

[image: ]




[image: ]




About the Author

BARRY TOMALIN is an English writer and trainer with a BA in Anthropology and Linguistics from the University of London. He has thirty years’ experience of education and training in France. Fluent in French, he has lived in France, Algeria, and in Francophone Africa, and has trained business students and diplomats. He is currently a module leader on the MA program in Media, Technology, and Culture Studies at the University of Westminster, London.





The Culture Smart! series is continuing to expand.
For further information and latest titles visit
www.culturesmartguides.com


The publishers would like to thank CultureSmart!Consulting for its help in researching and developing the concept for this series.

CultureSmart!Consulting creates tailor-made seminars and consultancy programs to meet a wide range of corporate, public-sector, and individual needs. Whether delivering courses on multicultural team building in the USA, preparing Chinese engineers for a posting in Europe, training call-center staff in India, or raising the awareness of police forces to the needs of diverse ethnic communities, it provides essential, practical, and powerful skills worldwide to an increasingly international workforce.

For details, visit www.culturesmartconsulting.com

CultureSmart!Consulting and CultureSmart! guides have both contributed to and featured regularly in the weekly travel program “Fast Track” on BBC World TV.






contents

Map of France

Introduction

Key Facts

Chapter 1: LAND AND PEOPLE

• Geographical Snapshot

• The French: A Brief History

• Government

• The Eurozone

• France and the U.S.

Chapter 2: VALUES AND ATTITUDES

• Changing the Rules of the Game—a “Why” Culture

• The Ideas Society

• French Style

• Being French

• Family First

• Behaving Correctly

Chapter 3: CUSTOM AND TRADITION

• Church and State

• Holidays

• The Festive Year

Chapter 4: MAKING FRIENDS

• Getting to Meet Expatriates

• Getting to Meet the French

• Invitations Home

• Social Customs

• Language

• The Art of Conversation

Chapter 5: THE FRENCH AT HOME

• The Home

• The Family

• Education

• Military Service

• Daily Life

Chapter 6: TIME OUT

• Shopping

• Les Grandes Spectacles

• Le Cinéma

• Café Society

• Food

• Wine

• Which Restaurant?

• Lunch and Dinner

• La Vie Culturelle: Museums and Entertainments

• The Art Scene

• La Vie Sportive: Leisure and Sport

• Le Piquenique and Le Camping

Chapter 7: TRAVELING

• Driving

• SNCF

• Getting Around in Paris

• Where to Stay

• Travel Abroad

Chapter 8: BUSINESS BRIEFING

• Business and Government

• French Bosses

• Women in Management

• Making Contact

• Formality

• Rules for Building Successful Contacts

• Time, Agendas, and Deadlines

• French Negotiating Style

• Contracts

• Meals

Chapter 9: COMMUNICATING

• Face to Face

• Body Language

• La Langue Franglaise

• Postal and Electronic Communication

• Conclusion

Resources

Further Reading



Map of France

[image: ]





introduction

The French are “different.” You’ll often hear this in conversations among the “Anglo-Saxons,” as the French like to call English-speakers. “Different” means charming, challenging, uncooperative, questioning, and doing things in their own way and to their own advantage.

So what makes them so distinctive? And how do you get through to them? What is obvious is that the French have a keen sense of national identity, which comes from their history and their language. France was a considerable colonial power, with interests around the world. French was the language of international diplomacy from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. The French Revolution changed the course of history. Above all, France sees herself as one of the foremost contributors to civilized life—through her cuisine, her monuments, her authors, artists, composers, scientists, explorers, and mathematicians. No list of world literature can be compiled without French names in it, and few other countries contain such regional richness, both cultural and physical. France’s continuing cultural influence is due largely to her consistent attempt to dominate the intellectual high ground, reflecting an insistence on logical thought, and a love of philosophical speculation.

France punches above her weight in world affairs, and carefully guards her interests and prestige, often in opposition to world opinion. Yet the French are constantly asking what it means to be French, even while asserting their difference from and essential superiority to all other nations.

For many foreigners, the essence of Frenchness is their commitment to their quality of life. To be French means knowing instinctively where work ends and pleasure begins, and never allowing the one to take over the other. Indeed, the idea that the French may become workaholics inspires deep dismay among sympathetic observers.

By looking at the attitudes and values of the French, and explaining how French life and business works, Culture Smart! France shows you how to fit in as a foreigner. It gives practical advice on how to avoid the pitfalls and how to do things the French way, and to get results as you do so. It takes you through French history, festivals and traditions, the French at home, on the road, in the restaurant, and at work. The French in love we leave to your imagination! Above all, we show you how the French communicate, and how to get the best out of this utterly frustrating yet totally charming and brilliant people.





Key Facts



	Official Name
	République Française. France is a full member of NATO and of the European Union, and one of the five permanent members of the UN security council.



	Capital City
	Paris. Population, 9.8 million.



	Main Cities
	Lyon, Marseille, Lille, Toulouse, Bordeaux.



	Area
	210,026 sq. miles (543,965 sq. km.)



	Climate
	Temperate, varying with terrain, to Mediterranean in the south.



	Currency
	Euro. The Franc was replaced by the Euro on January 1, 2002.



	Population
	59 million



	Ethnic Makeup
	86 percent French, of Celtic and Latin descent. Basque minority in the southwest. 14 percent foreign (including other EU nationals and North African immigrants).



	Language
	French. Regional languages include Basque, Breton, Catalan, and Provençal.



	Religion
	Roman Catholic 90%
Muslim 5%
Protestant 2%
Jewish 1%
Other 2%



	Government
	A unitary republic with an elected President and an elected Prime Minister. Two houses of Parliament, the Assemblée Nationale, and the Sénat. France is a multiparty democracy.
	Metropolitan France is divided into twenty-two regions, containing ninety departments. There are four overseas departments, two territorial collectivities, and four overseas territories.



	Media
	France has a number of state radio and television channels, supplemented by a variety of commercial channels.
	Both a national and a regional press. The best-known newspapers are Le Monde, Le Figaro, and La France à la Une.



	Media:
English Language
	Le Monde carries a weekly English-language supplement from the New York Times.



	Electricity
	110 volts or 220 volts. Two-prong adaptors are used. Adaptors needed for U.S. appliances.



	Video/TV
	SECAM system
	NTSC TV does not work in France.



	Internet Domain
	.fr
	 



	Telephone
	France’s country code is 33. To dial out of France, dial 00.
	 







chapter one

LAND & PEOPLE


“Douce France
Cher pays de mon enfance.”



“Gentle France, dear country of my childhood.” So sang the French crooner Charles Trenet in 1943. Sixty years on, and the gentle charms of France continue to enchant.

GEOGRAPHICAL SNAPSHOT

France is the largest country in Western Europe after Russia—210,026 sq. miles (543,965 square kilometers), including Corsica—and in spite of a population of 59 million, it feels less crowded than other European countries. Seventy-five percent of the population live in the major cities, but 25 percent still live in the country, and regional culture is still very strong.
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Geographically, France extends from the rolling plains of the north and east, and the high plateau in the Massif Central, to the hilly south and the Mediterranean paradise of the Côte d’Azur; from the mountain ranges of the Jura and the Alps in the east to the Atlantic Ocean in the west, and the Pyrenees in the southwest. It is hexagonal in shape. “L’Héxagone,” “La France Métropolitaine,” and “La Métropole” are three ways in which French people refer to their country to distinguish it from the overseas Départements d’Outre Mer (DOM) or the Territoires d’Outre Mer (TOM).

The four DOM are Martinique, Guadeloupe, French Guiana, and l’Isle de la Réunion. The TOM are Mayotte in the Indian Ocean, New Caledonia, Wallis and Futuna and French Polynesia in the Pacific, the French Antarctic territories and St. Pierre et Miquelon off the coast of Canada. These bear testimony to the variety and diversity of France’s former overseas empire. Nearly two million French citizens live abroad, of whom a million live elsewhere in Europe and half a million in the United States.

It is also important to remember that France retains close contacts with its former French-speaking colonies in North Africa, notably Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco; in West Africa, notably Senegal, the Ivory Coast, and Cameroon; and Indochina, notably Vietnam and Laos.

Within metropolitan France itself live some four million foreign nationals, of whom 1.5 million are European Union nationals. France accounts for 16 percent of the total population of the European Union.

Focusing on the metropolitan area, France is bordered in the west by the Channel (in French, La Manche) and the Atlantic Ocean, and in the southeast by the Mediterranean. She is separated from Spain by the Pyrenees (literally “born of fire”), and from Switzerland and Italy by the Alps and the Jura. In the east, the River Rhine separates France from Germany. Only in the northeast are there no natural frontiers separating France from Luxembourg, Germany, and Belgium. France boasts Europe’s highest mountain, Mont Blanc (15,771 feet, or 4,867 meters).
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Rivers as well as mountains provide an easy way of situating a town or area. There are five main rivers, or fleuves. Paris is on the River Seine. The Loire is famous for its Renaissance châteaux, and was the heart of French civilization in the sixteenth century. The Rhine in the east separates the province of Alsace from the Black Forest in Germany, and was for a long time a bitterly disputed territory between the two countries. Strasbourg, home of the European Parliament, in Alsace, now symbolizes a new era of peace. The Rhône comes from Switzerland through Lake Geneva, changes direction at Lyon, and then flows south. Marseille is situated on its Mediterranean delta. In English, Marseille is spelled Marseilles, a source of puzzlement for the French, for whom the “s” marks the plural. Finally, the Garonne flows from Spain toward Toulouse, where it turns northwestward to flow toward the Atlantic. Bordeaux lies on its estuary, the Gironde.

Cities

France’s six main cities are Paris, the capital, in the north, and Lyon, Marseille, Lille, Toulouse, and Bordeaux. Paris itself has a population of about ten million, but none of the other major cities has a population of more than 1.5 million.

Climate

France is blessed overall with a temperate climate, but because of its size and topography there are variations between the extreme summer heat on the Mediterranean in the south and the icy cold of the Alps in the southeast in winter. Basically, there are three types of climate: oceanic in the west, where France borders the Atlantic Ocean; continental in the east and in the interior of the country and in Paris; and Mediterranean in the south. In the north and west temperatures don’t vary enormously, due to the influence of the Gulf Stream. In Paris, for example, temperatures range from 37°F (3°C) in January to 70°F (23°C) in July and August. In the south the differences are greater. The weather is mild in winter, but in summer can be unbearably hot and dry, with risks of drought and forest fires. The best traveling months are May, June, September, and October.

The Mistral

Of particular interest is the Mistral, a strong icy wind that blows in winter and spring and that affects the mood of the population. It starts as a cold weather front moving down across France, piling up air in the Alps, before roaring down the funnel of the Rhone valley toward the French Riviera and the Gulf of Lion. People in the south often complain of depression when the Mistral is blowing. The number of suicides is even claimed to rise during the Mistral period.

Administration

France is marked by a high degree of centralization and hierarchy, based in Paris, despite attempts to decentralize power to the regions between 1972 and 1986. France is divided into 100 départements (departments), of which ninety-six are in the Métropole and four in the DOM.

The départements are grouped into twenty-six larger administrative regions (twenty-two in the Métropole and four in the DOM). Départements are ordered alphabetically, and numbered. The numbers are used as postal codes and also as identification on car registration numbers. So on a car registration number, the last two digits, 75, stand for Paris, and a letter addressed to 75006 Paris will be delivered to an address in the sixth arrondissement (district) in Paris.

Départements were introduced after the French Revolution in 1789, but most French people will identify themselves by the name of their region, such as Brittany, Normandy, Alsace, or Provence. The regional name immediately brings to mind a type of landscape, climate, tradition, cooking, and way of speaking. The French regions retain a great variety of culture, customs, and wine-making and culinary traditions.
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As in other countries, there is a difference between north and south in France. Northerners reckon that les gens du midi (southerners) talk and boast a lot, are expansive, make friends easily but rather superficially, have little sense of time, and never hurry. The southerners reckon that les gens du nord (northerners) are cold, hardworking, not sociable, and difficult to make friends with—but when friendships are formed they are lifelong.

THE FRENCH: A BRIEF HISTORY

Brief is hardly a word to apply to French history, which has had an unparalleled influence on world thought and culture. It is worth remembering that for three centuries French was the international language of diplomacy and intellectual exchange; that France had a huge empire, with outposts in America, India, the Far East, Africa, and the Caribbean as late as 1960; that English is imbued with words of French origin; and that the American War of Independence was supported by French troops and sparked France’s own epochal revolution in 1789. French philosophers, writers, artists, and musicians, such as Descartes, Pascal, Rousseau, Voltaire, Sartre, Renoir, Matisse, Bizet, and Debussy, are part of the world’s cultural currency, and French filmmakers uphold a tradition of cutting-edge creativity.

The Romans

France was one of Europe’s earliest unified countries. The original Celtic inhabitants were known collectively as the Gauls. There were some four hundred different tribes, speaking over seventy-two different languages. Over a series of campaigns, the Roman Emperor Julius Caesar finally succeeded in pacifying the Gauls in 51 BCE. He described these in his Gallic Wars, and one of his sentences, “I came, I saw, I conquered,” has become famous. One of modern France’s most ingenious comic creations has been Astérix the Gaul, the plucky little Celt whose village outwits the stupid Romans every time and whose language is a wonderful mix of Latin and modern French. His expression of amazement “Ils sont fous, ces Romains!” (“They’re crazy, these Romans!”) became a catchphrase. Parc Astérix, north of Paris, is a patriotic theme park equivalent to Disneyland.
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Some say that Julius Caesar actually wanted to become a commander on the Danube in central Europe and not in the provincial backwaters of France, but was attracted west by the prospect of local gold to pay off his huge debts. Roman rule in France established the Latin language, a version of which was to become modern French, and also imposed a uniform system of law.

Many Roman ruins can still be seen, especially in the south. There is the Pont du Gard aqueduct in Arles, the bullfighting arena in Nîmes, and the Musée de Cluny in the Latin Quarter of Paris, sited in an old Roman bathhouse.

From Clovis to Charlemagne

After Rome finally withdrew in the fifth century CE, France was conquered by the Franks, Germanic tribes originally from Pomerania, on the Baltic. Clovis, the first Frankish king to become a Christian, was baptized in Rheims in 498/9. The Franks dominated Western Europe for more than three centuries.

Clovis’s successors, the Merovingian dynasty, tended to leave the administration to their bishops and counts, drawn from the Gallo-Roman aristocracy. Among the powerful families acting as the king’s agents—holding office as mayors of the royal palace—was Charles Martel, “the Hammer.” He succeeded in beating back the Moorish invasion at Poitiers in 732, and subsequently established a new ruling dynasty. His son, Pepin the Short, usurped the Frankish throne, thereby establishing the Carolingians, and Pepin’s son, Charlemagne (Charles the Great) became a great pan-European monarch.

Charlemagne was crowned Holy Roman Emperor on Christmas Day 800 in Rome. The Frankish Empire included the Lombard kingdom of Italy, large parts of Germany, and a march (boundary province) across the Pyrenees in northern Spain. The Empire fell apart after his death, but from the time of Charlemagne the three ethnic roots of the French people, Frankish, Celtic, and Roman, fused to form a single nation. Weak central government, however, allowed the great nobles to become virtually independent of the monarch. Under a Frankish institution, the “Salic law,” women were barred from reigning or passing on the right to the throne. This would become the cause of significant Franco-British rivalry. However sexist and backward the Salic law may seem today, it is worth remembering that Charlemagne, who was illiterate himself, also made education compulsory for children.
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Franco-British Rivalry

France and Britain, as might be expected from two nations separated by a strip of water twenty-two miles wide, have clashed on a number of occasions. One reason is that English kings, since the eleventh century, had designs on the westernmost parts of France.

Julius Caesar had invaded Britain from France in 55 BCE, and the next major conquest was that of William, Duke of Normandy, in 1066 CE. From that point on, the Anglo-Norman monarchs held claims to great swathes of land in France. During the Hundred Years War between England and France, from 1337 to 1453, the inspired leader of French resistance, Joan of Arc, was sold to the English and burned at the stake in Rouen in 1431. English claims to French soil were only really settled when the English military and civilian administration was withdrawn from Normandy after the battles of Formigny in 1450 and Castillon in 1453. Even so, England only finally gave up Calais in 1558.
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In the following centuries, France harbored claimants to the English throne such as Mary, Queen of Scots, Charles II, and James Stuart (Bonnie Prince Charlie). This rivalry grew with the formation of the great European empires. By the seventeenth century, France had become the leading power in Europe, with colonies and trading posts around the world. In the Seven Years War (1756–63) she lost most of her colonies in India and Canada to Britain. As late as 1940, when Britain celebrated the successful evacuation of 300,000 British troops from Dunkirk in the face of the invading Germans, the French lamented this as a cynical betrayal that left a mere 40,000 French troops to face the German army. A major London railway station, Waterloo, commemorates the defeat of the “dictator Napoleon” in 1815. A major Paris railway station, the Gare d’Austerlitz, commemorates the Emperor Napoleon’s famous victory in 1805, after which, in 1806, he abolished the German-dominated Holy Roman Empire.

Catholicism and Protestantism

Although France has no official religion, the country is 90 percent Roman Catholic. In the second half of the sixteenth century, civil wars between nobles were fought under religious banners, Catholic versus Protestant (or Huguenot, as they were called). France has had only one Protestant king, Henri de Navarre, who as Henri IV became the first king of the Bourbon dynasty. He established peace, having converted to Catholicism in order to ascend the throne. His words, “Paris is worth a mass,” have echoed down the centuries. After the bloody European wars of religion, Henri IV guaranteed the Protestants freedom of worship and personal security. In 1610 he was assassinated by a Catholic fanatic, who stabbed him in the eye.
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In subsequent years Protestant rights were progressively eroded until, in 1685, with the revocation of the Edict of Nantes by Louis XIV, these were officially withdrawn. This led to the mass emigration of about 400,000 Huguenots, who took their industrial skills to the Netherlands, to Britain, to Germany, to South Carolina, to Canada, and even to distant southern Africa. In some of the Loire châteaux, underground passages still exist leading from the castles to the port of Nantes, where boats were moored to aid the Huguenots in their escape.

In 1764, persecution became less stringent in exchange for greater leniency toward French Catholic settlers in Canada, and after the American War of Independence, Jefferson and Lafayette obtained official tolerance for French Protestants in 1788.

In 1797 the egalitarian ideals of the French Revolution were finally realized, and religious discrimination was ended in France. In 1802 the Huguenot Church was again officially recognized. The Republican motto “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité” (“Liberty, Equality, Fraternity”) adorns monuments, coins, schools, and town halls throughout France to this day.

The Bourbon Monarchy

France’s greatest monarch was Louis XIV, “the Sun King,” who reigned for nearly seventy-three years, from 1643 until 1715. While England was undergoing a civil war, and the execution of its king, Charles I, Louis XIV became an absolute monarch, ruling by “divine right.” He defeated a revolt of his own nobles, supported by the people of Paris, in a civil war called the Fronde, and emerged with total control over the country, with power centered on himself and his magnificent palace at Versailles. He was a patron of the arts, and presided over a golden age of French art, science, and letters. This was the great age of French classical drama, of Corneille, Racine, and Molière, whose plays are still performed in traditional style at the Comédie Française theater in Paris. Under Louis XIV French culture became the model for all of civilized Europe.

The Sun King’s frivolous and profligate successor, Louis XV, let affairs drift and sought escape in sensuality. Government became more arbitrary and aimless, and a series of long wars brought the country close to bankruptcy. He was famous for his mistresses, one of whom, Madame de Pompadour, was effectively prime minister for almost twenty years.

His successor was the well-meaning but weak Louis XVI, who was deposed during the French Revolution and executed in 1793, followed in the same year by his wife, the Austrian princess Marie Antoinette. Their son, Louis XVII, the Dauphin, died of illness in the Temple prison in Paris in 1795.

The French Revolution, 1789–99

The Revolution of 1789 was the turning point in French history. In May of that year, Louis XVI called a meeting of the long-dormant Estates-General (the French parliament) at Versailles in order to discuss reform of the state finances. At that meeting, exasperated by his failure to grasp the nettle of poverty and economic instability and to recognize the aspirations of the rising urban middle class, the representatives of the third of the three “estates” (nobles, clergy, and commons) unilaterally declared themselves a National Assembly and took the famous “tennis court oath” to draw up a new constitution.

Rumors of royal plans to break up this Assembly led to riots in Paris and the storming of the Bastille prison, symbol of Bourbon despotism. The army joined the revolutionaries, and the relatively restrained constitutional revolt was thus overtaken by a mass movement that swept away the old order, and led to the creation of a democratic republic. The French Revolution is commemorated on Bastille Day on July 14.

The Assembly abolished the feudal system and published a “Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.” In order to bring in revenue it confiscated Church property, placing the clergy on the state payroll. Local government was reformed, and the separation of legislative, executive, and judicial powers was enshrined in Europe’s first written constitution, based on the rational ideas and beliefs developed by the French philosophes.
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In 1791 the king attempted to flee Paris, but was recaptured. Invasion by Austria and Prussia in support of the monarchy sealed his fate. The government was dismissed, a national convention was elected by universal suffrage, and on September 22, 1792, a republic was declared. Louis was tried for conspiring with the enemy, and was condemned to death.

The Convention was at first divided between relatively moderate Girondists and radical republican Jacobins. In 1793, however, it delegated power to the Infamous Committee of Public Safety, led by the Jacobin extremist Robespierre, and a reign of terror began. The use of the guillotine to behead aristocrats and revolutionaries alike has left an indelible series of images on the historical landscape. The instability, violence, and mass executions carried out during the successive revolutionary regimes have also given rise to a number of romantic tales, that of The Scarlet Pimpernel being perhaps the best known.
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In 1794 Robespierre was himself deposed and executed, and a moderate executive Directory of five members was created. The French desire to export the principles of the Revolution, and the determination of Britain, Austria, and Russia to contain it, led to another European war, and produced one of France’s defining figures, Napoleon Bonaparte. In 1799 the Directory was overthrown in a coup d’état, and a Consulate of three was established. The young general Napoleon was appointed First Consul, with special powers.

The Empire of Napoleon

Born in Corsica in 1769, Napoleon Bonaparte had risen through the ranks of the revolutionary army to become its most brilliant general, masterminding a series of stunning victories against the antirevolutionary powers of continental Europe and almost succeeding in invading Britain. The Franco-Spanish fleet was defeated by British sea power in 1805 at the battle of Trafalgar, off the coast of southwest Spain, in which the British Admiral Lord Nelson died. Not daunted, Napoleon moved immediately to consolidate his land advantages and two months later overwhelmed the Austrians and Russians at Austerlitz. The following year he routed the Prussians at Jena.

Within France, Napoleon restored law and order and made sweeping internal reforms, including the establishment of the Bank of France, and an accommodation, or Concordat, with the Catholic Church. A grateful nation made him Consul for Life in 1802. Two years later, in the presence of Pope Pius VII, he crowned himself Emperor of France in a dramatic ceremony in the cathedral of Notre Dame, thus becoming the symbolic successor to Charlemagne. (It is said that the young Beethoven was so incensed by this action that he tore out the dedication to Napoleon from the manuscript of his Eroica symphony.)

From 1799 to 1815, Napoleon dominated Europe, making members of his own family heads of state in various countries. The empire he created in Western Europe, however, was unlike any other, being ruled in accordance with the basic reforms of the French Revolution. It gave its subjects the completely new experience of life under a centralized modern state, and spread the principles of the Revolution even to its enemies.

Unable to overcome Britain’s superiority at sea, Napoleon launched an economic campaign against British trade and industry, known as the “continental system.” This trade war proved difficult to sustain. Then came his disastrous invasion of Russia in 1812, in which his Grande Armée of 600,000 was decimated by the Russia winter, followed by heavy defeats in Germany and Spain, after which the allied armies of Britain, Russia, Austria, and Prussia converged on France in 1814. Napoleon abdicated and was exiled to the island of Elba in the Mediterranean. In 1815 he escaped, landed at Cannes, and made a triumphal march north to Paris. The decisive battle was fought near Waterloo, in Belgium, where the Emperor finally succumbed to a coalition of allied forces under the command of Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington. He died in exile on the island of St. Helena in the south Atlantic in 1821.
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Napoleon’s great legacy to France lies in the Code Napoléon, which consolidated the majority of the legal reforms of the Revolution and remains the basis of French law, and in a certain sense of grandeur, or cultural superiority. He also left his own dynasty. Although the Bourbon monarchy was restored in 1815, it did not last. Reform was in the air—fanned by the political philosophies of revolutionary liberalism and nationalism, by the Romantic idealism fostered by poets and authors, and by the social changes caused by the growing industrial revolution.

In 1830 an armed insurrection in Paris led by liberal printers and journalists deposed the reactionary Bourbon Charles X in favor of his cousin, Louis Philippe, “the citizen king.” Louis Philippe’s liberal monarchy failed to satisfy democratic demands, however, and in 1848 a further revolution, enshrining universal manhood suffrage, established the Second French Republic. A tidal wave of reform now flooded across Europe.

Within the National Assembly, conflict between liberals and socialists gave the great Napoleon’s nephew, Prince Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, the opportunity to present himself as a unifying national leader. He was elected president in 1848, and in 1852 he proclaimed the Second Empire, taking the title of Napoleon III.

The Second Napoleonic Empire

During Napoleon III’s reign, from 1852 to 1870, France prospered, developed, and became again the preeminent power in Europe. Abroad he rebuilt her colonial empire. Toward the end of his reign, however, costly foreign policy mistakes threatened these achievements, and France faced increasing tension with the political unification of Germany under Prussian leadership.

Across the Atlantic, to shore up his waning prestige, in 1862 Napoleon III breached the Monroe doctrine of noninterference in the American sphere of influence by promoting the Archduke Maximilian of Habsburg as emperor of Mexico, in an experiment in democratic imperialism. Maximilian’s French troops were soon tied down by the guerrilla tactics of the radical President Benito Juarez, and when the United States, emerging from the Civil War, reasserted its opposition, they were recalled. Maximilian was captured and shot in Mexico City, and Napoleon was left with an expensive humiliation.

Worse was to come in the conflict with Prussia. France was maneuvered into war by the canny Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck, and was roundly defeated at the Battle of Sedan in 1870, where Napoleon himself was captured. In Paris, news of the disaster led to the proclamation of a new republic, the Third French Republic.

The Paris Commune

In the uncertainty following the defeat at Sedan there was considerable unrest in Paris. German armies now besieged the city, and in 1871 Bismarck inaugurated the new German Empire in a ceremony in the Hall of Mirrors in Louis XIV’s palace at Versailles. During the siege, a provisional national assembly was formed by socialist and left-wing republicans who vowed to continue the fight against the enemy. They set up the “Paris Commune,” in emulation of the radical Jacobin Assembly of 1793, and in defiance of the right-wing National Assembly that had convened at Versailles to conclude a peace treaty, ceding Alsace and Lorraine to Germany. This revolutionary socialist movement was brutally crushed by the Versailles troops in May 1871, with tens of thousands of casualties.

The Two World Wars

German expansionism would lead directly to the two “world” wars of the twentieth century. Both were fought partly on French soil, and you can visit some of the sites of First World War trench warfare in the northeast of France, and also the beaches of Normandy, where Allied troops landed in 1944 to wrest back Western Europe from Hitler.

France was a central pillar of the alliance against Germany in the First World War, and suffered greatly. A quarter of all French men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven were killed—1.4 million men—and another 4 million were wounded. By the terms of the peace treaty imposed upon Germany in 1919, in the same Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, Alsace and Lorraine were returned to France.

The Second World War produced another of France’s “strong leaders” this time in the person of General Charles de Gaulle, who led the Free French government in exile in London and headed the French resistance movement, or maquis. The Third Republic had lasted until Nazi Germany’s invasion of France in 1940. The southern half of the country was then governed by a collaborationist regime in Vichy under Marshal Pétain until 1942, when the Germans occupied all of France. De Gaulle, who refused to accept the truce of 1940, broadcast to the nation to continue the struggle. The resistance movement waged a guerrilla war against the German occupation, and the Free French troops fought with the Allied forces. The scars of the war years continue to be felt in France today.

Decolonization

In the chaotic years following the Second World War, France’s Fourth Republic was marked by rapid changes of government and political instability, and by colonial insurrection. The colonies of Indochina—Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam—that had been liberated from the Japanese and handed back to France embarked on struggles for independence (1946–54). No sooner was this over than the Algerian War of Independence broke out (1954–62). Algeria had an Arab population, a Berber population, and a large population of French settlers. For the French, colonization had always been a process of absorbing its overseas territories into French life as fully as possible—French language, culture, hierarchy, and lifestyle. In 1954 the Algerians revolted against this imposition and the resulting savage war disrupted both Algerian and, increasingly, French life. As a result the government fell, and in 1958 France called upon its wartime leader Charles de Gaulle to become prime minister.

[image: ]

De Gaulle proclaimed the Fifth Republic, with himself as its first president, in 1959, consolidating executive power in presidential hands. To the fury of the French settlers, he declared that Algeria should become a self-governing, independent country. Many of these colonists returned to France, mainly to the south, and were known as pieds noirs (“black feet”), and increasing numbers of Algerians also migrated to France to work in its factories.

The Algerian war started a chain reaction by the end of which, in 1959–60, virtually all of France’s former colonial possessions were granted independence. Algeria itself gained independence in 1962.

General de Gaulle retired from office in 1969 and died in 1970. His successor Georges Pompidou is best remembered for his interest in architecture. The Pompidou Center in Paris is a leading arts complex. After Georges Pompidou died in office, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing was elected president (1974–81), followed by the Socialist François Mitterand, who served two terms (1981–94), before dying of cancer in 1996. He was succeeded in 1995 by his prime minister, Jacques Chirac, who fought off a challenge from the ultra-right National Front party leader, Jean Marie Le Pen, to win a second five-year term in 2002.

On July 14, 1989, France celebrated the bicentenary of the Republic with a six-hundred-mile picnic on a line of identically colored patterned tablecloths covering the country from north to south.

France today is a patchwork of nationalities, with significant numbers of immigrants from southern Europe, North Africa, and Vietnam. There are approximately two-and-a-half million immigrants—who form a small but noticeable part of the total population.

GOVERNMENT

Charles de Gaulle once said, “The French will only be united under the threat of danger. Nobody can simply bring together a country that has 265 kinds of cheese.”

France is a multiparty republic. The head of government is the prime minister, and the head of state is the president. The president is elected for five years by direct universal suffrage. He appoints the prime minister and, on the prime minister’s recommendation, the other members of the government. He presides over the Council of Ministers, promulgates Acts of Parliament, is commander in chief of the armed forces, and can dissolve the National Assembly and exercise emergency powers in a crisis.

The prime minister sets national policy and carries it out under the direction of the president. The prime minister, as head of government, implements legislation.

This can give rise to the uncomfortable situation, as happened between center-right President Chirac and his socialist prime minister, Lionel Jospin, where president and prime minister are at political odds with one another.

The French Parliament (Parlement) has two houses. The upper house is the Senate (Sénat), and consists of 321 members elected by indirect universal suffrage for a nine-year term. One-third is reelected every three years. The National Assembly has 577 members, and is elected on direct universal suffrage for five years. Both houses are responsible for drawing up and passing legislation. In the case of disagreement, the National Assembly makes the final decision.

There are six main parties or coalitions represented in the National Assembly.


Partie Socialiste (PS) (Socialist Party)

Rassemblement Pour la République (RPR) (Rally for the Republic)

Union pour la Démocratie Française et du Centre (UDF) (Union for French Democracy)

Démocratie Libérale et Indépendantes (DL) (Liberal Democrats)

Groupe Communiste (PCF) (Communist Party)

Radical, Citoyen et Vert (RCV) (Green Party)



France, as we have seen, is governed according to a national civil legal system—the Code Napoléon. One impact of the code is on contracts, which are often shorter than British or American ones, where the French simply refer to a clause in the Code Napoléon.

The final part of France’s governmental system is the judiciary. The highest court of appeal is the Conseil d’État, which judges the legality of constitutional and administrative acts and advises the government on draft legislation. The highest judicial court is the Cour de Cassation, which can set aside or quash judgments and remit cases for rehearing to the thirty-five courts of appeal for retrial.

THE EUROZONE

France is a full member of NATO, and was a founding member of the European Economic Community in 1956, an ideal promoted by a Frenchman, Jean Monnet. The European Union came into being under the leadership of another Frenchman, Jacques Delors, and the European Parliament is based in the French city of Strasbourg. European Union laws and directives are debated in the French Parlement and incorporated into French law and practice. On January 1, 1999, the Euro became a fully fledged currency and on January 1, 2002, the Euro replaced the franc as France’s currency.

[image: ]

FRANCE AND THE UNITED STATES

The French tend to lump the British and the Americans together under one term, “les Anglo-Saxons,” underestimating the multiracial nature of both the United States and, increasingly, Great Britain. However, France has an enduring affection for the United States, shown by French support for the American Revolution and America’s support for France in the World Wars and subsequently. France benefited from American financial support after World War II, and has also benefited from American artists’ and writers’ love affairs with French culture from the 1920s through to the present day. For example, at the great Impressionist artist Claude Monet’s house in Giverny, in Normandy, there is a permanent exhibition of the work of American Impressionists.

Many American veterans and their families make yearly pilgrimages to visit the cemeteries near Caen, and the beaches of Normandy where American, British, Canadian, Commonwealth, and French forces landed on June 6, 1944, in “Operation Overlord” to liberate Western Europe from German occupation.

Incidentally, some U.S. statesmen have had strong connections with France. Before the Revolution, Benjamin Franklin was sent by Congress to Paris to negotiate a treaty in 1776. After negotiating both a commercial treaty and a defensive alliance, he was appointed sole plenipotentiary to France in 1778 and stayed there until 1785. Thomas Jefferson was the U.S. minister to France from 1785 to 1789. And, of course, John F. Kennedy’s wife was born Jacqueline Bouvier, of French descent.

This affection has been only slightly dented by the invasion of American English in the IT and music industries, and by the incursion of McDonald’s on the French food scene. More serious perhaps, is the French concern about the danger of globalization led by American corporations, and the recent difficulties of the one great French international corporation, Vivendi Universal, may have served only to emphasize this.

What are the French like? What do they believe in, and what principles do they live by? This is the subject of the next chapter.
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