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‘The funniest frog in print’ Daily Mail

 
‘Opinionated, French and severely witty [Poirier] writes beautiful, clear, neatly measured English, embroidered with flourishes of vernacular . . . Lively, sardonic, always poised, the book strikes impressive moments of balance’ Scotsman

 
‘Perhaps the most fascinating thing about this book is . . . what it tells us about France’ Spectator

 
‘Perhaps it doesn’t sound like much fun to be set straight on everything . . . by a French ‘‘intellectual’’ . . . Strangely, it is’

Daily Telegraph

 
‘Politics, society, food, art . . . are all discussed with a cheerful wit, backed up by . . . more serious historical and philosophical observations’ New Statesman

 
‘Funny and fascinating bid to uncover the differences between us Brits and the French . . . full of side-splitting observations about our various attitudes, customs and traditions’ OK




Writer and broadcaster Agnés Catherine Poirier is primarily a political journalist and film critic for Libération, Télérama and a regular commentator for the Guardian and the BBC.
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Au père!




‘Wickedness is a myth invented by good people to account for the curious attractiveness of others.’

Oscar Wilde




Preface

British friends, never doubt the admiration you inspire.

I was twenty-three when I came to live in London, and for me there was nothing Britain or the British could do wrong: they were perfect to a fault. I was bien-sûr a raging Anglophile. Where did my Anglomania come from? First of all, from Voltaire. He must have had good reason to think Britain was marvellous, I thought. There was also the enigmatic smile of a dashing young man whom I never met but whose black-and-white photograph welcomed all visitors to my Great-aunt Marie’s house until her death in 1991. This young man was Tonton Keith, her beloved husband, who died tragically young in 1947.

As a history student, I was overwhelmed by the tales of Londoners’ heroism during the Blitz, especially when, at the same time, I had to deal with the dangerous apathy most of my compatriots had shown during the war. Didn’t I owe my freedom to young men from Britain, America and Canada, many of whom sacrificed their youth and never returned from the beaches of Normandy? My mother certainly did; she was eight then, and, to this day, la Libération has remained the most beautiful day of her life.

Shakespeare, in the amazing translations by French poet Yves Bonnefoy, proved to be a revelation in my adolescent years. So did Conan Doyle. My two elder brothers weren’t fanatical about Britain; they chose Spain as their favourite linguistic destination. However, there was one thing English my brother Janot had no reservations about: Maltesers. He was the high priest of that faith, and I became a fervent disciple. I also drank tea by the gallon, like my Great-aunt Marie, and I loved shortbread.  Romance-wise, at a very early age I had fallen for the mellifluous voices of British legends such as James Mason, George Sanders and Dirk Bogarde. Then, at the age of seventeen, I went to see Valmont by Milos Forman, a forgotten masterpiece with Colin Firth in the leading role . . .

Next came politics.

In January 1995, I told everybody and also managed to convince myself that ‘If Chirac is ever president, I’ll flee to London like de Gaulle did in 1940.’ When I saw Jacques’s face appear on my TV screen at 8 p.m. sharp on 7 May, I knew my fate was sealed. In truth, I had applied to do a degree at a London university, and I had already been accepted. But I did partly believe that bit of pretentious nonsense about Chirac making me take flight to London. When Chirac was elected again, this time with my vote, in 2002, my friends teased me: ‘So, another five years in London, then?’ They have recently looked increasingly worried: ‘In 2007, if Sarkozy’s elected, you’re taking up arms, aren’t you?’ I might, actually. Or I like to think I would.

So, on the afternoon of 28 September 1995, I bought a single ticket to London. My father drove me to Gare du Nord and walked me to the check-in gate. The Hundred Years War didn’t feel so far away: I was defecting to the old enemy, I could see it in his eyes. I travelled on the Eurostar for the first time, wearing black jodhpur trousers, a white shirt and a black jacket. I had come to England to become English, in a radical, all-or-nothing French way.

However, I’m more French today than I ever was: I mean, I’m so acutely aware of the French as seen by the British that I can play hide-and-seek with national stereotypes and prejudices. I constantly observe my compatriots and myself through the eyes of foreigners, and what I see is not always flattering. I go back to France and observe this strange species: the French. In Britain, I observe another very exotic type: the British.

Touché is the fruit of an Anglo-Saxon conspiracy. Let me explain. In 2005, I published my first book in French, Les Nouveaux Anglais, a light essay (with an unashamedly French perspective) on the English today, a book written by a French person for a French readership. British press correspondents in Paris read the book before it even hit the bookshops and wrote headlines1 such that I found myself in no time sitting next to Richard and Judy on Channel 4. The British publicity didn’t do much for the book, as, alas, nobody reads French any more in Britain, but the media brouhaha surrounding it certainly made me realise how sensitive the English could be about themselves, especially if seen by a French citizen. Tabloids attacked me for mocking the Queen - how dare I? - and for criticising, even slightly, my best friends. I tried to explain that there is no love without teasing, but my attempts at déclaration d’amour pour les Anglais seemed to fall on deaf ears.

When the wonderful Alan Samson from Weidenfeld and Nicolson acquired the UK rights for Les Nouveaux Anglais, I knew there would be some work to do once the translation was complete. When our translator, the superb Polly McLean, gave us her version, I could but marvel at her shrewd eye and razor-sharp skills; I also realised, however, that Les Nouveaux Anglais would drown somewhere off the shore of Dover, just like one of those Italian or German comedies: successful at home but impossible to export.

I’m for ever grateful to Alan Samson and Polly McLean for having enabled me to write a whole new book, in the English language, for an English readership.

I would also like to thank François Ivernel for his infatigable support and diplomatic advice, Henri-Louis Poirier for his enlightened opinion and Buzz Baum for his constructive critique. I particularly thank François for his: ‘You arrogant French swine, there are things you cannot say about the English. It’s not simply because it is true that you can write it.’ I thank Henri for his: ‘Hmm, you’re right, the English are really not like us,’ and Buzz for his: ‘The writing is so intense I often gasped for air.’

Finally, I thank Alison Mann for her peerless and lightning-speed proof-reading.

This book is dedicated to my father, who, for the last ten years of his life, each time I’d kiss him goodbye would wink and say, ‘So, you’re going back to your île du diable? Reviens vite! ’
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Act!


‘Britain’s youth want to save whales, but it is hard to imagine them renouncing the wares of Sony and Sanyo in the cause, as the Hains renounced apartheid sherry. They are dismayed by horrors in Africa, but would rather spend Saturday afternoon watching Man U than demonstrating outside Downing Street about Western supineness.’2 Max Hastings

 
‘What can a poor boy do, except sing for a rock ’n’ roll band, ’cause in sleepy London town, there’s just no place for a street-fighting man.’ Rolling Stones



 
 
 
Right, I’m a French citizen and I’m angry with the government for one reason or another. What do I do? Theoretically, I have a wide range of options for action, just like the average English citizen: I can draw up and sign a petition; I can contact my local MP; I can set up a blog; I can vote; boycott; lobby; or shout in my bathroom. I can do all sorts of things, but somehow the first action that springs to mind is ‘Take to the streets!’.

And I’m not alone, as manifester, or demonstrating, is to this day the way we express dissent in France. There has, however, always been a divide between the people on the Right and the people on the Left, who are far more prone to street action. There are entire families in France who have never taken part in a demonstration - out of fear, snobbery and contempt for those on the Left who dare rebel. But these are few in number. And on exceptional occasions, even the Right take to the streets. On 30 May 1968, a million French people marched in Paris to show their solidarity with General de Gaulle in his fight against the May 1968 student rioters and strikers. On 24 June 1984, another million French (surely the same population as in 1968) marched to fight for l’école libre - i.e. half-state, half-private schools. As a dear friend of mine, brought up in one of these right-wing families, once said to me, ‘Some people prefer to demonstrate for rather than against ...’

In Paris, the idea of demonstrating is even more sacred than anywhere else in the country, as building barricades was a recurrent feature in the capital’s history from the French Revolution up to 1968. Yet, now that a layer of tarmac has covered the cobblestoned streets, one has to make do with peaceful demonstrations. But give Parisians a good reason and they might just find another way to reclaim their glorious past . . . Never forget that each time we demonstrate we’re re-enacting the fall of the Bastille, no less. We may not be aware of it, but that’s the tune we’re playing with our feet each time we take to the streets.

As long as there are people to organise manifs,3 we’ll be there. It’s always seemed so simple. Putin is in town to visit his pal Jacques; somehow it annoys you. Before you can even think about what you could do to show your disapproval, the news on the radio tells you that there will be a manif tomorrow in place du Panthéon from 5 p.m. Easy, all you have to do is turn up. There may end up being only a few hundred of you, but it doesn’t really matter. You will have raised your voice, shouted a few slogans and listened to your favourite intellectual speak of how Putin is the cruellest tsar Russia has ever known.4 Now that you’ve vented your anger you feel fine, energised, like after a jog in the park. Demonstrating feels good, as healthy as going to the shrink, and, what’s more, it’s free.

That’s it, that’s how it is: something in the news really upsets you? Rest assured there will be a manif to attend somewhere in France, and most likely in Paris. I’m thirty-three and cannot even recall how many demonstrations I have been to, and I’m far from being as active a demonstrator as some of my friends, who as we say in French, demonstrate like they breathe. I remember as a student taking the Eurostar to go back home and demonstrate in the streets of Paris. That’s what cheap student fares are for, aren’t they?

I remember the first time that I marched. A first demonstration is like a first kiss - for ever imprinted on one’s mind - except, in my case, demonstrating was even better than a coup de foudre.5 It was December 1986 and I was fourteen. Alain Devaquet was the Conservative education minister whose new law incensed French students.6 Honestly, I hadn’t read the law and was not even affected by it as a lycéenne, and therefore still at school, but it was the first opportunity for me and my classmates to take to the streets like our elders and, at last, to pass the French citizens’ test of revolt. Plus it was a chance to fight riot police, the famous CRS, or at the very least to call them names like ‘CRS-SS’! It all sounds ludicrously romantic, and it was. But we would soon realise that it was also damned serious. We marched on 4 and 6 December in freezing-cold Paris. On 8 December, Devaquet resigned and his law was scrapped. One student had died, beaten up by riot police in rue Monsieur le Prince just next to the Sorbonne. His name was Malik Oussekine.

Since 1986, there have been many more manifs - up to ten every week: tiny ones and huge ones, from 2,000 demonstrators to over a million. In Paris, they usually take the route of place de la République to Nation via La Bastille. Sometimes the turnover of manifs is crazy, such as between 21 April 2002, when Le Pen found himself in the second round of the presidential election opposing Chirac, and 5 May, when Chirac was elected with 80% of the vote. For two weeks, 1 to 2 million people demonstrated every day throughout France. Hey, you don’t often have to choose between a staunch right-winger and a Right extremist for future president! Only in France . . .

By the way, demonstrations are not the only way to express anger in France, even if they are, by far, our favourite. Striking and opérations coup de poing7 are also a must, as reported for instance by the Guardian:

When it comes to protests, nobody does it better than the French - witness the police demonstrations against crime. But when direct action is called for, the French are also peerless. After reporting on the disgruntled Gallic wine-makers who shot up tankers carrying ‘foreign plonk’ from neighbouring Spain, Le Journal du Dimanche turned its attention to the angry fruit farmers from south-west France who carried out ‘commando operations’ on discount supermarkets, which they blame for falling profits. One hundred or so tractors invaded the parking area of a dozen supermarkets in Perpignan. At each stage, 300 farmers dumped 20 tonnes of fruit and vegetables. And the protesters’ coup de grâce? They appropriated the supermarket trolleys and threw them in the river.8



So I arrive in the UK in 1995 and what do I find? A great country in which almost nothing works, or not as well as it used to, and not as well as it does elsewhere. I hear for the first time in my life the most preposterous excuses for hours of delay in the tube or on the rail network: ‘The train service has stopped because of the heavy rain’ or ‘ . . . because of leaves on the tracks’. I look around in disbelief; nobody stirs, nobody sighs, and nobody even raises an eyebrow. Incredible, incroyable! The English can take everything. Nothing seems to make them angry. They never complain out loud like my fellow countrymen. Admirable. And absolutely infuriating. When will they take to the streets to vent their anger? When will they find a situation untenable? Never - well, almost.

In the ten years I’ve lived in London, the British have taken to the streets twice, and these were the biggest demonstrations in contemporary British history. Four hundred thousand Brits demonstrated against . . . the ban on fox-hunting on 22 September 2002,9 and then, breaking all records, a million people demonstrated against the war in Iraq on 15 February 2003. I’m glad I was here. Now at least I know they can do it.

I have tried to understand the fundamental difference between collective action in the UK and in France. There are many reasons, but one is clear: although England gave shelter to Karl, Marxism never influenced the British the way it affected and shaped our way of thinking in France. Even among the Fabians - the intellectual theorists of the Labour movement from the 1880s onward - Marxism and its confrontational views were never popular. Fabians - British socialists - were reformists not revolutionaries. They were rationalists, utilitarians; they thought that what men had to do above all was to behave sensibly, rather than break dramatically with the past. Fabians never considered class struggle to be an instrument of change. Maybe they weren’t even aware of it as a possibility! They also weren’t the slightest bit interested in confronting non-socialists or anybody who didn’t share their views. Just think of the origin of their name: Fabianism is named after Quintus Fabius Maximus Cunctator, known as ‘the Delayer’, a Roman general who advocated harassment and attrition tactics rather than head-on battles against the Carthaginian army and General Hannibal. When you know that Labour is a loose reincarnation of Fabianism, you cannot fail to understand that violent street confrontation could never be a natural way for the English Left to express themselves, let alone the Liberals or Conservatives.

In France, it was almost totally the opposite. Marxism and Socialism were one, and still are today in so many ways. Of course, there were always reformists, partisans of democratic Socialism such as Ledru-Rollin and Louis Blanc (who both got a Métro station named after them). However, they were outnumbered by the advocates of violent action. By those such as Robespierre, Barbés and Blanqui. (The first two got a Métro station, the other a boulevard.) Deeply rooted in France’s national psyche is the belief that it can only evolve and reform its economic and social system through episodes of extreme violence. Look at Jean Jaurés. (Yeah, he got a Métro station too.) This emblematic figure of the French Left had one ambition: marry la République to socialism, marry Marxism with liberal ideas from the French Revolution, and patriotism with internationalism. Even in December 1920, when the French Left divided to give birth to the revolutionary Communist Party on the one hand and to the Democratic Socialist SFIO on the other,10 the latter remained Marxist in spirit. Remember that Mitterrand when elected in 1981, governed with French communists. Today, the Parti Socialiste is still permeated with Marxism. They don’t seem to have noticed that the Western world has entered a post-materialist age.

To sum up, the French believe in confrontation and the English don’t, and this doesn’t only apply to taking to the streets. Example: on 21 November 2005, the journalists of the daily newspaper Libération decide to go on strike. The management is asking for fifty-two people to go, but, for the first time in the newspaper’s history, the redundancies are not on a voluntary basis. The journalists simply won’t accept it. For four days, the newspaper is not written, not printed, and is absent from news-stands. The journalists risk losing everything, but they don’t care. And in the end they get what they want: a big fat cheque if and when they decide to leave. Only in France. Is this admirable? I’m not so sure. But such a situation is beyond the wildest imaginings of any British journalist. Whenever British journalists go on strike, they actually take pride in publishing some kind of edition, so that the readership doesn’t lose its habit of buying. They would never dream of not printing an issue of the paper, even on strike.

One last revealing thing about France: this is a country where Arlette Laguiller, leader of the party Force Ouvriére, won a big accolade from the French in a recent poll about politicians - 50% of them (and 65% of the people on the Left) say they like her, making her one of the five most popular politicians in the country.11 I should mention that Arlette Laguiller is a Trotskyite who advocates international Bolshevik revolution and proletariat dictatorship in France. So what does this say about French politics? Certainly that many French people have become radicalized in their views. They long for a time when conflicts will once again be clearly defined: workers vs. capitalist pigs. The complexity of our global world seems to frighten them more than they’d like to admit.

It’s true, the English are nostalgic too: nostalgic for the protests of the Swinging Sixties. Some like their nostalgia light! Columnist and satirical writer Craig Brown writes about the sixties ‘protest culture’ in his his classically British self-deprecating way:

The sixties witnessed an increasing amount of student rest, often involving lengthy sit-ins. Young people would sit down, often on top of one another. It was all part of what was termed the Generation Lap. Other notable demonstrations of the time included cookery, yoga, origami and dental meditation. Demonstrations were more idealistic in America, and more glamorous in France, but at least in Britain they were much less crowded. Whereas the American protest movement took as its slogan ‘Tune In, Turn Over and Drop Out’, the British protest movement preferred the more relaxing ‘Tune In, Turn Over and Drop Off’.12



However, some English commentators are less than happy with this nostalgia-light. In an article called ‘Bring back rent-a-mob’, commentator Max Hastings complains about today’s students:


Even if a minority are working harder than we ever did, most still have plenty of leisure. They simply choose to spend it in different ways. They would rather drink than demonstrate. They are more passionate about sport than the fate of Iraq. It seems bizarre to be promoting the cause of student activism. Yet surely anyone who cares about British democracy should be bothered about our culture of acquiescence, not least in the re-election of a British prime minister who committed the nation to war on the basis of massive falsehoods, some of George Bush’s making but most of his own.

The young are supposed to cherish vain hopes and go to the barricades for foolish causes. A world in which a college dean protests while his students swot in their rooms or head for the pub is topsy-turvy indeed. Bring back rent-a-mob. It does not matter what they protest about, if they will only bestir themselves to become agitated about something.13




Perhaps the English don’t protest as much as their elders because they are afraid of doing so. On 1 August 2005, a new law banned protests from within half a mile of the House of Commons that do not have advance permission from the Metropolitan Police. On 28 September 2005, a veteran Labour delegate and Jewish refugee from the Nazis, Walter Wolfgang, age eighty-two, was man-handled and ejected from the Labour Party conference hall for heckling the government about its policy on the war in Iraq. He was then refused readmission under the Prevention of Terrorism Act. On 3 October 2005, six students from Lancaster University appealed against their convictions: they had been prosecuted and found guilty of disrupting a corporate event at their university. In fact, they had staged a five-minute peaceful demonstration on campus.

Considering that the sacrosanct French right to demonstrate can be translated in the British political culture into the right of free speech, one really wonders why current legislation in the UK attempts to criminalise one of the greatest British traditions. One can’t put it all down to the London bombings of 7 July 2005. Why would one wish to gag protesters when all they do is criticise the shortcomings of the Blair government? Surely British judges can distinguish between them and the fundamentalist lunatics who call for murder.

Even the trade unions are no longer a refuge for British dissenters. Thatcher managed to strip them of most of their rights. They have stopped being a counterpoint to corporate power. Of course, you still hear them from time to time, but their voice is faint. Remember Gate Gourmet in August 2005? When I had to explain to French readers that going on strike out of solidarity for fellow workers was illegal in the UK,14 I was met with bewilderment. Surely I must be kidding? In France, fewer and fewer people are members of trade unions, but there remain some strongholds, notably within state industries such as the railways. As a result, French society is divided in two: one half that is badly represented, and the other that is refusing to give even an inch of their avantages acquis, or benefits. The latter lives in a dream-world of ten weeks’ paid holiday, retirement at fifty-five and so forth. How long for? Who knows? As long as the majority of French people support their action, they can get away with murder.

Despite all their differences, Britain and France now both suffer from similar collective-action ills. In both countries, the younger generation seems reluctant to engage in ‘traditional’ politics, as we know it. Today, many refuse to identify with a political party and prefer to militate for ‘bigger’ issues such as poverty in the world or environmental problems. A recent poll in France has shown that only 30% of teenagers accept the concept of Left and Right (as opposed to 82% of adults); 78% of French teenagers admit to not talking much about politics with friends or at home, yet 45% have taken part in a demonstration.15 What they are drawn to, it seems, is protest in the abstract, in a vacuum, rather than politics. And whom do they worship? Bono and Geldof.

Indeed, today, we’ve left it to rock and film stars to define protest culture. Bob Dylan’s songs can still be heard in marches in the US or in the UK, faute de mieux. George Clooney in his film about Ed Murrow,16 Good Night, and Good Luck, tells us of a time when a major US television network would risk all to fight for a principle.

Writer Ian Buruma sums up the spirit of today’s protest culture eloquently:

The very idea of Dylan going to the White House, or World Summit meetings, to discuss the fate of the world is ridiculous. Yet this is precisely what most political rock stars of today are doing: accepting medals, having meetings with presidents and prime ministers, receiving knighthoods. What is a rock ’n’ roller like Bono doing when he gives out official statements from the G8 Summit praising George Bush for his generosity to Africa? And what about those ‘signed copies’ of Bob Geldof’s photographs taken during his African journeys? This is politics too, of a kind, but it is not exactly fizzing with protest against the established order.17



Take the Make Poverty History campaign: what an odd protest - it essentially gives its blessing to government policy. Looks like Blairite spin. As for its string of merchandising, it definitely looks as if today’s protest has turned into another capitalist enterprise. Exactly like rock music, whose 1970s independent labels were bought by big companies. Those companies then merged into gigantic media conglomerates in the 1980s. Protest rock songs of the past are now used to promote tout et n’importe quoi, everything and anything: sportswear or politics. Angela Merkel chose the Stones’ ‘Angie’ as her campaign song . . .

In our post-materialist and post-Marxist Western world, new social conflicts are on the rise that are barely organised and which seem to be made for the media itself. The protesters tend to be uneducated, dissatisfied youth with little grasp of democracy. Some of them even question the very democratic values that define our Western world. This pernicious ménage à trois of disaffection, poorly articulated demands and dependence on the media leaves little room for Politics. The result: mayhem. As witnessed, for instance, in France in October 2005 during the so-called French Riots. Most of it was pure nihilism born of economic and social exclusion. There were no overt political demands, just a display of anger. And a fascination for seeing empty acts of violencet played and replayed on TV. Looking at themselves in a triple-mirror, and loving every moment of it, the sauvageons’ narcissism seemed to grow and grow.18 These riots however were to the great satisfaction of Nicolas Sarkozy, home secretary and presidential hopeful, for, in many ways, they were the offspring of the insidious politics of laissez-faire and disengagement from the State that are favoured by free-marketeers such as Sarkozy. Nicolas washes his hands of the riots. What an unexpected blessing! If they last until the May 2007 presidential elections, terrified French voters may look to him giving Sarkozy the upper hand. One can only hope that the other half of France will resort to barricades again. What else?

Not another rock concert!
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Americans

‘The absence of wine at our meals at first struck us as very disagreeable; and we still can’t understand the multitude of things that they succeed in introducing into their stomachs here. You see, in addition to breakfast, dinner and tea with which the Americans eat ham, they also eat a very copious supper, and often a goûter. That up to now is the only indisputable superiority that I grant them over us. But they see in themselves many others. These people seem to me stinking with national conceit; it pierces through all their courtesy.’ Alexis de Tocqueville on the Americans19
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