of daily outdoor markets offer opportunities to experience the country’s edible bounty without venturing outside of Paris. Champignons—from the legendary black truffles to woodsy morels and bright yellow girolles—grow wild in every corner of the country and are a point of culinary pride. But don’t think about harvesting any you stumble upon without seeking permission. French law dictates that mushrooms belong to the owner of the land they grow on, so getting the all-clear before harvesting will help circumvent any unnecessary visits to the préfecture de police.

The most beloved crop grown in France is surely the grape, with dozens of varieties produced for both la table (table grapes) and for that bottle of vin rouge you’ll be sipping with your next meal. Grape-growing has been part of the Parisian agriculture movement since the Gallo-Roman times, but fell out of favor in the 18th century when competition from across the country increased. However, a renaissance of sorts erupted in the 1990s, when three new vineyards were planted across the city—in the Parc de Belleville (20th), Parc de Bercy (12th), and on a sloping swath of terrain in the 19th known as the Vigne de la Butte-Bergeyre. Paris’s oldest vines, the Vigne de Montmartre, still produce grapes that are transformed into wine, which makes its annual debut each autumn at the festival known as la Fête de Vendanges de Montmartre. When shopping for grapes at your local market, it’s customary to sample the wares before buying; just ask for un petit goût—especially if the heavenly purple muscat grapes are on offer.

Apples are the most popular fruit consumed in France, and, like grapes, they are also transformed into beverages; in this case, cider and that potent elixir Calvados, both of which have been produced in Normandy for nearly 500 years.

Despite a long tradition of hunting in the countryside, wild boar and deer still manage to survive in French forests, but the wildlife you’re most liable to stumble upon throughout the country is the ubiquitous lapin. Rabbits have proven to be particularly adaptable creatures, burrowing holes along the runways at Charles de Gaulle airport and proliferating with healthy vigor in urban parks from coast to coast. The farther you move away from urban centers, the more likely you are to spot the foxes, badgers, and martens that also make their home here.

Many species of birds make temporary pit stops in Paris along their migratory routes, and pheasant, partridge, and gulls linger as year-round residents. Although the bird-watching observatoire in the Bois de Vincennes was destroyed by fire in 2011, amateur ornithologists can spot kingfishers, woodpeckers, owls, robins, and other birds throughout the forested spaces.

Social Climate

President François Hollande surprised more than one compatriot recently when he proclaimed that the Eurozone economic crisis was effectively over. Despite his ambitious assertion, unemployment remains high (10.5 percent throughout France and 8.9 percent in Paris) and petty crime is on the rise.

Even though union membership is waning, the tradition of the nonviolent grève (strike) lives on in Paris and throughout the country. The masses—young and old, male and female—take to the streets several times a year to protest the rising retirement age and other threats to the French lifestyle. To the untrained eye, it sometimes looks as if France’s social order is spiraling out of control, but it’s really just par for the course in a country with a long history of social action and galvanizing for a cause.

Thankfully, it’s not all doom and gloom in the land of the Gauls. In spite of a sluggish economy, free enterprise is finally catching on here, and newly relaxed tax laws for small businesses have spawned a wave of entrepreneurship. As foreign immigration continues to change the face of France, it is also reshaping ideas inside contemporary art, politics, and social policy, building onto an already impressive foundation. Could the collective chokehold on the past be slowly loosening its grip? Time will tell for certain, but all the elements are in place for a modern French renaissance.

When president Nicolas Sarkozy passed the torch to newly elected Socialist rival François Hollande in May of 2012, France’s political agenda shifted from curbing crime and stemming the tide of immigration to developing affordable public housing and reducing public spending. It’s too early yet to see what kind of legacy the 24th president of the Republic will leave, but between the current infidelity crisis and plummeting approval ratings, odds are good that Hollande will be a one-term president. The next presidential election takes place in France in 2017, and two contenders—François Fillon and Xavier Bertrand—have already announced their candidacy. Perhaps outgoing Paris mayor Bertrand Delanoë will throw his hat in the ring, as did one-time mayor and multi-term president Jacques Chirac.

PARIS AND FOREIGNERS

For centuries, foreigners by the boatload have flocked to France in search of political liberty, freedom of artistic expression, and unfettered adventure. Writers from Ernest Hemingway to Adam Gopnik have parlayed their fabled expatriate experience into a literary canon that continues to enthrall and entice new generations of immigrants, but it’s easy to focus on the fantasy and forget the reality of moving abroad. In France, the success of your individual experience hinges greatly on whether or not you make an effort to assimilate quietly into the local culture.
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Beautiful and tasty baguettes beckon from boulangeries in every arrondissement.



Most French men and women will tell you that their country is a place where tolerance is exercised—if you play by the rules. Tune into the local frequency, and you’ll feel the sense of “sameness” that permeates French society, from the standardized education model to the way public parks are designed to the uniform manner in which people dress. Uniqueness isn’t a prized quality here in the same way it is in North America; here, upholding the status quo means maintaining order, and that’s the way the French like it. This commitment to homogeneity is palpable on many levels, and it sometimes comes cloaked in the separation-of-church-and-state veil. In a notable example, the 2004 ban on headscarves in French public schools stirred heated public debate, prompting some pundits to call it an act of “neocolonialism.”

Since the early 20th century, France has developed repatriation schemes loaded with seductive promises of all-expenses-paid travel and cash bonuses to those willing to commit to quitting the country for good. The truth is that most of these programs target specific populations—unskilled workers, illegal migrants, and other candidates perceived as taking advantage of a generous public welfare system—while immigrants from the United States and other developed nations aren’t generally regarded as part of the “problem.”

Politically, the French public view of the United States shifted with the departure of George W. Bush back in 2009 and the election of Barack Obama, who is held in high esteem among many Parisians. With the new American Democratic regime came an updated take on foreign policy, which heralded a newfound sense of solidarity between the two countries. Culturally, France has long resisted the Americanization effect inherent in globalization, but there’s no denying the presence of Starbucks, “McDo’s,” and more recently, Burger King, which opened its first branch at Paris’s Saint-Lazare train station in December 2013 and was so mobbed that a security team was called in. And American television programs, dubbed into French, of course, are popular here, including The Simpsons, Friends, and House.

Since the French are purveyors of public politesse, you probably won’t sense it if they aren’t in the mood to welcome foreigners. If you swagger into town with a purple mohawk, tattoos, and a face full of piercings, you’re likely to garner some down-the-nose looks (this is especially true in Paris)—but for the most part, your new neighbors will keep their thoughts about your appearance to themselves. The key to ingratiating yourself with the locals is as easy as learning a few key words of the language and always remembering to say “merci” (thank you) and “s’il vous plaît” (please). If you adopt the unifying national characteristic of formal politeness, the French will warm up to you in no time and will help ease the shock of transitioning to a country that is, indeed, very different from your own.


A MATTER OF MANNERS

Snobby. Rude. Elitist. These are some of the nicer adjectives folks who haven’t even visited France will casually bandy about to describe an entire nation and its inhabitants. Maybe even a person or two who has set foot on French soil will substantiate the pejorative name-calling with an anecdote, likely based on a hurried weekend trip to Paris armed with little more than a loud American accent. Give the country’s 64 million people half a chance, however, and they’ll show you that the negative stereotypes are unfounded.

What many mistake for snootiness is actually an ingrained social formality that, from an outsider’s perspective, can feel very old-fashioned. People still greet their neighbors with a cordial “Bonjour, madame,” never forget to say “Au revoir, monsieur” at the pharmacy, wine shop, and post office, and always hold the door for the person behind them, regardless of gender. A certain attention to dress–nice shoes, for instance—is almost universal in French cities, and only recently has the casual sartorial approach (sweatpants, white gym shoes) inched its way into the fashion sphere. If you want to make a good first impression and feel like a local tout de suite (immediately), commit these phrases to memory and employ them liberally.



	What to Say
	What It Means



	Bonjour, madame / monsieur.
	Hello, madam / sir.



	When to Say It: When entering any shop, restaurant, or business during the day.



	Bonne journée, madame / monsieur.
	Have a nice day, madam / sir.



	When to Say It: When leaving any shop, restaurant, or business.



	Bonsoir, Madame / Monsieur.
	Good evening, madam / sir.



	When to Say It: When greeting shopkeepers and others after dark.



	Bon soirée, madame / monsieur.
	Have a nice evening, madam / sir.



	When to Say It: When saying goodbye to shopkeepers and others after dark.



	Au revoir, madame / monsieur.
	Goodbye, madam / sir.



	When to Say It: When leaving any shop, restaurant, or business (often combined with bonne journée or bonne soirée).




	S’il vous plaît
	Please



	When to Say It: Before approaching strangers for help, before placing your order at a restaurant, and when trying to get someone’s attention.



	Merci bien, madame / monsieur.
	Thank you very much, madame / sir.



	When to Say It: At the close of any transaction



	Excusez-moi, s’il vous plait.
	Pardon me, please.



	When to Say It: When asking strangers for directions or other information.



	Je suis désolé(e) de vous déranger,
	I’m so sorry to bother you, but . . . mais . . .



	When to Say It: When you want to lay it on thick in the gratitude department.



	Merci, c’est très gentil.
	Thank you, that’s nice of you.



	When to Say It: When you’re especially grateful for something.



	Je suis très désolé(e), mais je n’ai
	I’m so sorry, but I didn’t understand that. pas compris.




	When to Say It: When you want to elicit sympathy and possibly an English-language response.








HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY


History

PREHISTORIC FRANCE

THE CELTS AND THE ROMANS

STORMING OF THE BASTILLE AND THE REVOLUTION

NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE AND THE FIRST REPUBLIC

FIRST AND SECOND WORLD WARS

MODERN FRANCE

Government

PARIS POLITICS

Economy

Wherever you are in France, you are never more than a few paces from some landmark that recalls the rich and illustrious France of antiquity. Majestic arches conjure memories of great battles and conquests, majestic cathedrals recall the legends of martyred saints, and those turreted châteaux stand as reminders of the rise and fall of the French monarchy. Signs of more recent history are evident at every turn, too. It’s hard to step across a rough patch of road that reveals a cluster of cobblestones without remembering the student uprising of 1968 and its famous freedom cry, “Beneath the cobblestones, the beach!” Plaques commemorating World War II feature prominently in most provincial towns. In other words, finding a corner of the country that doesn’t overflow with profound historical significance is next to impossible.

Tucked among the symbolic remnants of yore are emblems of modern France that hint at what sort of potential the future holds. In multicultural metropolises, thriving art scenes driven by the younger generations continue to propel France to the forefront of the avant-garde movement. Daring culinary experimentation is staking its claim amid the old-guard, très traditional cuisine française in cutting-edge restaurants, and France continues to surprise the rest of the world with its realization of novel ideas that raise the quality of living, from public bicycle networks to public art.
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Above all, the French themselves represent the spectacular convergence of old and new. Immigrants in traditional West African boubous and dashikis mingle at the markets with men in djellabas and women in hijabs, modern-day reminders of France’s colonial past. A population in flux means more diversity: gay, straight, Muslim, Jewish, old, young, conservative, liberal. Active participation in politics, as evidenced by high voter turnout—the 2012 presidential election drew 80 percent of eligible voters, versus 57 percent in the U.S.—reflects an empowered population with a vested interest in creating a 21st-century society that meets the basic needs (and quite often the wants) of every citizen.

History

PREHISTORIC FRANCE

In 1940, four teenage boys spelunking in the bucolic town of Montignac, in the Dordogne Valley, accidentally discovered an ancient treasure trove that put France on the map as an important source of prehistoric riches. The cave paintings of Lascaux, dating back nearly 20,000 years to the upper Paleolithic period, feature larger-than-life-size renderings of horses, bison, bears, and other animals, hinting at the hunter-gatherer civilization’s two preoccupations: sourcing an adequate food supply and avoiding becoming someone else’s déjeuner.

Beyond providing clues about the eating habits of early humans, these vivid murals support the theory that Cro-Magnons were not just modern humankind’s closest ancestors but possibly the earliest French aesthetes; decorative objets d’art ranging from primitive statuettes to more ornate pottery have been discovered in many French cave dwellings. Fashion before function? Indeed. Damage from human traffic prompted officials to close the Lascaux caves in the early 1960s, but an artificially re-created Lascaux II, complete with reproduction murals, opened 20 years later. It now welcomes thousands of visitors each year.

The early hunter-gatherer civilization that thrived throughout southern France, from the Dordogne to the Mediterranean, fed on the abundant plant and animal life that flourished along the waterways. Homo sapiens mastered the art of tool-making for hunting and ultimately evolved their tools to adapt to a more sedentary agricultural society that followed the hunter-gatherer epoch. It was during this period that Canis familiaris—hunter, protector, and friend—was domesticated in France, solidifying its status within the French family structure.

THE CELTS AND THE ROMANS

On the outskirts of the tiny seaside village of Carnac, in the far west region of Brittany, rows upon rows of lichen-covered stones rise up from the grassy fields, looking very much like an army of frozen soldiers standing sentinel over the windswept terrain. These Celtic megaliths, known as menhirs, date from the Neolithic period. They are not as well known as their celebrated neighbors at Stonehenge, but their historical significance in France is on par with that of their British counterparts. How the heavy stones, each of which weighs tons, got there is an unsolved mystery—but the historical consensus is that they were arranged here by the early Celts, who settled in France beginning as early as 8000 BC. Debate continues about the stones’ original purpose, but it was most likely related to astrological forecasting or religious worship.

Mysterious origins aside, modern France has embraced its ancient Celtic roots through music festivals, literature, and efforts to keep the Breton language alive. Even the fictional character Obélix, from the beloved comic book series Asterix, is a menhir sculptor by trade, often depicted lugging around one of the giant stones on his enormous back.

Skip forward a few millennia from the Neolithic period to the 1st century BC, when Julius Caesar and his massive army of 65,000 men marched into France with an eye on transforming the country into the newest corner of the Roman empire. In 49 BC, after nine years of near-constant battle, their conquest was complete. Their legacy was sealed with the introduction of a newly revamped centralized political system, the introduction of the Latin language, and an art-and-architecture overhaul that gave France a distinctly Roman aesthetic. In the southern city of Nîmes, the “Rome of France,” a well-preserved amphitheater hosts gladiator reenactments for enthralled crowds of tourists, and other relics—aqueducts, arches, forums—remind the contemporary population of the lasting influence of the Roman reign.

STORMING OF THE BASTILLE AND THE REVOLUTION

Long before a mob of angry men marched toward the Bastille prison on the infamous gray and dreary afternoon of July 14, 1789, discontent had been brewing among the French common classes. While the First Estate (nobility) and Second Estate (clergy) were essentially exempted from taxation, the Third Estate—the bulk of the population, made up of middle-class merchants and farming peasants—was left to pay the price for an overindulgent parade of kings, beginning with Louis XIV and ending with Louis XVI and his queen, Marie Antoinette.

As the country sank into bankruptcy, the commoners of the Third Estate felt the sting the sharpest. The price of bread, their primary food staple, had risen so high that the average family spent 80 percent of its income just to feed itself. Unemployment had reached frightening highs of nearly 50 percent, and the burden of heavy taxation showed no signs of ebbing. Meanwhile, Madame Deficit, as the spendthrift queen was nicknamed, continued to indulge in her excessive shopping habits while her king struggled to keep all the segments of French society in a state of relative calm.

When the alienated public learned that they would be denied voting privileges at a representational meeting of the Estates General, social discontent reached a fever pitch. Instead of sulking, the people formed a new national assembly and, when the king saw he had no hope of wielding his absolute power against the growing legions of disgruntled citizens, he struck a deal: We’ll make it formal, he suggested, with a newly established National Assembly, wherein each Estate will have equal representation. Sovereignty of the people in, absolute monarchy out. This was the first revolutionary act. The storming of the part-prison, part-munitions warehouse known as the Bastille was next.

While the events of July 14 were more symbolic than truly revolutionary—there were only seven prisoners being held at the Bastille at the time, and the amount of arms collected was negligible—it is recognized as such because it returned power to the people after a long spell of rather tyrannical rule. Not long afterward, King Louis XVI relinquished his governing power, though he was left with the honorary title of King of the French. He held this new post until being tried and convicted of treason, then guillotined in front of a public audience in Paris’s Place de la Révolution (now Place de la Concorde) in January 1793. His wife of 23 years, the reviled Marie Antoinette, was beheaded on the same spot nine months later.

Less than a month after the Bastille drama unfolded, a 17-point blueprint for a new constitution was drafted. The Declaration of the Rights of Man—a pastiche of ideas borrowed from the Declaration of Independence and the English Bill of Rights—proclaimed that the law exists to support and carry out the idea that every French citizen is born equal and with inalienable rights; that man is entitled to freedom of speech and freedom of religion; and that he is innocent until proven guilty. The 10-year revolutionary period was marked by brief changes in control, juggled in turns by the middle-class liberals, the radical revolutionaries, and the counterrevolutionaries whose champion, Napoléon Bonaparte, helped cement France’s future as a global powerhouse. On September 21, 1792, the French royalty was abolished and, amid much celebration by the people, the First Republic, founded on the principles of liberté, égalité, and fraternité, was born.

NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE AND THE FIRST REPUBLIC

Even before he became emperor of France, in 1804, Napoléon Bonaparte reigned as a well-respected military leader in the French Revolution whose ambition for power matched his skill at war. Throughout his adventurous life, he earned a reputation as both a misogynist and a genius, but there’s no debating the petite corporal’s legacy as a reformer in the areas of education, religion, and government.

Before the monarchy was dissolved, education was a privilege extended primarily to the wealthy. Napoléon believed that developing a strong, unified population began with education—for boys in particular—and under his leadership, a uniform system of post-elementary schools called lycées was established. Through these education hubs, which most closely resemble North American high schools, a unified body of thought could be transmitted to generations of moldable minds. This is still the basis for today’s highly centralized French public school system, which continues to preach loyalty to the republic and dictates which path a young student will follow later in life.

Subverting the dominant role of the Catholic church became an obsession for Napoléon I, who kickstarted this project at his coronation, which was completely devoid of any religious pomp and circumstance. He bucked tradition by denying Pope Pius VII the honor of crowning him the new emperor, but he wasn’t anti-church. Napoléon saw the power that religion wielded in the lives of French citizens, and he merely wanted to seize control of that. With the signing of the Concordat, Napoléon got his wish, gaining the right to choose bishops and control land once belonging to the church.

Not long after being crowned emperor, Napoléon made one major restructuring move: The constitution, known as the Rights of Man, was transformed into the Napoleonic Code. For some, this presented a distinct advantage: Special privileges for the wealthy were effectively abolished, which was good for the 99 percent of the population that fell into the common class. Religious freedom was also guaranteed, as was the right to a trial before being sentenced for a crime. At the same time, the changes weakened status for others. Women and children were essentially deemed the property of their husbands and fathers, and women were stripped of the right to buy or sell property. The freedom of the press suffered, too, with Napoléon famously proclaiming that “if the press is not controlled, I shall not remain in power three days.” But it’s probably safe to say that Napoléon’s good deeds outweighed the bad. The public works projects he commissioned—wide boulevards, shipping canals, and the famous Arc de Triomphe—are the modern-day symbolic reminders of the diminutive leader’s vision of France.

FIRST AND SECOND WORLD WARS

When Archduke Franz Ferdinand was shot and killed by a Serbian assassin in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, the Austro-Hungarian government didn’t waste any time before declaring war on Serbia. Soon, one country after another was at war with its enemy, but World War I wasn’t officially called until Austria’s strongest ally, Germany, declared war on Russia.

As a Serbian ally, France was pulled into the fray, but there was no widespread public support for this war. Speaking on behalf of the pacifist community, French Socialist Party leader and lefty newspaper publisher Jean Jaurès called for peace, but he was silenced by a bullet fired by an overzealous pro-war French nationalist on July 31, just a month after war was declared. Four years later, on November 11, 1918, the signing of an armistice agreement put an end to the long, catastrophic conflict.

The final tally of France’s dead reached nearly 1.4 million, and the number of wounded a staggering three million. Birthrates dropped, the national debt exploded, and a third French Republic was declared. It took years for France to recover, and when it did, it didn’t get much of a breather before being thrust back into the cold embrace of another devastating world war.

No event in modern history has had as profound an effect on the French national psyche as World War II, especially in the way it has shaped French identity and solidified the necessity of social unity. In 1939, after Germany invaded Poland, France (a Polish ally) and Great Britain jointly declared war on Germany. By 1940, France had surrendered to the Germans, who began a humiliating occupation of France lasting four years.

On October 24, 1940, after the French had already surrendered to German forces, a new regime took control of the country, collaborating with the Nazis but still retaining some small level of autonomy. The Vichy Government, led by Marshall Philippe Pétain, was merely a French extension of the Nazi establishment, and the effects of this collaboration spawned its own post-traumatic stress disorder: the Vichy Syndrome.

Through the hardship of occupation and war, a sense of solidarity grew among the greater French community. Thousands of men and women joined together to form the French Resistance, and volunteer armies from North and West Africa sprang up to fight alongside the French army. Mini-armies began to sprout, too. The most significant of these independent brigades were the maquis, small groups of men and women who worked in concert with the resistance movement against German forces. Rather than be conscripted into the German workforce, they took to the hills with their guns and ammunition, battling long and hard in their signature Basque berets.

In 1944—the same year French women earned the right to vote—the Allied Forces liberated France from Germany’s iron grip. After a triumphant promenade down the Champs-Élysées, General Charles de Gaulle addressed his fellow citizens in a celebrated speech thanking them for their concerted efforts, closing with a fervent “Vive la France!”

The memory of occupation is never far from the modern French person’s consciousness, yet there isn’t a palpable sense of melancholy rooted in those memories either. C’est la vie, say the French, but let us not forget completely les années noires.

MODERN FRANCE

The Fourth Republic sprung up on the heels of World War II, with de Gaulle, France’s trusted and revered wartime chief, serving a brief stint as head of the provisional postwar government. He stepped down not long after his appointment but was elected president of France more than 10 years later, in 1958, marking the beginning of the fifth and current republic.

After a successful first term, he was reelected to the country’s top post, which he served until retiring from politics in 1968, when his viewpoints were falling out of favor with the young postwar generation. The end of his political career was punctuated by a wave of social unrest throughout France, beginning at the universities and ending at the heart of the industrial sector: the factory.

In the spring of 1968, what started as a couple of small student protests against comingling of the sexes in student housing at the University of Nanterre and Paris’s Sorbonne quickly morphed into something out of a fictional police drama: students and armed riot police going toe-to-toe on the streets; hundreds of young men and women being thrown to the ground and arrested; tear gas shot from cannons, the air so thick with haze that it felt like a battlefield in winter. Three days later, on May 6, more than 20,000 students, professors, and supporters marched through the streets of the capital to call attention to an overzealous police response to a simple, nonviolent campus protest—and again were met with baton-wielding riot police, tear gas, and aggressive arrests.

The great manifestations (political demonstrations) lasted for days, virtually halting all normal activity in Paris and its close suburbs. Brick throwing and Molotov cocktail tossing brought the city to a standstill. Students, borrowing ideas from anarchist ideology and using language tinged with Marxist rhetoric, demanded social change to benefit the people rather than the powers in charge.

Events took a turn for the worse when a 17-year-old high school student was killed by riot police in Paris’s Latin Quarter on June 10; reverberations were felt acutely during the following weeks. Simultaneously, discontent that had been percolating in France’s automobile factories reached a boiling point, prompting a frustrated labor force to engage in both sit-ins and walkouts. Workers at Renault, Citroën, and Peugeot voiced their own demands for a set minimum wage, salary increases, and reduced work hours. At one Peugeot factory, two workers were killed by police, prompting another wave of dissatisfaction to ripple through the country. Walkouts at banks, public transportation centers, department stores, and even hospitals paralyzed France. An estimated 10 million grévists (strikers) from Toulouse to Saint-Nazaire took to the streets in protest throughout May 1968, and made their thoughts about France’s old-school, outdated political direction known in their cry: “Adieu, de Gaulle!”

The government reacted with tough-guy posturing, threatening an official state of emergency if things didn’t simmer down. They finally did. The government met the demands of the automobile unions, offering a shorter work week, increased salaries, and an increased minimum wage, which the unions accepted, and students returned to their university lecture halls. Yet as daily life settled back into a state of normalcy, the days were numbered for de Gaulle’s government. The aftereffects on French society were still being registered decades later, with political analysts referring to the period as “a revolution” with many of the same attributes of revolutions past. A body of rebel artwork—graffiti, protest posters—produced during the era survives in archival galleries as testament to the social upheaval.
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Demonstrations can (and do) happen all year in Paris.



In the decades that followed, France underwent several presidential shifts: Georges Pompidou (’69-’74), Valéry Giscard-d’Estaing (’74-’81), socialist François Mitterrand (’81-’95), and former prime minister and Paris mayor Jacques Chirac (’95-’07). Mitterrand’s presidency marked the first time a leader on the political left had taken that office, and during his tenure he abolished the death penalty and initiated a moratorium on nuclear testing.

Chirac, who founded the center-right RPR (Rally for the Republic) party, led France with a more conservative vision, but he will probably always be remembered in North America for taking an active stand against the U.S. invasion of Iraq. (Remember “Freedom Fries?”) The French supported his opposition to the war, but his domestic policies left much to be desired among French voters, who ranked him the least popular president of the Fifth Republic in 2007.

Chirac’s successor, former minister of the interior Nicolas Sarkozy, was voted in as the sixth president of the Fifth Republic on May 7, 2007. The son of a Greek-Jewish mother and a French-Hungarian father, the former lawyer promised to give France a good kick in the pants to bolster the economy, get tough on immigration, and reform the social welfare system. Part of his reform agenda included tightening access to foreign student visas, which he saw as an easy ticket for potential ne’er-do-wells to obtain residency status. At the end of his first and final term, faced with dismal popularity figures and an underperforming economy, Sarkozy was still able to count a handful of accomplishments, including passing a referendum that whittled down presidential term limits from a limitless quantity to two, easing taxation to encourage entrepreneurship, and extending the imposed 35-hour workweek to allow workers to put in as many as 48 hours each week without employers having to pay overtime benefits.

François Hollande, a member of the Parti Socialiste, was sworn in as the 24th president of the Republic on May 15, 2012. Two years into his first term, Holland has heard the deafening roar of enthusiasm that ushered him into the Palais de l’Élysée dwindle to a chirp, with just 19 percent of the population who voted for him happy with his performance after his first year in office. During his campaign, Hollande promised to bring “normalcy” to the country’s highest post after too many years of President Bling-Bling’s arrogance and flash, and there’s still time. Despite the tabloid drama plaguing him midway through his first term, he is making strides to cut public spending and trim social benefits for the wealthiest French populations; time will tell if he’ll yank the country out of its financial crisis before the 2017 elections.

Government

As a representative democracy, the Republic of France is ruled by a president who is voted in by the public and eligible for a maximum of two five-year terms (reduced from seven in 2000). The president appoints a prime minister and a cabinet to help run the show, but there’s no question who holds the top spot—and with it the larger burden of responsibility. In addition to ensuring that the constitution is upheld, the president enacts French laws, oversees the military, and has the ability to dissolve the French parliament. The president must also solicit the signature of his prime minister for every official document he signs, with the exception of dissolving parliament.

On the legislative end, parliament is made up of a 577-member lower house called the National Assembly, whose representatives, called deputies, are elected directly by the public to five-year terms. The 321-member upper parliament, or senate, is voted in by an electoral college representing each of the 92 departments, overseas territories, and French citizens living abroad; each member serves six-year terms. Together, the two houses meet for nine-month sessions that begin in October and end in June, voting on issues as varied and contentious as gay marriage (which finally received a “oui” vote in May 2013) and voluntary euthanasia (which still hasn’t passed).

France has a multiparty system that spans the spectrum from the extreme right to the extreme left, but a few parties dominate, including Hollande’s Parti Socialiste and Sarkozy’s UMP (Union pour un Mouvement Populaire). The far-right Front National, and Communists and Greens pick up the remaining seats in parliament. Regional elections are held every four years, departmental representatives and city council members are elected every six, and elections are always held on Sundays, which helps ensure a solid voter turnout. The French take the voting process quite seriously, and the rules governing campaign advertising and the prognostication of results on the day of the election are tightly controlled.

If no candidate wins more than 50 percent of the vote in a presidential election, a runoff election is held. The 2012 election pitted Socialist Party candidate François Hollande against the UMP’s Sarkozy, with Hollande ultimately winning with 51.06 percent of the vote.

Though President Hollande will be eligible for re-election in 2017, his future looks a little iffy. In late 2013, polls put his approval rating at an all-time low of 15 percent, though the subsequent revelation by a French tabloid magazine that the president was having an illicit affair actually worked to improve his popularity ratings, which crept up to 31 percent in January 2014. While infidelity seems of little concern to the public, what does matter is whether or not the president can stem the ebbing tide of unemployment and realize the creation of new jobs.
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You might see Francois Hollande’s scooter zipping out of the presidential palace.



PARIS POLITICS

Politically, Paris marches to the beat of its own oft-confusing drummer. It is a city with not just a revered and effective mayor, but 20 sub-mayors, each of whom govern their own mini villages known as arrondissements from their headquarters known as the office of the mairie. These sub-mayors, in turn, govern their districts with the help of conseillers or councilors elected by their arrondissement’s constituents. Together, they decided which mayoral candidate would succeed Bertrand Delanoë, Paris’s first openly gay leader, who stepped down in March 2014 to pursue other interests rather than run for a third term. Parti Socialiste member Anne Hidalgo was sworn in on April 5, 2014. Municipal officials can serve multiple six-year terms, and always undergo two rounds of voting before the winning candidate is called. To take the mayoral seat, the candidate must obtain absolute majority vote in both rounds. In the rare instance that a candidate doesn’t earn more than 50 percent of the vote on the second round, a third voting round will be instituted.

Economy

After World War II, France boomeranged back into shape with unrivaled optimism and vitality. Those three fruitful decades even earned a special moniker: les Trente Glorieuses, or the Glorious Thirty. Under de Gaulle’s leadership, an initial five-year plan was instituted, launching public-works projects and creating a climate ripe for new industries. French factories were overhauled, churning out products for a postwar population that skyrocketed to numbers not seen for more than 100 years. This baby boom sparked a cycle of production and consumption that helped keep the economy moving. New motorways were built to keep up with the number of new cars on the roads, and by 1960, the French owned more automobiles than refrigerators.


LADIES FIRST

When beloved mayor Bertrand Delanoë announced that he wouldn’t run for a third term, the collective sigh of disappointment could be heard from Porte Maillot all the way to Porte de Montreuil. Since 2001, the Parti Socialist member has upped Paris’s cool quotient with countless maverick initiatives, from Paris Plages to Velib’. He also earned the respect of his constituents for his progressive agenda and sense of humor—a true rarity among French politicians. Yet the news of Delanoë’s impending departure was tempered by the exciting news that his replacement would be a woman—a first for the city of Paris.

Monsieur le Mayor himself supported fellow Socialist Anne Hidalgo, who had served as his deputy mayor since he took office in 2001. Hidalgo’s rival was the media-savvy Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet, a member of the center-right UMP and a former environmental minister under the Sarkozy administration, who suggested that Paris adopt a seven-days-a-week commerce economy. Hidalgo was against the open-on-Sundays idea, saying that everyone deserves a day off of work.

On April 5, 2014, Hidalgo was sworn into office as Paris’ first female Mayor. Like Delanoë, her political focus is on making Paris a more livable city. Plans include pedestrianizing more streets, adding to the city’s tree population, and creating more affordable housing.



The big shift from rural to urban that took place in the 1960s and ’70s translated to overcrowding in the major cities. To meet the needs of this expanding population, giant housing developments mushroomed outside the clogged metropolises, and the banlieue was born. The sense of France in transition was palpable from Paris to Perpignan.

With the establishment of the European Union and the introduction of a single currency, trade barriers were torn down and competition increased, generating new revenue streams that flowed throughout Europe. But the latest global economic crisis has done a lot to destabilize the French economy and the faith of the French people with regard to their future economic security. The Sarkozy government passed a number of stimulus packages, but France under Hollande still faces high unemployment (10.5 percent) and public debt (for which the government is trying to compensate by curtailing politicians’ wine-fueled, expenses-paid lunches).

Among the most critical issues facing French voters today is coming to terms with the idea that the social safety net that has supported them for so long may sink under its own weight. Throughout September 2010, grévists again took to the streets of cities and towns throughout France to protest Sarkozy’s proposed revamp of the country’s cushy pension plan. Without a workforce to pay for the system, said Sarkozy, there will be no money left in the coffers for retirees to pull from. The public didn’t buy it, and over the course of several weeks, students, unionists, and office workers alike waved banners of protest in the streets, halting commuter traffic, disrupting fuel deliveries, and causing delays at airports and train stations nationwide. On October 23, 2010, much to the public’s dismay, parliament passed Sarkozy’s pension reform bill, raising the minimum retirement age to 62 and the full pension age to 67.
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Your local office of the mairie is guaranteed to become a frequent haunt.



François Hollande has made a few ripples in the political pool since taking office, mostly in the area of taxation; during his presidential campaign he earned notoriety for proposing 75 percent taxation on Paris’s wealthiest citizens. Those whose feathers were most visibly ruffled by the idea included actor Gérard Depardieu, who vowed to quit France for good if this promise was made real. It wasn’t long before the stocky thespian was offered Russian citizenship directly from Vladimir Putin, who delivered on his proposal. (Depardieu currently holds a Russian passport even though he’s chosen to live in Belgium.) But reaction to the tax increase hasn’t been so dramatic across the board. Everyday citizens understand that putting the tax burden on the rich to support needier citizens is a core Socialist value, and one of the reasons the disenfranchised masses elected Hollande in the first place. His promises to increase corporate taxes, lower the retirement age for those who’ve paid taxes for a minimum of 41 years, and introduce thousands of new jobs into the French fold are still a work in progress.
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France is fertile ground for cultural stereotyping. Those tenacious mental renderings of a beret-clad, baguette-hugging, bicycle-riding population have been etched into our collective unconscious via film, fashion magazines, and yes, even holiday snapshots. More than anything, perhaps, the French are known ’round the world for their way of life, which focuses on maximizing sensual pleasures. The truth is, they do love their wining, dining, and song, but surprisingly, not a whole lot more than their European neighbors. Over the years, the French have abandoned some of their legendary habits in favor of newer, healthier ones (le jogging, anyone?).

Per capita wine consumption has plummeted by more than 50 percent since 1970, when the average Jacques quaffed 103.6 liters all on his own each year. The French do guzzle more booze than the Poles, the Dutch, or even tipplers in the UK, but Jacques still throws back fewer drinks than his Irish counterpart. The amount of bread consumed per day by the French has steadily dwindled over the last century (though you’d hardly know it from the number of boulangeries), but the amount of yogurt, brie, and crème fraîche consumed has nearly doubled since the 1970s. Stroll down the dairy aisle at the nearest hypermarché, and you’ll get a solid sense of how important the role of dairy is in the French diet. But an entire culture can’t be distilled into a food-and-wine caricature.
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Like the country they inhabit, the French are complex, idiosyncratic, and a tad mysterious, which makes them all the more interesting. “French” has come to mean something different in the 21st century than in previous eras: It now means Algerian, Tunisian, Malian, Moroccan, Senegalese, and even American. Each of these immigrant populations has left its mark on the established culture, producing something of a multicultural patchwork that gives France its special flavor.

Ethnicity and Class

One of the ideas propelling the French Revolution was that the social playing field could—and should—be leveled. Members of the proletariat, mostly working-class farmers and peasants, were fed up with being taxed while their upper-class comrades were exempt, and the clergy had had enough of the royals’ having access to all the wealth. These issues germinated and sprouted into a rebellion, and subsequently the class system was abolished as members of the National Assembly renounced their class privileges.

No longer would the middle and lower classes be held liable for taxes that they could ill afford while the nobility and clergy skirted by without paying a centime. The revolution gave birth to a new constitution, the cornerstone of which was the Declaration of the Rights of Man. This critical rulebook defined the future of the Republic, setting forth the novel idea that all men are created equal. In subsequent decades, the leadership grappled with the inconsistencies of that basic assertion, particularly in light of the fact that slave ownership was alive and well in the French colonies and the role of women remained subordinate to that of men. The declaration has been rewritten over the years (and renamed the Constitution), but its fundamental assertion remains a critical component of what it means to be French.

Today, the issue of national identity remains a hot topic throughout France, especially around election time. The right-wing, anti-immigrant political party, Front National (FN) is led by Marine Le Pen. Le Pen inherited her father and FN founder Jean-Marie’s passion for a very, well, “French” version of France, and she has put the issue at the front and center of her party’s platform ever since assuming leadership in 2011. The FN promulgates the idea that a more homogenous France can be restored with measures that include expulsion of certain populations—primarily Arab Muslims—and shoring up immigration laws to prevent what the party believes to be unbridled waves of unworthy immigrants. The Front National motto “France for the French!” says it all.

In , ethnicity and class aren’t dinner-table conversation topics, but they are a palpable component of life in the capital. The arrondissement in which you live—and, more specifically, the Métro stop you’re closest to—give others a preliminary indication of your socioeconomic status and hint at your level of hipness. Tell someone, for example, that you live near Métro stop Victor Hugo in the 16th, and they might assume you’re a work transfer from a multinational pharmaceutical company and your children attend private school. Mention you live in Belleville, however, and you earn a bit of street cred, possibly coupled with the question, “So, do you work in the arts?” Generally, where you live doesn’t make or break your ability to integrate. Just don’t expect your new friends from Maisons-Laffitte to be too excited about meeting up at your neighborhood café in the outer reaches of the 20th. They’ll likely prefer the perceived sense of safety that comes with a night out in Saint-Germain-des-Prés or the Marais.

Customs and Etiquette

One of the first things you’ll notice about living in Paris is the formal politesse that pervades daily interactions. Neighbors greet each other with a cordial bonjour and au revoir, sales clerks will always refer to you as madame, mademoiselle, or monsieur, and most of the time, drivers will actually slow their Citroëns and Renaults down to a stop at crosswalks for pedestrians—which may or may not be a direct result of the Ministry of Transportation’s efforts to establish a Day of Courtesy. More important than mimicking the French version of Emily Post is to simply treat everyone you encounter with respect. Do as the locals do and be liberal with your pleases and thank-yous. When boarding the Métro or bus, step aside from the doorway to allow others to exit first. Offer your seat to the elderly, pregnant women, and parents juggling one or more children. The warm smile and gratitude you’ll get in return are worth it, and you’ll feel good about contributing to the social order.
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