














Praise for Au Contraire!


“Au Contraire! takes you on a journey of not only uncovering cultural differences but understanding and appreciating these differences in practically every aspect of life—whether it is business, public, or private… . A must-read for anyone seeking to gain better insight into French culture.”
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“Chock-full of practical examples, humor, and just the right amount of historical context, Au Contraire! is a valuable book for anyone working or living with the French. Even better than the first edition!”
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comment décrire?
comment raconter?
comment regarder?…
comment aller au-delà,
aller derrière
ne pas nous arrêter
à ce qui nous est donné à voir
ne pas voir seulement ce que l’on savait d’avance que l’on verrait?
Comment saisir ce qui n’est pas montré, ce qui n’a pas été photographié,
archivé, restauré, mis en scène?


—Georges Pérec and Robert Bober


how to describe?
how to tell?
how to look?…
how to go beyond,
to go behind
not to stop at what we are given to see
not to see only what we already knew we would see?
How to comprehend what is not shown to us, what has not been
photographed, archived, restored, displayed?


—Translation by the authors





FOREWORD



CULTURE AND ITS EFFECTS


Culture encompasses many things. In fact, in a very real sense, culture encompasses everything. It can be defined broadly as the sum total of the way people live, including elements such as the environment, economy, politics, ecology, adaptation to climate, level of technology, concepts of health and illness, work, leisure time, family, religion, class, values, and beliefs.


Interculturalists often use the iceberg metaphor to describe culture. In this metaphor, as in reality, only 10 percent of the iceberg is visible above the waterline, while 90 percent remains hidden. The visible part of culture (also called “big C culture”) includes obvious elements such as art, literature, music, dance, traditional dress, and cuisine—all the things that make a visit to a foreign culture different and interesting.


The invisible part of the iceberg (“small c culture”) becomes apparent only after an extended period of living or working in another culture. In fact, the part we can’t see is where we are most likely to founder. Here is where we run headlong into different values, beliefs, assumptions, notions of morality, and, in general, rules about what is and is not done, what is and is not appropriate. Spending substantial time abroad also allows us to understand the hidden elements of our own culture.


We are in essence cultural beings, and yet we do not realize the deep and important role culture plays in the ways we act and react to our environment. We are simply doing things in the normal, natural, and proper manner. Only when we are confronted with someone doing things differently—which we often perceive as abnormal, unnatural, and improper—can we begin to understand to what degree we are products of our own culture and to what extent our actions and reactions are culture-bound. Particularly in cultures that emphasize individual freedom and personal responsibility (e.g., the United States), people may be completely unaware of culture’s effects in shaping their convictions and behaviors. Such people tend to see their actions as their own individual choices rather than as the result of cultural norms and attitudes.


We have time-honored traditional observances, while they have quaint folkloric festivals. In the same way, a Hispanic poet writes of a curandera, a healer:


They call her superstitious
We know what the facts are.


—Gina Montoya


Our culture also determines to a large extent what we believe to be good and bad, right and wrong. If our culture tells us that a good person is someone who is autonomous, competitive, independent, and out for him-or herself, then actions that lead to this goal are good. If instead our culture evaluates the goodness of people by how much respect they show toward parents and elders, and how well they look after them, different actions will then become desirable. Some of the actions that were good because they led to autonomy will now be considered bad because they interfere with close family relationships, obligations, and duties.


The challenge, then, is to imagine a place in which things that seem odd or even wrong to us could be normal and proper. In other words, we must try to enter the assumptive world of the other culture to understand how it works and makes sense. In order to do this, we have to look beyond what we are given to see, to look for the subtle, invisible connections. What we note as only peripherally interesting—or not interesting at all—may be the key to a cultural characteristic. What is not obvious or is even unsaid or invisible to us may actually unlock a door to another culture’s reality. And our awareness of obvious and not so obvious connections, of what “naturally” goes together, and of what constitutes cause and effect is the way we begin to learn another culture.


A COMMON FRAME OF REFERENCE FOR MUTUAL RECOGNITION


Culture begins as soon as we are born. It is so much a part of us that it is difficult to understand, much less express, its essence. Sanche de Gramont, a Frenchman who settled in the United States and Americanized his name to Ted Morgan, constructs an evocative French cultural collage.


The French occupy an area colored in green in my atlas, with borders and terrain features. They speak a language distinguishable from other languages, which French writers have used to compose a literature. They obey (or disobey) the same laws, and are ruled by and overthrow the same governments. They recognize certain events as forming their history, and some of these events are reinterpreted to contribute to a sense of national kinship. The past is a lesson to be learned and a legacy to draw from.


Finally, there is a common frame of reference by which the nation’s inhabitants know one another to be French. It is not revealed by the study of physical appearance or personality traits, for there again one falls into the stereotypes such as the bon vivant anarchist or the rationalist-libertine. It is a fund of data acquired by being raised in a country, knowledge less learned than absorbed through the pores as well as the mind: a mixture of proverbs like “Long as a day without bread” and trademarks like the Michelin-tire man, sermons and travelogues, prohibitions and platitudes, menus and metro tickets, the inbred notion of a certain way things are done and said (1969, x–xi).


Roger Rosenblatt creates a similar American collage:


We celebrate ourselves and sing ourselves. We’ve sung ourselves so often we may have forgotten the reasons why. Open your eyes and take it in. The quiet little towns sit like drowsy dogs at the sides of the rivers. The city office buildings mirror one another in walls of blackened glass. Sing airport noises, freeway noises and broad smiles and arm-wrestling matches in a Minnesota diner with the President watching Rocky on TV and Bix Beiderbecke tooting blues in the corner. How about them Mets? O Kissinger. O Cher. The bellowing variety, the great mixed bag of nations. Of course we celebrate ourselves. The fact of our existence is reason enough to shout.


But can you pin it down precisely? In a week or two, a hundred million citizens will be cooing at the Statue of Liberty and popping Chinese firecrackers like machine guns far away. Another Fourth. Can anyone say why, exactly, we think we’re something special? After all, the Chinese made more than firecrackers, and the Greeks and the Romans ran the world once too (not that we really do). In a heavenly accounting, those civilizations could provide a hefty list of what they offered to the world. If St. Peter asked Americans what they have offered, what would you say? Do car phones count?


… And still, can you pin it down? Sitting cross-legged on the green, sucking on your McDonald’s vanilla shake, listening to the American Legion band play Dolly Parton songs on tubas, can you say what makes you feel different, special, pleased? Maybe it’s because you are in a place where the self came to discover what it could do on its own. Because of an unspoken awareness that all people everywhere are alone with their possibilities and that you live where that fact, both the menace and the dream of it, is the message of the land. Because the country is inside you: better or worse as you are better or worse; fairer, saner, kinder as you are any of those things. At night lie still and feel the struggles of your countrymen to make the progress of the nation fit the progress of their souls. They celebrate themselves and sing themselves. (1986, 24–25)


What is remarkable about these two accounts is that, in their specificity, they are both intensely personal and collective. A particular French or American person reading the description of his or her own culture might not assign the same importance to each element as the authors do, but he or she will recognize virtually all of them, and they will resonate internally in a way that the other culture’s description cannot. As de Gramont notes, knowledge of these things is acquired through osmosis. It is “less learned than absorbed through the pores as well as the mind” (1969, xi).


These elements are part of our internal landscape, like the trees in a favorite park. They were in the park the first time we visited it, and, as far as we can tell, they have always been there, although cognitively we know that they were planted at some specific time. If you grew up in a Western culture, try to remember the very first time you saw a picture of, say, the Mona Lisa or the first time you heard Beethoven’s Ninth. Most of us are unable to recall at what point such things first entered our consciousness, and yet we can all recognize them instantly.





INTRODUCTION
Not Another Book about France!



The French have been observed, analyzed, dissected, praised, and denounced by thousands of commentators from the moment they became an identifiable tribe. Julius Caesar did it, as did Heinrich Heine, Thomas Jefferson, and many others. More recently, Raymonde Carroll, Laurence Wylie, Richard Bernstein, Ted Stanger, Jean-Benoît Nadeau, and Julie Barlow have taken up the challenge. So what’s different about this book?


Like the impressive list of people above, we, the authors of this book, deal with French and American beliefs, assumptions, and patterns of living. In addition, and unlike most of the writers above, we specifically address the cultural interactions of French and Americans in the various contexts where people come together. An understanding of hidden and often unconscious cultural patterns is essential for achieving pleasant, beneficial, and lasting relationships with each other. We believe that with this understanding, you will have the resources needed to deal with unfamiliar situations that a simplistic list of dos and don’ts cannot provide. Therefore, we offer practical information that can be of immediate use.


Our approach is to bring into awareness the invisible cultural forces that inform or govern French and American behaviors. We provide some suggestions and guidelines throughout the book that will facilitate interaction, but more importantly, we explore what lies behind observable behavior: assumptions, attitudes, patterns of thought and belief, and so on. The guidelines we offer are not checklists or techniques for avoiding faux pas or getting French or American people to do what you want them to. Instead, we provide the tools that will help you think through a given situation or deal with a relationship based on your own knowledge of French and American cultures, thus enabling you to develop your own creative and appropriate response.


Through our own life experiences, each of us has already developed a sophisticated set of intercultural communication skills, but we may never have thought of them in such a framework. Imagine for a moment that you have an elderly relative who is very ill in the hospital and the prognosis is not good. You have to convey this message to three other people in your family: a small child (about three or four years old), a young adult (about 25), and an older person (about the same age as the sick person).


Take a moment to think about adapting the message to the characteristics of each of these people. What elements will you take into account? How will you decide what to say and what not to say? How will you determine exactly how the message will be delivered? When and where will you deliver the message? What about body language, tone of voice, facial expression?


You probably determined that many elements of this communication would need to be adapted in order for your message to be delivered effectively. You may even have had to think about what “effective” would mean in this context, considering each person’s emotional state as well as his or her need for information.


For the small child, you may have decided that a simplified vocabulary would be appropriate, so you would avoid medical terminology he or she might not understand. You might want to reassure the child physically by sitting or squatting at a lower height or by taking him or her on your lap. You might consider the child’s relationship to the sick relative—is it Grandma or Grandpa or a more distant relation? What is the child’s relationship to you?


The young adult might be able to absorb more complex medical information, but might also need to be reassured. This person might want to take a more active role and ask what he or she could do to help either the sick person or other family members, and might look to you to provide this information. Again, the relationships among the young adult, the sick relative, and you will need to be considered.


The older adult might need even more emotional support, particularly if the sick person is a spouse or sibling. Depending on his or her own health, the news could be extremely distressing and you would need to be ready for such a reaction.


This example illustrates the central skill of intercultural communication: considering and adapting all elements of communication so that the person you are dealing with can take in, understand, and use what you have to say. You already know how to do this for family members of different ages, even when you have a difficult message to deliver. In fact, it’s so natural to do this that it may seem odd or difficult to describe how you thought about the question. Once you understand the frame of reference of your intercultural colleagues, you will be able to do the same thing for them.


Regardless of how you adapt your communication style, you can remain authentic and true to yourself and your own values. You are not changing who you are, only how you present yourself and your message. Just as you would not wear grubby jeans to a four-star restaurant or evening clothes to paint a closet, you choose how to present yourself appropriately in intercultural communication.


As a bilingual, bicultural team, we bring to this work our complementary backgrounds and experiences of living across cultures as well as our expertise as trainers and consultants in the French-American intercultural arena. Born and raised in Paris (Gilles Asselin) and the United States (Ruth Mastron), we each struck out early on toward new horizons. Gilles’ first experience of living in a different culture was three years as a technical assistant in Africa (Cameroon and Congo). Later, he headed for the United States, where he studied for several years and is now working. Ruth’s first intercultural experience was attending secondary school in London. She also studied and worked in southwestern France for many years.


Our research and the intercultural seminars we have conducted with French and American participants have helped us to analyze the kinds of issues that cause misunderstandings between members of these cultures. We have distilled in this book the best and most useful analysis of and advice on French-American intercultural relations that have emerged from our work. It is a practical response to questions we commonly encounter “on the front lines.”


Our intended audience comprises people involved in intercultural interactions in a variety of contexts and places: businesspeople, expatriates and their families, government and nongovernmental organization (NGO) officials, students, teachers, counselors, travelers, and anyone open to learning more about the culture of the people they are dealing with. While our primary focus is on Americans interacting with the French, it is likely that French people dealing with Americans will also find much useful information here. Readers from many other countries will also gain insight into their own cultures as well as how they are perceived by others.


The French part of our minds told us we had to have a structural framework for the book before diving in. Since our initial discussion took place over deli sandwiches in New York City, we came up with the analogy of a French meal, in which the proper order is an essential element. In fact, a penchant for classification and the proper order is an aspect of the French mindset. An example is the complex system of classification of wines and other alcohols, a government policy so stringent that it prohibited a perfume company from calling its new fragrance “Champagne.” Things must be called by their proper names and must occur in the proper sequence and the proper fashion. This book, therefore, unfolds like a fine French meal: in the proper order and at the proper time, with the courses and the wines contrasting with and complementing each other.


Bon appétit!





PART I
From Far Away






ONE
Welcome to France



French cultural values, behaviors, and attitudes differ markedly from those in the United States. Perhaps what makes this discovery startling is that we look a lot alike. We’ve seen each other’s movies, read each other’s books, tried each other’s food. We feel that we already know each other. A Frenchwoman observed,


We think that we know everything about [the United States]: the derricks, the bayou and the skyscrapers, the rotating lights of the police, rock from Memphis, Tennessee. You can tell a Texan by his Stetson, a Californian by his biceps: seen from France, America is familiar to us.


But as soon as you arrive, the signs get fuzzy … the contrasts cannot be avoided, day-to-day American life is filled with facts and values that disrupt the myth. (Vitiello-Yewell and Nacher 1991, 11; translation by the authors1)


From the American perspective, too, the surface familiarity is deceptive.


Outsiders go wrong by looking at France through their own optics. It is always a jolt for veteran travelers to find that culture shock in France is more severe than in Saudi Arabia or Bolivia. Elsewhere, things look and sound different, so you expect them to be different. France looks like home, or at least like familiar old postcards and paintings. Surprise. (Rosenblum 1988, 25)


Because of these surface similarities and hidden differences, French and Americans dealing with the other culture can find themselves in situations that are uncomfortable, confusing, comic, or catastrophic. It’s as if, when an apple falls from a tree, it could just as easily fall up as down. People might react as you expect them to—but then again, they might not, as the following examples demonstrate.


An American walking his dog on the Champs-Elysées in Paris behaved as any good (American) citizen would; equipped with plastic bags especially for the purpose, he carefully cleaned up after his canine companion. A Frenchman who had observed the performance smiled and remarked in English, “Monsieur, you must be American!” Startled, the American answered, “Yes, how did you know?” The Frenchman explained that in Paris, the law requires dog owners to curb or clean up after their pets. But as anyone who has walked more than two meters in the City of Light can attest, nobody pays the least bit of attention—except, of course, newly arrived Americans.


One [American] traveler took a trip to Normandy and stopped in a shop in Bayeux, a town not far from the D-Day beaches, to buy a bottle of mineral water. When the shop lady determined that the traveler was American, she took the American’s hand and said, “Thank you.” “For what?” the traveler responded, not thinking that a 30¢ bottle of mineral water could have produced such gratitude. “For saving us,” the shop lady replied. (Axtell 1994)


In the late 1980s, Coca-Cola ran headlong into French culture when an aggressive American manager was sent to Paris to “conquer the French soft-drink market.” Though he achieved large increases in volume and per capita consumption of “The Real Thing,” his go-getting, bottom-line management style rubbed French distributors the wrong way.


At one point, cafés in Bordeaux boycotted Coke to protest the rapid installation of curbside vending machines, which they considered unfair competition. Coke had to promise to withdraw the machines.


[The American manager’s] emphasis on American-style sales gimmicks, such as huge promotional displays, also annoyed some French supermarket owners. So did his repeated insistence that they should stop worrying so much about profit margin, and instead focus, like U.S. store managers, on volume. Some businessmen complained that he was too much of a “steamroller.” (Browning and McCarthy 1991, 43)


Before the opening of the park in 1991, employees at Disneyland Paris (or Euro Disney as it was then called) were already upset about the dress code the company tried to impose. Everything from beards to women’s underwear was specified in detail, and any deviation from the rules was cause for disciplinary action.


Labor unions protested that Disney’s regulations about appearance were “an attack on human dignity.” One spokesperson from the Communist-controlled union complained that the government, by allowing the company to impose such discipline, had awarded Disney extraterritorial rights and that the region was becoming “the fifty-first American state.” (Kuisel 1993, 227)


On the other hand, once you have successfully negotiated the obstacle course, and after a few years (or decades), you may almost become part of the family—or at least a good neighbor. McDonald’s hamburgers have been a huge commercial success in the land of haute-cuisine, despite the reservations of gourmets. In 2007, the chain’s French revenues increased by 11 percent to €3 billion, and in terms of profit, France is second only to the U.S. itself. Cheeseburgers are served with local cheeses, and other menu adaptations have tempted more French people to “the dark side.” “Le Big Mac” is offered in an exclusive whole wheat version in France to appeal to French consumers’ love of bread (Valente 1994, A1). McDonald’s European design studio outside Paris is developing new “upmarket” design environments.2 Nonetheless, the leader of basse-cuisine ran into problems with its French employees and was accused of violating French labor laws. The chain also met with criticism from other quarters.


Perhaps the most galling aspect of the invasion of “McDo,” as French children and adolescents affectionately refer to it, is its success in conquering the tastebuds of the younger generations. The Ministry of Education, working with a curriculum developed by the French National Council of Culinary Arts, has fought back with “taste education” programs in elementary grades designed to train children’s palates to appreciate finer fare than their favorite Le Big Mac. Since its inception in 1990, the annual “La Semaine du Goût”(Taste Week) has evolved into a nationwide celebration of taste, French culinary heritage, and food-related careers. Schools, restaurants, local governments, and many other associations put together tastings, cooking classes, special menus, debates, festivals, and other events designed to highlight the pleasures of the palate, crowned with a prestigious competition in Paris.3


Starbucks Coffee launched its French business in 2003 via a joint venture with the Spanish restaurant organization Grupo Vips. Despite skepticism and resistance from traditional French café culture, Starbucks has imported its friendly U.S.-style customer service along with its coffees at more than 45 shops in the Paris and Lyon regions, and plans for expansion. “I could hardly believe it when the barista asked me for my first name when I placed my order,” one woman reports of her first encounter with Starbucks Opéra, “but it was actually a very pleasant experience overall.”


Success can go in both directions—once the French learn to navigate U.S. culture effectively as well.


While yogurt has long been a familiar dessert, snack, or breakfast in France, it was seen as exotic or odd in the U.S. only 30 years ago. Thanks to a licensing agreement with U.S. food giant General Mills, the French company Yoplait was able to play on its French origin by featuring U.S. celebrities speaking a few words of French followed by the tagline, “Get a little taste of French culture.” At the same time, the product line was gradually adapted to American tastes and U.S.-style marketing techniques were adopted, such as supporting the fight against breast cancer. Using General Mills as a cultural translator has helped Yoplait attain the No. 2 spot worldwide in its industry. (Croze and Croze 2008, 51)


Several young French designers have found success in the U.S. by combining the “culture of couture” of their French heritage with the American way of doing business, especially aspects like willingness to take risks, networking, and financing. Gilles Mendel recalls, “I remember going to a French bank in 1982 that had been working with my family’s company for 35 years. I asked them for a loan and they never got back to me … In New York, I got my first loan of $200,000 from Manufacturers Hanover on the spot. You still cannot find that in Europe today” (Weisman, 2006, 2). Another French designer credits the work ethic of her American team: “Their capacity to work, the enthusiasm and their choice not to stop for lunch.”4


By reading between the lines of these examples, you may already have a good idea of what hidden differences between the two cultures might account for problems or successes. Sometimes things go well, sometimes they don’t, but it’s not just a matter of the luck of the draw. Once you understand what’s happening beneath the surface, you will be in a better position to react appropriately and choose effective strategies.


Interestingly, one of the classic areas of friction between French and Americans is a result not of their differences but of their similarities. Both cultures tend to see their own social model not just as the best for them, but as a model that others would do well to adopt. And in this, they differ from most other cultures! Many cultures see their own way of life as preferable or even superior, but the United States and France have sought to bring the benefits of their systems to the rest of the world, and in many ways (some subtle, some less so) continue to do so.


Americans often see their model of democracy, freedom, and economic opportunity as a beacon that can inspire the progress of other nations. The French tend to see their social model as the one other countries should adopt in order to protect human dignity, human rights, and quality of life. No wonder the two cultures often butt heads!


In subsequent chapters, we analyze the intercultural dimensions of why the French think and react the way they do, and we provide suggestions and guidelines for more mutually satisfying relationships. To begin, we will look at what makes the French so French by examining unique elements of French culture and how they affect French attitudes and behavior.





TWO
What Makes the French So French?




FRENCH ICONS: MARIANNE, ASTéRIX, AND THE ROOSTER



Marianne is the feminine symbol of the French Republic and represents the daring bravery of Frenchwomen fighting for the Revolution, for freedom. She wears a red Phrygian cap, similar to one worn by emancipated Roman slaves, as a symbol of liberty and the republic. The very words republic, revolution, and freedom are feminine in French. Marianne continues to represent France in the European Union, appearing on French-minted Euro coins.


Marianne also appears on French postage stamps of various denominations and as a statue in every town hall in the country. Famous entertainers such as Brigitte Bardot, Mireille Mathieu, and Catherine Deneuve have served as models for these statues. In 2000 fashion model Laetitia Casta was chosen by the mayors of French towns to embody a new Marianne. Evelyne Thomas, a talk show host, was selected in 2003.


In late 2009, the mayors’ association of France voted for actress Florence Foresti to become France’s next Marianne. This vote has yet to be ratified by the State. Other candidates were Carla Bruni-Sarkozy, Laure Manaudou (a swimming champion), and Rama Yade (Secretary of State for Sport, originally from Senegal).


Marianne has undergone a more radical “relooking”—a popular “Frenglish” term, like “le footing” (jogging), that’s based on an English word but relatively opaque to an English speaker—to reflect the multicultural reality of France today. For Bastille Day in 2003, the French National Assembly organized a special event in collaboration with a women’s organization called “Ni Putes Ni Soumises” (“Neither Sluts nor Doormats”). In public recognition of the multicultural reality of France, fourteen women were selected to pose as “new” Mariannes: black women, Arab women, white women, women from France’s poorest urban neighborhoods. They were photographed as Marianne, symbolizing strength, wisdom, intelligence, and freedom, and their enormous portraits graced the façade of the National Assembly in Paris for about two months.


The core concept was this:


Au moment où l’intégration est parfois remise en question, où les droits des femmes—leur liberté, leur dignité, leur intégrité physique ou même leur vie … sont menacés, elles ont redit patiemment mais farouchement qu’elles étaient pleinement françaises, et que la République était leur meilleure protection quelles que soient leurs origines, ainsi que leur plus bel espoir et leur combat quotidien.5


At a time when integration is sometimes called into question, where women’s rights—their freedom, their dignity, their physical safety and even their lives … are threatened, they have repeated patiently but fiercely that they are completely French, and that the Republic is their best protection whatever their origins, as well as their brightest hope and their daily struggle.


In other words, whatever a woman’s origins may be, she is first and foremost a citizen of the Republic—this is her primary identity and characterizes what is shared among all French people.


Astérix, the inseparable companion of Obélix in the famous French comic book series of the same name, is loved by European children and adults alike. He and his friends are symbols of the French inclination toward resistance and rebellion. Fighting for the survival of Gaul—later to become France—under the Roman occupation, Astérix represents the clever fellow who uses his brain more than his biceps, even after gaining strength from the magical potion of the Druid Panoramix. One Frenchwoman sees the inhabitants of Astérix’s village as mirroring her modern-day descendants: “They’re like us, exasperating but endearing. Astérix is our ego.” Unlike his real-life inspiration, Vercingétorix (82–46 BCE), Astérix and his plucky friends beat the Romans soundly in every episode.


[image: images]


Astérix and his adventures have been translated into dozens of languages since his creation in 1959. But he remains firmly and identifiably French, even when he is speaking Basque or Swäbisch. In early 1999 a film was released with French actors Gérard Depardieu and Christian Clavier appearing as Obélix and Astérix. It was extremely successful and others films followed. Astérix and his friends even have their own website, www.asterix.com. An Astérix theme park is located north of Paris; valiant Astérix may well be fighting against the invasion of another “threat” to France and its culture: Disneyland Paris.


The rooster is to the French what the bald eagle is to Americans. Yet a rooster does not fly high in the sky, and it does not soar to reach high peaks and discover new horizons. Rather, a rooster wakes up the entire village at dawn, attracts attention from others, and never retreats from his defiant and domineering attitude toward the rest of the coop. Nowadays, French influence is certainly not as far-reaching as it used to be, and the world is much larger and more complex than a single coop. Still, some French roosters like to remind everyone that France has awakened the entire world to the beauty and grace of its civilization, culture, and language.


[image: images]


Coq Français (circa 1875), a sand-cast bronze by French sculptor Prosper Le Courtier (1851–1924); 15 ¾” (40 cm) tall.


An Italian observer notes that the rooster is a most appropriate French symbol:


The choice is fortuitous, of course, because of a Latin pun, Gallus, meaning both the courtyard animal and the inhabitant of Gaul. The English pun could probably be considered even more apt. The brilliantly plumed cock is the first to announce the dawn of a new day to everybody, dominates his immediate world, seduces and fecundates all the unresisting hens, destroys his rivals, and crows triumphantly from the top of the dungheap. (Barzini 1983, 120)



FRENCH CULTURAL ELEMENTS



When trying to examine the “real” France, we need to be aware that there are, in fact, several Frances, all equally real. The nation and its culture are changing rapidly. External influences and the younger generations are making the country a different place, though not necessarily less French.


The France of the chambers of commerce and industry, of l’Administration, and of its official institutions could easily take up a scepter and crown and step into a monarchist regime—certainly in style, if not literally. An example of “old France” proves that it is still very much alive and kicking: if you meet with a French notaire (a certifier of legal documents who provides many more legal services than a U.S. notary), you refer to him or her as Maître (master). “Bonjour Maître Dupont. Thank you for taking the time to meet with us, Maître.”


On the other hand, la France branchée (plugged in, hip, and with-it) of international companies, the Internet, and younger generations does not fit the stereotypes of tourist brochures. French teens are as tech-savvy as their counterparts anywhere, and French SMS language (or textese) continues to develop and to puzzle older generations. It is important to keep this contrast in mind as we discuss French particularities.


Deeply conservative yet avant-garde, dispassionately rational yet given to wildly dramatic outbursts of anger or affection, reserved with strangers yet passionate romantics: the French take in rationalism and logic with their mother’s milk, and yet France presents paradox upon paradox. Quite simply, the French defy classification—even their own. Robert Moran and his colleagues observe, “the French seem to abound in contradictions and are not overly disturbed by them” (Moran, Harris, and Moran 2007, 531).


This being said, there are some elements that set France and the French apart from other nations. We can think of these elements as threads that, woven together, form the backdrop of French culture and society.


The Hexagon and French Rationality. If you look at a map of France, you will see that the country has a vaguely hexagonal shape. There is nothing vague about the notion of the hexagon in the French mentality, however, where it not only sums up the physical shape of the land but also shapes French culture. In official documents and tourist information pamphlets, an actual geometric hexagon often serves as a visual shorthand for France, and summaries of domestic news in the media are headlined simply L’Hexagone. The clarity and precision of geometric borders are reassuring for the French, giving them a firm sense of where they stand, figuratively as well as literally. Perhaps the dramatic shifts in France’s borders over the centuries account for this need for security.


Laurence Wylie, an American professor of French civilization and culture with decades of experience in France, notes,


It is difficult for Americans to realize how important [the hexagonal shape of France] is to the French. Not consciously, but at some level, I believe French people have the impression that it is good to have this geometric shape. As a matter of fact, it is rather difficult to persuade a French person that Americans may doubt that France actually does have this shape, since it requires so much filling in and cutting off. I think France is the only country in the world that thinks of itself as a geometric figure. And it is important to be a geometric figure. (1981, 31)


The French think of themselves as supremely rational beings—logical and intellectual. They have a high regard for reasoning, and their schooling, particularly secondary education, places a premium on philosophy regardless of the student’s area of specialization. Unlike in the United States, where intellectualism is vaguely suspect, it is a high compliment to refer to a French person as an intellectual, and the realm of ideas for their own sake is valued and respected.


The vision of their country as a geometric structure—neat, tidy, organized, and clear—confirms for the French their prowess and pride in matters of the mind, Cartesians to their fingertips. Cartesianism, or Cartesian thinking, refers to the typically French way of reasoning or working through a problem. It is characterized by an emphasis on the proper approach, the right method for addressing the situation, rather than on practical applications. Cartesian logic will be explained in greater detail in chapter 15, “Dialogue between Two Worlds.”


The Republic. Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!—the clarion call of the Revolution—still resounds in the soul of every French citizen. Attached to these republican values are notions of unity, solidarity, and universalism. Unlike the United States, Germany, and other federations of semiautonomous states, France is one united country and one indivisible republic. This has not always been the case, of course, and the importance attached to republican values may reflect France’s checkered political past: monarchies, revolution, restoration of the monarchy, two empires, assorted popular uprisings, occupation governments, and five republics. Whether or not republican ideals have been or even can be achieved, most French people believe in them deeply. With the exception of Corsica, even regions with a strongly marked local identity such as Brittany, Alsace, and the Basque country make their point with particular customs, languages, and traditions rather than with calls for self-determination or political autonomy. (See chapter 13 for more information on French regions.)


France has been divided since the Napoleonic era into administrative units called départements, which are grouped into regions. For the most part regional power has been minimal, but in the last thirty years there has been a serious effort to decentralize. Regions now have their own assemblies and their own budgets. Other powers traditionally held by the central government have been transferred to the European level. Both are a dramatic contrast to the centralization tendencies that have marked French history. Despite these changes, France is still quite centralized compared with the United States. In the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, dated 1789, the Revolution’s founders affirmed that human rights are universal, superseding an individual’s nationality, ethnicity, religion, or other particularities. Accordingly, a single system treating everyone the same is seen as most fair and equitable, as opposed to the U.S. model, which sees taking into account particular circumstances—gender and ethnicity, for example—as the best and fairest way to compensate for past discrimination and create a “level playing field.” This universalist principle is still strongly reflected in French society and social legislation. For example, the health-care system covers all French residents equally.


Centralization and Authority. Centralization of power can be seen as the practical side of the republican values described above. In fact, centralization in the form of a centralized administration and bureaucracy has been the one stable feature in all of France’s political landscapes. Louis XIV was not speaking metaphorically when he said, “L’état, c’est moi!” (“I am the state!”). Strong leaders from Napoléon to de Gaulle have personified and ruled the French state, but even when not wielded by a single individual, power in France has always been concentrated. French ministers of education, for example, used to boast that at any particular time on any given day, they could tell you precisely what was being studied in every school in France and her possessions. Nicolas Sarkozy, sometimes called the “omnipresent president,” is a twenty-first century example of centralization and power—keeping several fingers in every pie.


Paris is not just the capital but virtually the center of the French universe. It is the nation’s political, literary, historic, economic, artistic, financial, and cultural heart in a way that no single U.S. city can approach. Look again at a map of l’Hexagone and you can see that all roads—and railways, for that matter—lead to Paris. The country’s system of transport is built on the assumption that everyone wants to, or has to, get to Paris. In some cases, it is difficult or impossible to get directly from one major provincial city to another; you must first go to Paris.


Another example of the French centralizing tendency is the change in automobile license plates as of 2009. Previously, a car’s number ended with the two digits that identified the département in which it was registered. New plates are issued with uniform national numbers; however, a regional logo and département number appear on the right side. This also brought the French in line with the European system.


Education. Public education—“l’éducation gratuite, laïque et obligatoire” (“free, secular and mandatory”) in the words of the great nineteenth-century educational reformer Jules Ferry—is the key to advancement and acculturation in French society and the keystone in the edifice of French culture. French pupils are reminded that the basic notion of sending children to school was developed by Charlemagne, the famous eighth-century king of the Franks.


Some of those children may not be overwhelmed with gratitude, as the French school system is notorious for its rigor, inflexibility, and competitiveness, particularly from the sixth grade to le baccalauréat, or le bac (secondary school degree). In fact, one’s academic results and grades in secondary school virtually determine one’s options in higher education and career; doors that remain open in the U.S. system are slammed shut early on in France. School reforms and anxiety about falling standards are perennial themes in French life, and the fact that the entire nation is concerned about the rate of success of le bac, for example, indicates the level of interest in education.


Conscience and Practicality. In France, rules for good behavior tend to be defined by the individual as he or she matures. Precepts from parents and school are integrated from an early age, and each person develops an internal guide with a great deal of built-in flexibility. This internal guide is the standard against which a person judges his or her own acts.


Compared with the United States, French ethics are not set in stone and tend to be applied in a very contextual manner, taking into account all variables involved. This is paradoxical in light of the emphasis placed on universalism as a republican value, but the French easily distinguish between what is true in theory and what is true in practice. Everything in France happens at least twice: once en théorie (or en principe) and once en pratique (or en réalité). The two may be identical or may not bear the slightest resemblance.


In the contextual ethics of the French, practical self-interest is important, and they tend to admire someone who can gain an advantage in a situation. The American notion of the level playing field is not particularly meaningful to the French, who tend to adapt their approach to the context in an effort to give themselves an edge. Self-interest must be served, of course, but this should be done subtly, almost indirectly. Nike’s “in your face” promotion style, which enjoyed huge success in the United States, was not appreciated in France, where blatant self-interest and greed are seen as tactless, unsophisticated, and brash. Hypocrisy in itself is not necessarily negative, but it mustn’t be too obvious. Style counts; the way the result is obtained may be more important than the result itself, particularly if an individual displays a great deal of cleverness and panache in the process.


Telling the French that something is not allowed is a direct challenge to their ability to do it gracefully, finding an elegant way of bypassing the rules and not getting caught. Being able to do this well is a source of personal pride and satisfaction. It is a way of distinguishing oneself and standing out discreetly—or not so discreetly—from the crowd.


Aesthetic Sense. Many Americans are struck by how well the French dress themselves and their children. They admire the elegance of French adults and the elaborate fashions worn by French children. Even popping out for a baguette at the boulangerie (bakery) around the corner may require proper dress, hairstyle, and makeup—a source of irritation for expat American women used to running errands in comfortable sweats, sneakers, and baseball caps. Although the French often dress more casually than they have in the past, in most cases style still counts, and good presentation is more important than comfort and convenience. The French are willing to put up with a considerable amount of physical discomfort to maintain their appearance. A Frenchwoman, for example, would sooner die than change into a pair of comfortable athletic shoes for the long métro ride home. French children’s clothes are adorable and not particularly practical from an American viewpoint. They often require ironing or other meticulous care, and outfits for small babies may not have snap openings for diaper changes. These things are simply accepted as a part of daily life.


Esprit Critique. French conversations sometimes look borderline homicidal to someone who does not understand the language. Even in the family circle, voluble arguments and intense cross fire are fairly common modes of communication. For the French, even violent confrontation is not necessarily a loss of harmony in a group; rather, argument serves to move things along and prevent boredom and stagnation.


Consensus may or may not be achieved, but it is rarely an important goal. In the United States, groups normally aim for harmony and agreement as a way to reinforce group unity and dynamics. This can look bland and unnaturally detached to the French, who prefer to hash out ideas together and disagree with an idea rather than with a person—even when the disagreement is couched in quite personal terms.


What interests the French is not what people have in common, but their differences—vive la différence! Uniformity is dull; difference, exciting. Standardization is seen as stifling to individuality, an unacceptable attempt to impose mindless conformity. It may seem paradoxical that the French are simultaneously universalist and nonconformist. In fact, we can say that the French are universalist en théorie and nonconformist en pratique. On an intellectual level, virtually everyone agrees with universalist principles. However, because of their strong feelings about individuality, the French tend to resist rigid procedures and look for a more personalized way of doing things. This is a way of establishing their unique character, not knuckling under to an anonymous system.


National Solidarity and French Individualism. The French political and social system reflects a concern with national solidarity. Citizens in essence agree that the unemployed, the homeless, the poor, and the sick must be protected and cannot simply be left to their fate—at the mercy of economic forces. They accept a system of taxation and social contributions to make this possible. Despite calls for reforms and the French national indoor sport of griping about high taxes, the existence and goals of the social welfare system are not seriously called into question.


The concept of solidarity can be seen in support for striking workers, despite the huge problems caused by a strike. A farmers’ demonstration that involved planting a wheat field down the Champs-Elysées snarled traffic for hours, but frustrated drivers nevertheless expressed support for the demonstrators’ goals—and admiration for their style. Similarly, many French citizens show broad support for undocumented immigrants threatened with deportation.


Solidarity also involves the concept of sharing equally what is available rather than letting the strongest or most powerful get more than they need. Contrast American and French plans for increasing employment opportunities and the different assumptions on which they are based. American politicians and economists see business growth as the key element in job creation, but the French Parliament approved a Socialist-sponsored program (les 35 heures) in 1998 and 2000 to reduce the workweek from 39 to 35 hours in order to decrease unemployment by sharing available work among more people. There is considerable debate over whether or not the 35-hour week has been effective in reducing unemployment or encouraging companies to hire more workers. Unemployment and underemployment continue to be major concerns, particularly in a difficult world economy. Regardless of its success in meeting its original goal, the reduction of hours has become part of “les acquis sociaux,” workers’ benefits or entitlements. Although right-wing governments since 2002 have simplified regulations and made it easier to work overtime, it is hard to imagine that such an important element of “French social progress”—what the French call, la réduction du temps de travail or reducing the workweek—would ever be called into question. If it were, it would probably lead to a modern version of the 1789 Bastille Day.


At the same time, the French may display complete disregard for the welfare of those around them—smoking in nonsmoking areas, for example. In public and even university libraries in France, books disappear and articles are torn out of magazines. That others might want to use these public resources seems not to matter; there is little sense of civic responsibility in relation to common property. In some cases, the need to défendre son bifteck (defend one’s own steak) can be more important than high-flown notions of solidarity and unity.


Mission to Civilize. La Semeuse, the woman sowing grain who appears on French coins and stamps, represents the importance of agriculture in nourishing the people. By extension, in some contexts, she might also be a symbol of the dissemination of French culture. A slightly modified semeuse appears in the logo of French publishing giant Larousse, blowing dandelion seeds that symbolize knowledge. The words Je sème à tout vent (I scatter to the four winds) were dropped from the logo in an internationalization effort, but the goal of the company’s founder, educator Pierre Larousse, remains intact: “To instruct everyone about everything.” Even in a united Europe, la Semeuse has a symbolic role to play, for like Marianne, she appears on Euro coins minted in France.


From the sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth century, France was a center of power, culture, and influence. Despite dramatic changes in France’s political structure and importance in world affairs, the mission civilisatrice (mission to civilize) has remained a fixed point in the French collective unconscious. It was a vital element of the French colonial enterprise and continues to inform French foreign policy. This attitude can come across as cultural superiority due to its implicit assumption that members of other societies will be improved by their exposure to and adoption of French culture. The French language is a primary means by which to spread its culture. Over the centuries, the upper classes of many nations have provided a French education for their children in hopes of improving their chances for advancement. French governesses ensured that generations of European aristocrats could express themselves in the language of Voltaire. Pages and pages of the great Russian novel War and Peace are in French in the original text, including the opening words: “Eh bien, mon prince. Gênes et Lucques ne sont plus que des apanages de la famille Buonaparte” (“Well, my Prince, so Genoa and Lucca are now just family estates of the Buonapartes”). The French have not accepted gracefully the decline in importance of French as a world language and have looked darkly at the progress of English as the international lingua franca. They have enacted legislation to protect the purity of French, prohibiting the use of foreign (read, English) words in advertising and in public places—although even a quick look through the French press demonstrates that the laws are toothless and rarely obeyed. At the same time, there still seems to be a real resistance to learning and speaking English. We will address this in more detail in chapter 4.


Social Classes and Democracy. Despite the French Revolution and its demands for liberté, égalité, fraternité, neither the entire aristocratic class nor its attendant mentalities were finished off by the guillotine. Status and rank still count in this hierarchical culture, and money alone is not enough to buy one’s way into the inner circle. Nor is money a requirement for membership if one’s family background is distinguished enough. Some modern-day aristocrats live quite modestly and work for a living.


The key to the upper reaches of French society is education. The French Revolution essentially replaced an aristocratic class based on bloodlines with an aristocracy of educational degrees. The French system is unapologetically elitist, despite efforts to reduce the pressure on primary and secondary schoolchildren. The brightest and the best are noted early on and encouraged by their teachers and parents. The goal is acceptance and success at one of the grandes écoles—a group of institutions of higher learning that virtually guarantees access to the highest levels of power, prestige, and wealth. Major French corporations often recruit directly from particular grandes écoles, reinforcing an old-boy (and girl) network of enormous influence.


Formality and Reserve. French people may be less formal than some other Europeans, but they are definitely more formal than Americans, and rules of proper behavior should be observed. The American habit of being instantly on firstname terms with total strangers strikes the French as invasive and presumptuous. They reserve first-name terms for more intimate relationships. As in many other languages, there are two ways to say you in French. Vous is formal and distant, while tu marks a closer relationship. The latter can also signify a power differential, as in the case of the mistress of the household calling the maid tu and being called vous in return.


Even body language reveals cultural attitudes. French people claim that they can spot an American instantly by the way he or she walks: arms swinging loosely, a bouncing stride, and an open, cheerful expression. French mothers remind their children, “Tiens-toi droit!” (“Stand up straight!”), and walk properly: arms held to the sides, feet straight, and a reserved facial expression.


French people are experts at creating islands of psychological privacy in crowded public areas as well as in small apartments. This desire to keep one’s personal affairs private means that two people carrying on a conversation in the métro, for example, can barely be overheard by someone strap-hanging above them. Americans in the same situation see nothing unusual about carrying on a conversation at a greater volume or even from some distance apart.





THREE
The Weight of the Past




PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE



In the United States history is a source of pride, but it tends to be conceived of as a preface: events that happened in order to make possible the present and, above all, the future. Moving toward the future in the U.S. context may imply a rejection of or break with the past. This is due in part to the profound belief Americans have in personal and social progress. Things are better now than they used to be and will be even more improved in the future. From its beginnings as a nation, the United States has turned its face away from its past and has focused on the new day dawning. Physically and mentally, Americans discard what is old and eagerly embrace the new. History is yesterday’s news. It may be interesting and even inspiring, but it has little bearing on everyday life.


It is difficult to overemphasize the importance of history to the average French person, and perhaps just as difficult for the average American to understand it. A French PDG (Président Directeur Général—equivalent to a chief executive officer, or CEO) making a presentation on his company’s plans to open a new, high-tech manufacturing facility began by showing slides of the site and describing the pivotal battle that was fought there in the Hundred Years War (fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). The past in France is immediate and important. The French employees attending the presentation found nothing odd about it. In fact, by filling in the historical background of the site, the PDG was not just giving them an interesting footnote; he was providing them with a framework within which they could fit all the information they were given about the new facility.


Similarly, a French international marketing manager gave a one-hour presentation at a college conference on the topic of “Doing Business in the Middle East” for students and business consultants. He began by showing a series of regional maps from the Neolithic period (ca. 10000–4000 BCE) to the early nineteenth century. He described important developments in the region during the period (e.g., Code of Hammurabi, 2500 BCE) and religious figures such as Moses (Judaism), Jesus (Christianity), and Mohammed (Islam). In the last ten minutes of his presentation, he showed photos of the company’s office staff in various Middle Eastern countries, pointing out that in some countries people were wearing traditional Arab clothing while in others they were dressed in Western business suits. Finally, he showed photos of the company’s product line, which was electrical generators.


Was this a good, useful presentation? The French attendees thought so and took careful notes. The Anglo-Saxon participants were not so sure!


In France, the present is seen as the link between the past and the future; the future is the continuation of the past, so all three are inextricably interwoven. The past often represents the roots of a successful future and gives stability to the foundations of decades to come. Ample historical background also demonstrates that the presenter is competent and credible, that he or she maîtrise son sujet (masters his subject)—in other words, “knows his stuff” and should be taken seriously.


An American journalist analyzing the strategy of a very traditional knife-making factory in the middle of France put it in a nutshell: “In the midst of economic decline, Laguiole looked to its past to carve out its future” (Carter 1996, 34); the past in this case dates back to 1829. Most French people would agree with Southern American writer William Faulkner, who said, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past” (1994, 535).


To the French, history, continuity, and tradition are critical to their conception of themselves and their culture. These things are not to be taken lightly or discarded easily. Change is not seen as intrinsically good, as it tends to be viewed in the United States. The French are willing to change, but only if they can see a logical reason to do so; the benefits of the change must clearly outweigh the loss of security and continuity.


In a way that may seem paradoxical, traditional French have a weakness for the avant-garde, although many of them prefer that it not appear in their living rooms. It is no accident that the very term avant-garde is French. In fact, once one understands how the French see past, present, and future as a continuum, it becomes obvious that there is no internal contradiction in being at the same time a traditionalist and a modernist. They are attracted to modern technology and gadgetry, and their infrastructure, particularly in communications and transportation, has moved in living memory from being worthy of display in a museum of obsolete technology to being one of the most up-to-date and efficient in the world.



PAST SUBJECTIVE



Here are thumbnail sketches of a few pivotal French historical figures of mythic proportions who resonate strongly in the French soul and psyche and whose influence can still be felt today. The intent is not to provide a history course, but to give non-French readers some key names and dates that they should know to show that they are serious, credible partners. Asking questions about French history is always appreciated, and many French people are both very knowledgeable and very pleased to share.


Vercingétorix (82–46 BCE). Chief of the Gauls during the revolt against Roman occupation in 52 BCE., Vercingétorix was forced to surrender to Caesar when he was cut off from forces trying to rescue him. He was paraded in Rome as part of a triumphal display and executed there after six years of captivity. Only the French could admire a leader who actually lost, albeit with courage and honor, but plucky little Astérix inevitably avenges his real-life counterpart against the Roman invaders.


Clovis (ca. 466–511 CE). Clovis was the first king of the Franks to reign over all of Gaul. He is considered by many historians to be the founder of the French nation. To this day, France commemorates his conversion to Catholicism and his baptism in 496. He was instrumental in spreading the Catholic religion in a barbarian Europe.


Jeanne d’Arc (1412–1431). This young woman was the mystical, religious liberator of France from the English. Her actions also began a consolidation of French power, since, at the time, the area that is now France was divided into multiple fiefdoms. She was burnt alive as a heretic, something for which the French have still not quite forgiven the English, and canonized as a saint in 1920. Revered as the patron saint of France, she has been used by the extreme right-wing Front National (National Front) party as a rallying symbol.
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