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         ‘The French see brilliance in everything they do, and French statesmen from the Renaissance to the present day have likened France herself to a guiding light.’

         
             

         

         The French population is 65 million – compared with

11 million Belgians, 55 million English, 49 million Spanish,

62 million Italians, 8 million Swiss, 81 million Germans,

35 million Canadians and 325 million Americans.

      

   


   
      
         

            Nationalism & Identity

         

         Forewarned

         The French care about what really matters in life – being French. They care more about doing everything with enormous style than about what they do. They are convinced of their corporate and individual superiority over all others. Their charm is that they don’t despise the rest of us: they pity us for not being French.

         
            “Their charm is that they don’t despise the rest of us: they pity us for not being French.”

         

         The notion of ‘la force’ lies at the heart of everything the French have done, well or badly, in the last thousand years or more. La force is their sense of the essence of life. It is bound up with other grand ideas such as ‘la gloire’ and ‘la patrie’, feminine words that speak of boundless stores of energy. The French are attracted to all things vibrant, alive, moving. Beneath their chic and natty appearance they respond to atavistic and primitive impulses.

         Since 1789, the French have tried a revolution that turned society upside down, an imperial autocracy, a revived monarchy, an elected king, a republic, another emperor, another revolution, more republics, and lots more attempted revolutions. They’ve somehow absorbed all this and at the same time created a lifestyle that the whole world envies.

         Where most nations would be somewhat disconcerted by the notion of the thinly veiled body of Marianne (the symbol of the French Republic) leaping over the barricades, musket in hand, the French are moved to patriotic fervour (and audiences at Les Misérables are moved to tears). The cockerel may be their national symbol – a colourful male bird that makes a great deal of noise, chases off all rivals and lays no eggs – but they never forget that their country is la France.
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         They are a sensual people who kiss where others shake hands; who proudly say that they make love in the same way that they eat; who write music that sounds like the sun rising out of the sea. This is why they delight in such refinements as taking seven and a half minutes to wrap a small tarte aux cerises – putting it in a box, tying it with ribbon and handing it to the customer as though it were a newborn baby – when the blessèd thing is going to be consumed the moment it’s taken out of the pâtisserie.

         How they see themselves

         The French see themselves as the only truly civilised people in the world. Long ago they discovered the absolutes, the certainties of life, and thus they feel they have a duty to enlighten the rest. 

         
            “They see world supremacy in a bottle of grand cru.”

         

         On anything that matters they consider themselves experts. Anything in which they are not experts does not matter. All life, all energy, is a grand force of nature, which they embrace whole-heartedly. They see glory in what others regard as defeat. They may lose an empire, Algeria, or a rugby match at Le Stade de France, but they know that France will rise again, more glorious than before. The French would never say ‘Poor old France’ in the way the English have been saying ‘Poor old England’ day in, day out for the last couple of thousand years. The French have no time for national or corporate self-pity. Instead, the cry is ‘On, on!’ to the barricades, the next election, the next invention and negotiation. There is a childlike enthusiasm and optimism about the way the French view Fate and Destiny. All will be well, they believe, simply because everything French is the best in the world. Playing second fiddle is not a French pastime.

         They also see honour in seduction, triumph in a well-cooked entrecôte, and world supremacy in a bottle of grand cru. Not for nothing was Louis XIV called ‘the Sun King’, for the French see brilliance in everything they do, and French statesmen from the Renaissance to the present day have likened France herself to a guiding light. Their role in relation to the rest of the world borders on the Messianic.

         
How they see others

         
            “They can be racist, chauvinistic and xenophobic, but always with great charm.”

         

         To give their own feeling of superiority some validity, the French are generously prepared to accept that other nations have to exist. But do not expect the French to be ‘politically correct’ in anything they do. They can be racist, chauvinistic and xenophobic, but always with great charm, and whereas other nations would feel guilty for having such sentiments, the French believe that it’s natural.

         They see the English as small-minded, uncultured, badly dressed; a nation of people who spend most of their time gardening, playing cricket and drinking sweet, warm beer in pubs. (Also, the French jury is still out on the little matter of whether or not Napoleon was poisoned while on St. Helena.) The Scots are viewed in an entirely different light: apart from historic ties, the Scots supply malt whisky.

         They find the Spanish proud but noisy, and believe they produce more wine than is healthy for the vineyards of the Midi. Although Spanish wine may be sub-standard to the taste buds of the French, ‘ça existe’ – an ominous phrase.

         The French don’t dislike the Germans but they are not fond of them. In good times, the French are happy to portray themselves as leaders of the EU; in bad times they are happy to see the Germans as leaders of the EU. The French see nothing glamorous or romantic in being in charge of a sinking ship. They are willing to acknowledge the Germans’ industrial supremacy but regard their culture as inferior to their own. (This is not discrimination. In their view, every other culture is inferior to their own.) They also feel politically superior to the Germans since the Germans lost all international ‘presence’ when they were stripped of their colonies after the First World War. The French may no longer own much of the world, but French law, language and culture persist in every continent.

         Despite their reservations and however uncomfortable they find the thought, the French have much in common with the Germans – a sense of formality, a reserve, a concept of racial purity, a belief in an historical destiny.

         
            “The French may no longer own much of the world, but French law, language and culture persist in every continent.”

         

         In contrast to this admiring–disliking axis is their attitude towards the Swiss and the Belgians. The Swiss are objects of merciless satire in French television commercials. They may be hospitable, but they are obsessively clean and speak French in a most odd fashion. The Belgians are seen as universally dull and totally lacking in finesse – both contemptible traits to the French who value style in everything. In their eyes the Belgians have always been ‘bête’, ‘thick’, and they are the butt of an endless stream of French jokes, for example: 

         
            Two Belgian soldiers are sleeping under a tree.

            Suddenly a terrible rumbling sound awakes them.

            ‘Hell and death,’ says the first. ‘A storm!’

            ‘No,’ says the other, ‘those are bombs.’

            ‘Thank God for that,’ says the first. ‘I’m terrified of thunder.’

         

         A little envy has crept into these jokes now that the French realise the Belgians have a better standard of living than they do.

         Special relationships

         Historically, the French have had a special relationship with the United States and Canada, having owned much of the former and populated much of the latter. But complications have arisen. When a French film is shown at a French-Canadian cinema it has to have subtitles because the Canadians cannot understand the soundtrack since their accent is so different.

         The French have long admired the Americans – for their constitution (which they believe is based on the French one), for their code of law (which really is based on the French one), and for kicking out the British. Yet they go to considerable lengths to stave off the corrupting influence of American culture – restricting the number of American fast-food outlets, limiting imports of goods from the United States, and dumping Euro Disney sufficiently far from Paris to give it a sporting chance of failure.

         Curiously, the French have successfully persuaded generation after generation of Americans to fall in love with them, without reciprocating that love.

         How others see them

         Views vary: shrewd, sceptical, susceptible to women. But, in the eyes of many, the trouble with the French is that they are inconsistent. This is because others fail to see that the French decide all big issues on the basis of self-interest, a feature of peasant ideology.

         
            “They produce the most beautiful paintings in the world and the ugliest wallpaper.”

         

         This trait is to be seen in all aspects of French life. They exasperate with their lumbering approach to the delights of a market economy, but exhilarate with their Quixotic flights of fancy. They produce the most beautiful paintings in the world and the ugliest wallpaper. They grow the finest vegetables and never serve them in their restaurants. They work hard, but are never seen to be working. Drive through France at any time of the day, week, month or year and 95% of the country appears to be uninhabited or fast asleep.

         What others need to understand is that the French regard consistency as boring, and to be boring is to be avoided at all costs. 

         How they would like others to see them

         Since the French have been endowed with an abundance of self-esteem, they don’t really care how others see them.

      

   


   
      
         
            Character

         

         The essential Frenchman

         
            “It is every Frenchman’s covert wish to be Gérard Depardieu.”

         

         It is every Frenchman’s covert wish to be Cyrano de Bergerac, the braggart, swaggering hero of Edmund Rostand’s play. Cyrano, like the heroic musketeer d’Artagnan, was a Gascon. He was strong yet sensitive; a great swordsman, but also a poet of infinite tenderness; a passionate lover, yet one who died of the greatest unrequited love in all literature; a man who failed, but failed gloriously. And what most endears Cyrano to all Frenchmen is that, to the end, he maintained his panache.

         Casting Gérard Depardieu as Cyrano in the 1991 film was a stroke of genius, for Depardieu is one of a long line of French stars (Edith Piaf, Yves Montand, et les autres) who have risen from the gutter to the glitter. The French love their heroes, real or fictional, to have had a past that is depraved, deprived or delinquent – an outsider who forces his or her way in. 

         
            “They love the latest – but the latest lasts only a few days, and then it’s on to the newest latest. Not for nothing is passé a French concept.”

         

         They love Depardieu for what he does off-screen, for who he really is, a complete turnabout from the old Hollywood system where the screen image of the star was idolised. Depardieu is a man first, a film star second. He may have taken Russian citizenship as a gesture against the increase in French taxes, but he is the man who turned down a film rôle because the harvest was due in his vineyard; the man who says that had he been a woman, he would have made love with director Ridley Scott; the man who is called ‘a force of nature’, the French Hercules.

         Fad followers

         The French are fad followers. They will take anything if it’s fashionable. They love the latest clothes, the latest films, the latest gadgets, the latest slang, but the ‘latest’ lasts only a few days and then it’s on to the newest latest. Not for nothing is passé a French concept.

         They love ideas, concepts, innovations – playing around with things, like democracy, railway systems, architecture. What matters is being up-to-date.





OEBPS/a002_online.png





OEBPS/logo_online.png
Xenophobe's Guides





OEBPS/9781908120397_cover_epub.jpg
“Xenophobes’ guide

TO THE

A frank and funny look
at what makes the French FRENCH





OEBPS/a0iv_online.png





