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Preface

This book was born on yet another rainy night in Maastricht, my former home in the Netherlands, when I received a phone call from Florence, Italy. On the line was the artist Erin Murphy who always keeps abreast of international affairs. ‘Melissa,’ she said, sounding vaguely troubled, ‘exactly what is the EU?’

I didn’t miss a beat. ‘The European Union is a supranational umbrella that makes laws concerning the economic, agriculture, transportation, energy, judicial and environmental affairs in member countries. Members pay dues to the EU, which in turn allocates money back to countries for such things as agriculture and infrastructure. Many of its members use the shared currency, the euro, and the EU represents the biggest trading bloc in the world.’

There was a long pause.

‘Erin, did that make any sense?’

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I don’t understand what the EU is and I don’t even understand what Europe is any more. Can you figure it out and let me know?’

I promised to get back to her. A year later, I called back.

During that year, which I spent travelling across Europe, writing articles for Newsweek and National Geographic Traveler, interviewing residents, analysts, journalists and politicians, and drawing information from government documents, think tanks, NGOs, newspapers, websites and numerous insightful publications, I realized that Erin certainly isn’t alone. Most Europeans are baffled about what contemporary Europe is and how it fits into the EU. And from confusion springs apathy – and if citizens become apathetic and kiss their power away, then democracy goes with it and EU citizens might as well call up Brussels and tell the EU they can do whatever they want because nobody understands and nobody cares.

That’s why I wrote this book: to offer Europeans an opinionated guide that provides the basics for an understanding of European affairs. In a way this is a geopolitical travel book, and as with travelling, two things hold true: you can’t make sense of the terrain without a map, and it helps quite a lot if you know the basics of the language. That’s what this book provides: a general map and language guide to the countries that are part of the European Union, plus Switzerland and Norway. By map, however, I mean more than just physical layout: this book also pulls in the histories, grudges and defining issues and tries to show how the separate pieces of Europe fit together. And it also gives you the basic language, in the form of names and places that are necessary vocabulary to put together the puzzle these days.

I hope as you delve into this book that it makes you laugh, makes you cry, that it empowers you, makes your mouth drop open in disbelief, and that it helps you understand the relevant issues that are defining Europe today. Most of all, I hope it piques your interest, and makes you want to learn more about the amazing part of the world that calls itself Europe.

Melissa Rossi

Barcelona

November 2004




Introduction

Europe is at the most awkward moment of its history. Certainly there have been more violent times, when emperors, kings and knights launched battles and wars that left the ground blood-soaked and scorched. There have been more volatile eras, when ideas and ideals brewed up revolutions that had heads rolling in the streets. And there have been more repressed periods, as when half the continent was forced into communism and the other half turned its back and tried to forget.


Eight of the ten countries that came into the European Union in 2004 were communist for over four decades after the Second World War; seven of those were Soviet republics or satellites.


But in most of modern Europe’s momentous periods – and this indeed is one – most Europeans could tell you what Europe was and who was running the place. Now many Europeans are scratching their heads about what ‘the continent’ is. It apparently stretches to Cyprus, which dangles forty miles from Syria, but somehow skips Turkey which lies along the way; Romania and Bulgaria may be part of it, but it often excludes Russia and the Ukraine. It extends nearly to Africa since it now includes Malta, but there’s debate about whether Britain and Greenland can really be part of Europe.
And while it requires experts to ascertain what Europe is geographically since the fall of the Soviet Union, politically the matter grows even more confusing. Although most Europeans can at least tell you who is heading their country, no one seems quite sure what to make of the union to which most European countries now belong. To most people, the European Union is apparently some drab building in Brussels that every so often pours euros out of a slot and issues a new law about the size of potatoes. As to which twenty-five countries are members of the EU, until recently many Europeans were quite convinced that Turkey was among



	



	



	



	



	


the ten new countries to enter in 2004; in a recent survey 7 per cent of the British listed the United States as part of the EU.

In short, Europe and Europeans are utterly mystified. And who can blame them? The media, except for a short spate of reporting about the ten new countries entering the European Union in May 2004, has done a deplorable job explaining what the EU is and the increasingly significant decisions being made in Brussels. And the EU itself, despite making an official goal of becoming more citizen-friendly, seems to be going out of its way to obscure what it is and to keep the people in the dark. Heaven forbid that they could circulate a brochure round all EU households explaining their institutions, the countries that are EU members and such important events as the expansion in size from fifteen countries to twenty-five, with more at the back door. Instead, the EU boasts that it has a website (http://europa.eu.int) – and indeed they do, although you need a team of lawyers to decipher what the voluminous information written in Eurocratese actually means. (See Glossary for basic information about the European Union institutions.)


Explaining itself, often poorly: The good news is that the EU has a new question-answering service – Europe Direct (tel: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11; http://europa.eu.int/europedirect/) and several helpful publications including Europe on the move about the recent enlargement (download it at Click here). The bad news is that apart from that, much information on the website is indecipherable. Take, for example, this baffling beginning of a Question and Answer ‘explanation’ of the European Commission’s opinion about the draft European Constitution: ‘Q In insisting on reopening the composition of the Commission, are you not encouraging those who wish to reopen the whole institutional package? Hence, is the Commission not undermining the Conventions test and jeopardizing the IGC as a whole?’1


And besides, until recently most people regarded the European Union as a topic more boring than taxes, the understanding of which was as daunting as unravelling the DNA molecule. ‘The EU doesn’t affect me,’ Europeans said with a shrug, while the EU was passing laws about the types of food that Europeans eat, how it is cultivated and how much Europeans pay for it, what power source fuels European electricity, the airlines, ships and lorries that come in to European countries, property sales to foreigners and how minorities are treated. The EU decides how much funding is available for road and bridge improvement, dam construction and education, not to mention whether Europeans can, or can’t, easily move to another EU country to live and work. About the only things the EU doesn’t affect is when Europeans eat, if Europeans floss, their churchgoing habits, when holidays are celebrated and their sex life.


Media stars: Currently there are only two publications that provide first-rate coverage of the EU: the EU Observer (euobserver.com) and the Economist (economist.com). Both are essential reading for those who care about the changing face of Europe.


Suddenly, however, the EU got much more interesting as its soap-opera potential came to light. In 2003 Europe and the EU divided over the issue of Iraq, with France and Germany leading the contingent that opposed it and the French president Jacques Chirac telling those who supported it to ‘shut up’. That year, a proposal for an EU constitution wasn’t passed, when Spain and Poland defiantly blocked it. In 2004, when the ten new members from the East linked arms with the West, EU residents realized they had little idea about where Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were, much less about the history and politics there and how Russia keeps threatening to destroy them; they realized that Slovenia and Slovakia were actually two different countries, and that over a decade ago Czechoslovakia had broken apart. They came to see that new EU member Cyprus is a powderkeg and that the possible entry of Turkey to the EU in the future is laden with controversy: while the Economist demands from its front-page story ‘Why Europe must say yes to Turkey’,2 major players in the EU believe that to admit Turkey would be ‘the end of Europe’.3


Turkey

No country wants to be part of the European Union more than Turkey, which belongs to most of the other European-based clubs, including NATO. In fact, Turkey has been promised entry into the Brussels-based Union – by the United States, which last time we checked has absolutely no right to make such promises. However, the possibility of Turkey – where Islam is practised by most of its 69 million residents – becoming an EU member is highly controversial for several reasons. Although there are some 12 million Muslims living in European countries, Europe is indeed a Christian club, even if it tries to deny it Most of the anti-immigration parties are targeting Muslims and Africans; while they may be racist and xenophobic, there is no denying that there are social stresses between the locals and immigrants of these groups, as evidenced by the emergence of these populist groups. If Turkey entered it would be the largest member of the EU in terms of area – dwarfing even France – and its population would overtake Germany’s 83 million by 2020 or so, making it the most populous member. Turkey is poor: some 18 per cent live in poverty, and about 10 per cent are unemployed, meaning that many would probably wish to migrate for work. While Turkey has EU membership as its cherished goal, what it most needs is an economic boost. The EU could and probably should uplift Turkey’s financial situation, with among other things increased trade and foreign investment. Whether full membership is desirable remains to be seen, but it will be a source of loud debate for years to come.



Another touchy issue: Russia, not part of the EU, is not pleased that so many countries formerly under its control have said ‘dostvidanya’ and turned an icy shoulder. Russia continually lambasts the Baltic Countries in particular, threatening to obliterate them and bring them back under Moscow’s rule.


What’s more, plenty of leaders of these new EU countries walked in steamed up about everything from agricultural subsidies to matters historical. President Kwasniewski of Poland asked Western Europe to apologize for not coming to the Poles’ aid during the 1944 Warsaw Uprising; Czechs are angry that the West didn’t intervene when the Soviet Union rolled in to stamp out 1968’s Prague Spring; Hungarians are hurt that Western Europe didn’t help during the 1956 revolt against the communists. Many in Eastern and Central Europe are just plain resentful that Western Europe skipped the painful decades of Moscow control and that the West is now far richer. And there are border disputes and issues being tabled that go back to the First World War.


Europe has a headswirling number of long-held grudges, some over territories, some over wars and violent acts, and many going back to the Versailles Peace Treaty of 1919 and before. In fact there are so many festering wounds and historical beefs that Europe might do well to adopt a new two-day holiday: ‘We’re Sorry Day’ – during which every country’s leadership apologizes for the numerous horrendous acts committed by their forefathers – followed by ‘You’re Forgiven Day’ – during which every country’s leadership formally accepts the previous day’s apologies.


Meanwhile, a host of wild characters charged into the European Parliament – many of them Eurosceptics voted in to take their countries out of the EU. Italy sent in former Playboy centrefold Alessandra Mussolini – grand-daughter of il Duce and a staunch defender of women’s rights – who is now taking a seat alongside Robert Kilroy-Silk whose avowed intent during his five-year stint in the European Parliament is to ‘wreck it’. Poland voted in the farmers’ party, which is best known for throwing spuds at EU officials; Hungary sent in its first Roma representative and Austria’s delegate Hans-Peter Martin must have a pretty free social calendar since he blasted to fame after videotaping MEPs checking in at the Parliament building and then promptly heading back to the airport.


Europe offers more opportunities for women to enter politics than any other place in the world, partly because of national laws mandating female representation, partly because of young leaders who appoint women as heads of ministries, and in part because alpha-dog males are being lured into the more lucrative, less risky private sector, creating a power vacuum that motivated women can fill.


In short, Europe is anything but a snooze these days and what happens over the next few years will either see Europe rise as a unified superpower or see it collapse and implode. In the pages that follow you can glean insight into the players, the histories, the issues and the dynamics involved in what some are calling ‘the greatest peacemaking project in history’4 and what others regard as a huge socio-political and economic gamble that not only is redefining what Europe is, but could ruin it.


How Big is Yours? EU by Population, Area and Income








	
	
POPULATION*

	
AREA
 (sq. km)

	
INCOME†
 ($ per capita)




	
1. Germany

	
82,425,000

	
357,000

	
27,600



	
2. France

	
60,425,000

	
547,000

	
27,600



	
3. United Kingdom

	
60,271,000

	
245,000

	
27,700



	
4. Italy

	
58,058,000

	
301,000

	
26,700



	
5. Spain

	
40,281,000

	
505,000

	
22,000



	
6. Poland

	
38,627,000

	
313,000

	
11,100



	
7. Netherlands

	
16,319,000

	
37,000

	
28,600



	
8. Greece

	
10,648,000

	
132,000

	
20,000



	
9. Portugal

	
10,525,000

	
92,000

	
18,000



	
10. Belgium

	
10,349,000

	
31,000

	
29,000



	
11. Czech Republic

	
10,247,000

	
79,000

	
15,700



	
12. Hungary

	
10,033,000

	
93,000

	
13,900



	
13. Sweden

	
8,987,000

	
450,000

	
26,800



	
14. Austria

	
8,175,000

	
84,000

	
30,000



	
15. Slovakia

	
5,424,000

	
49,000

	
13,300



	
16. Denmark

	
5,414,000

	
43,000

	
31,100



	
17. Finland

	
5,215,000

	
338,000

	
27,400



	
18. Ireland

	
3,970,000

	
70,000

	
29,600



	
19. Lithuania

	
3,608,000

	
65,000

	
11,400



	
20. Latvia

	
2,307,000

	
65,000

	
10,200



	
21. Slovenia

	
2,012,000

	
20,000

	
19,000



	
22. Estonia

	
1,342,000

	
45,000

	
12,300



	
23. Cyprus

	
776,000

	
9,000

	
19,200‡



	
24. Luxembourg

	
463,000

	
3,000

	
55,100



	
25. Malta

	
397,000

	
316

	
17,700




(Sources: CIA World Factbooks 2003 and 2004 and Oxford Handbook of the World by Peter Stalker, New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.)



Part One
 Old Europe




Old Europe – Introduction

You can call it ‘Old Europe’, you can call it ‘Western Europe and Greece’, you can call it ‘the EU-15 (plus two)’. But whatever you call it, this is the energetic power centre of Europe, the industrial heartland, and the population core of what is now the European Union.


Except for two countries – Norway and Switzerland – all of Western Europe is in the EU.



Old Europe

France: Most land, most pushy, biggest food producer

Germany: Most people, biggest economy, most anxious

United Kingdom: Most aligned with US; least likely to use euro

Ireland: Best example of how EU can turn a place around

Belgium: Most eurocratic: headquarters of EU and ‘capital of Europe’

Austria: Most vehemently antinuclear; first to start immigration debate

Italy: Most embarrassing head of government; best political soap opera

Spain: Most fun, highest unemployment rate

Portugal: Most behind, highest illiteracy rate

Greece: Most easterly; most tied up with Cyprus

Netherlands: Most tired of being ignored

Luxembourg: Most small, most rich

Denmark: Most surprising: anti-immigration, anti-euro

Sweden: Most likely to suffer mysterious political assassinations

Finland: Most gung-ho of Scandinavian countries about EU

Norway: Most happily independent of EU

Switzerland: Most unlikely to ever join EU



Language lesson: EU-15 is Eurocratese for the fifteen countries that were part of the European Union prior to the 2004 enlargement.


A dense assemblage of diverse cultures, ethnicities and languages, these are the nations that laid the foundations – roads, maps, religions, language and socio-political ideas and governmental frameworks – for what Europe is today. These are the countries that kept alive the concept of an organized land mass for millennia, as the Roman Empire, Holy Roman Empire, Napoleonic Empire, Third Reich or European Union.


Of all the EU-15 countries, only three don’t use the euro: Britain, Denmark and Sweden.


And outside occasional alliances, for most of the years these nations have been existing side by side they have been sniping, taunting, clobbering and slaughtering each other, doing it so well, in fact, that it took years, sometimes decades to put everything together again after the military run-ins that sometimes lasted over a century. The Second World War took it to a new extreme: were they to go through a more advanced version of that again they might as well commit collective suicide.

These are now the richest, most developed countries of Europe – and they are among the most affluent in the world – for three reasons. They had a multi-billion dollar loan from the United States in the form of the Marshall Fund to rebuild themselves after the war, and they had sixty years to heal from the devastation – both physical and emotional – of the war. And in the course of recreating themselves they devised a novel method to lessen the likelihood of so thoroughly destroying themselves again. Sharing resources, dividing power, creating an expanding trade market, and redistributing income, they cobbled together what would evolve into the EU.


Another factor that kept cohesion: shared military. While NATO served the purpose of militarily uniting most of these countries since the Second World War, new European military alliances are being created: the EU has its own forces but some members are aligning separately.


Even with most of Old Europe joined as a loose union that abides by the same trade rules and laws and (mostly) shares the same currency, these countries still occasionally bicker and snarl at each other, and there is plenty of discontent within the union. With growing Eurosceptic parties within most EU member countries, who knows? The EU could unravel if certain countries decided to back out. Without EU membership, however, they risk being a lone weak voice against a united whole.

With most of Western Europe linked together as part of the EU, they opened the door to the East in 2004, for a number of reasons. But while they welcome the new states, they haven’t yet welcomed their workers: in most EU-15 countries, citizens of the ten new EU countries cannot legally work in Old Europe until 2012.


Why the EU-15 Opened the Door

	Create a political-socio-economic power that can rival the US
	Take advantage of cheap labour
	Increase available resources
	Expand market and foreign-investment opportunities
	Stabilize Europe and keep it from warring
	Minimize risk of Russia again moving west
	Expand strategic influence
	Guilt



The hesitation among Western European countries to allow the new countries’ workers to enter hints at the most looming problem for all the EU-15 at the moment: immigration. While new workers are indeed needed, in many countries increasingly powerful groups have risen, questioning the social impact of foreigners living in their lands. And while many countries are now shutting the door, they will not be able to do so for ever.

In the meantime, Old Europe finds itself at the most interesting, complicated and intense moment of its history; never before has there been such a massive, voluntary union of this sort across Europe. US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld used the term ‘Old Europe’ to signify a rusty, decaying Europe, but the poor man was misguided. For all the stresses involved in stitching together most of Europe in an ‘ever-closer union’, the end result is a reinvigoration of both old and new.


1. France: The Individualist

[image: image]








		Fast Facts



	
Country:

	
French Republic; République Française



	
Capital:

	
Paris



	
Government:

	
republic



	
Independence:

	
486 (unified by Clovis)



	
Population:

	
60,425,000 (2004 estimate)



	
Leaders:

	
Head of State: President Jacques Chirac (1995) Head of Government: Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin (2002)



	
Elections:

	
President elected by universal suffrage for 5-year term; Prime Minister nominated by House of Representatives



	
Name of Parliament:

	
Assemblée Nationale



	
Ethnicity:

	
Celtic and Latin, with Teutonic, Slavic, North African, Indochinese and Basque minorities



	
Religion:

	
83% Roman Catholic; 10% Muslim; 2% Protestant 1% Jewish


	
	
(Note: these are estimates, since the government can’t legally ask a citizen’s religious affiliation.)



	
Language:

	
French (but of course)



	
Literacy:

	
99% (2001 estimate)



	
Exports:

	
machinery, cars, oil, aircraft



	
Per capita GDP:

	
$27,600 (2003 estimate)



	
Unemployment:

	
9.4% (May 2004 Eurostat figure)



	
Percentage in poverty:

	
6.5% (2000)



	
EU status:

	
founding member (EEC member since 1957)



	
Currency:

	
euro



	
Known for:

	
baguettes, bad moods, breaking rules




Standout Qualities

Wine: World’s best (they say)

Whine: Known for moodiness

Will: Known to stomp foot and stomp off


Résumé

The land synonymous with silky wines, glossy chocolates and thick, buttery accents, France is all wrapped up with food. Whether you’re nibbling on creamy cheese bursting out of the rind, chewy baguette thickly spread with pâté, duck-rich cassoulet served in a copper pot, or salad Niçoise studded with tiny black olives, comestibles and the art on the plate are as integral to France as fashion and perfume.


Shooting Stars: France, the land that popularized the word ‘restaurant’ – it means ‘restored’ – was also the country where food criticism was born in 1803 with the review guide Almanach des gourmands. Since then, the matter of the discerning palate has become even spicier as pernickety sorts make or break dining establishments with the stroke of their pens. The Michelin Guide – Le Guide Rouge – which serves as the culinary bible is now one of the world’s mightiest books for its prestigious listing of the best places to swallow and swirl, awarding a maximum of three rosettes for those that most make critics swoon. The list that has swelled chefs’ heads – and ballooned the price lists – has also apparently cost the gastronomic creators their sanity: Bernard Loiseau, chef at France’s La Côte d’Or, killed himself in 2003, fearing that Michelin would dock one of his rosettes, and others have threatened the same.


More edibles push up and plump out in France than in any other country outside the US: with over half of French land covered in pastures, vineyards, orchards and fields, agriculture yields over €26 billion a year and nearly a quarter of EU food originates here. The extraordinarily diverse landscapes – the silvery olive groves and lush vineyards that spread out in the Mediterranean south, the fishing villages strung along the rocky shores of Brittany and the fields of wheat swaying across the middle – produce more than pretty postcards: the variety of fresh food on display in the sprawling French markets provides the basics of the cuisine that has had visitors cooing for centuries, and is but one reason why France is the number-one tourist destination every year.


The French Paradox

Is it the flaky croissant, the stone houses amid lavender fields, the location nudged up against an ocean, two seas and the Alps that draw some 75 million foreigners to France every year? Is it the history of the cliff-perched castles, glittering Versailles and marble-tabled cafés, where creators once tipped back absinthe, or the lure of haute couture and the perfume houses that beckon with scents pressed from flowers and oils? Is it the romance that seems to ooze from the ground and spill over lips, the stylish culture that surrounds or the happy sounds of the lilting ‘Bonjour’ and ‘Merci’? While the symbols of France are well stamped in the mind – the woven metal of la Tour Eiffel, the Louvre where Mona Lisa wanly smiles, the seaside villages where Impressionists filled canvases with dots and flecks – who really knows what France really is, except an ephemeral, sometimes playful, sometimes grumpy, geographical state of mind that is perhaps best defined with a smug shrug? France is a contradiction, a moody artist of a nation that creates vibrant masterpieces then dwells in dark conspiracy theories, a popular bon vivant whose soirées marvel but whose bluntness offends, a thinker who triggers ideological revolutions but who never fathoms contentment, a country that swells with nationalistic pride but where plenty of regions want to secede. The country that penned Europe’s first declaration of human rights was one of the world’s most brutal colonizers; the country that loudly demands responsible international action is tainted by shady backroom deals; the country that dishes out criticism of everyone else is secretly sensitive and easily wounded. Politically, too, the country is a paradox: its unusual cohabitation system – wherein the president and prime minister are often from different parties – keeps the powerful president in check but frequently blocks any progress, and the French people, in between whingeing, so love France and the perks that come with it that they rebel every time any privilege is whittled away, even if it is for the nation’s own good. But like a distant lover, whose mannerisms and smells are alluring, but whose true thoughts are rarely revealed, the appeal of France is its moody mystique and its inimitable style, which along with the omnipresent culture and history that seep in from every corner, keep the romance with France alive, and the tourists coming back for yet another fling.


The geographical giant of Western Europe, with towering leaders to match, France is the mightiest EU country alongside former foe Germany, with whom it revs up the financial-industrial motor of the continent. The two countries have the largest economies and populations, and form the ‘Franco-German axis’ of the EU: they pay the most dues, they get the most agricultural subsidies back (France alone pulls in some €10 billion) 1 and they pretty much dictate what direction the EU is going in: it was France and Germany, for example, who pushed the EU’s recent ‘enlargement’ and it was France and Germany who insisted that EU countries couldn’t run more than a 3 per cent national deficit, a rule which they both ignore. If the two think they run the club, it’s understandable: their postwar partnership laid the foundation back in 1950.


France and Germany actually got the EU ball rolling when their post-Second World War governments linked the resources most needed for war and postwar reconstruction – coal and steel – thinking by doing so they might be less likely to knock each other flat again. That led to a free trade area and an independent authority – the European Coal and Steel Community – that set prices of the resources starting in 1952; over five decades, it snowballed into today’s EU.



French Standouts

	Largest EU country by area
	Biggest EU food producer (grain, cheese, wine, beef, poultry)
	Most EU agricultural subsidies (€9.75 billion in 2002) 2
	Launched EU (inadvertently) with Germany
	World’s top travel destination
	Most nuclear power in Europe (56 plants)
	One of the two EU countries with nuclear arms (other is Britain)
	Second biggest European economy (second to Germany)
	Stood up most brashly to US over Iraq (well, somebody had to)
	Language most suited to love (makes ‘ticket, please’ sound sexy)



That France is even deemed to be part of the Brussels club speaks to the power derived from belonging, since for most of modern history La République was a rather egotistical free spirit that considered itself the most influential country on the continent – and indeed often was. Even when France wasn’t directly lording it over the outlying areas as it did during Napoleon’s reign, the prevailing political ideas and the creativity brought to life here sparked movements and revolutions in far corners of the known world, not to mention romantic notions and longing looks in the direction of Paris. So crucial was the knowledge of Français, the language of les beaux arts and international diplomacy, that even Yanks and Brits bothered to learn it.


Some speculate that French lost its power as a global tongue, and its weightiness on the world stage, in 1964, when English was officially adopted as the common language of international pilots and air-traffic controllers.3


So alluring was this country, so exalted was the image of France that anybody who could afford to get there hopped on a horse, a ship or a train and moved right on in. Chopin took up with George Sand, Gertrude Stein discovered Picasso, the Fitzgeralds drank too much, Jim Morrison died, Henry Miller got lice and George Orwell was down-and-out here, being but a few of the foreigners who ploughed into the scene. France was so edgy it was leading the avant-garde before the term had even been thought up and any description of the culture was usually superlative-happy. French chefs were the world’s most sublime, French designers the world’s most adored, French intellectuals the most closely studied and chased after.


The Intellectuals Terribles: Brainy twentieth-century philosopher-writers Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre thrived on triangles. Feminist writer de Beauvoir, a professor at the Sorbonne, frequently seduced her students – typically teenage females – and threw them into the lion’s den with insatiable existentialist Sartre. Some lasted a few months, some a few years, and some worked their way into ‘the family’, a band of fawning sycophants who surrounded the intellectual duo. No third party challenged the comfortable arrangement more than their friend of nine years, the writer Albert Camus, who didn’t partake in their ménage à trois: ‘Imagine what she [de Beauvoir] would be saying on the pillow afterwards – how awful, what a chatterbox,’ he confided to a friend. Camus, like the rest, ended up an object of their mockery after he wrote an article against Communism which the political fashionistas had adopted after the war: not only did Sartre’s paper savagely attack Camus’ piece in 1952 – so brutal was the review that Camus and Sartre never spoke again – de Beauvoir also went in to skewer him in her book The Mandarins.


Contemporary France, typically the narcissistic muscle of the Continent, however, has grown frankly flabby and is now painfully examining its lumpy form in the mirror. Creativity is stymied, the government sector is bloated – providing a quarter of French jobs – and the formerly state-dominated economy is bilious, with unemployment, albeit lower, still hovering around an unappetizing 10 per cent. Tourism has shrunk, wine sales are sagging, and in the latest show of across-the-Atlantic passive aggressiveness, the US (still steamed up about France’s lack of support on Iraq) banned imports of French foie gras mumbling something about facilities being unclean. The corruption that was once as acceptable as wine with lunch is suddenly unpalatable, and courts keep throwing the book at unsavoury politicians and corporate heads for cooking theirs. The government’s belt-tightening measures, and gestures towards private firms to swallow up formerly government-run companies, are more moves unsuited to French tastes, eliciting protests, blockades, stampedes, and blackouts as workers demonstrate their great dislike of change or anything that threatens to chisel away at their quality of life that includes free health care and prescription drugs, a maximum 39-hour working week and a paid five-week vacation each year.


Taking it to the Streets

In France, where rhetoric is part of schooling and the favourite hobby is debate, the large-scale illustration of disagreement – protests – are an often-exercised national right. Rising fuel prices, pension cuts and duties on cheese are just a few issues that have recently prompted fishermen to block ports, lorry drivers to block highways and farmers to let bulls charge through government buildings leaving steaming ‘calling cards’ in front of photocopying machines. In June 2004 the protests amped up considerably: when the government announced plans to part-privatize state-owned electricity and gas utilities, factory workers – worried about potential job losses – cut off power to the Eiffel Tower, government buildings, train lines, the homes of the president and prime minister, and large parts of cities – even switching off transmissions to England and Spain – to show how bright an idea they thought any potential utility sell-off was.


Surprisingly, in a country that’s always been ballsy, what most defines France today is sheer fear, a recent social phenomenon so well known that the media simply call it ‘I’insécurité’. Although France is nowhere near as dangerous as the UK, crime and violence are rising – murder rates alone jumped 26 per cent in 20014 – and politicians are among those dodging knives and ducking bullets. The year of the last presidential election – 2002 – was particularly heinous, which explains how one of the country’s loudest racists, Jean-Marie Le Pen, ended up in the last stretch of the presidential race.


Bad Year: 2002

In March a 3-year-old father was beaten to death by a gang of youths whom he’d asked to stop bullying his son; in April an activist in Nanterre sprayed bullets across a city council meeting, killing eight and wounding twenty; in June a neo-Nazi gunman took aim at President Jacques Chirac during a Bastille Day parade; in October Paris Mayor Bertrand Delanoe was stabbed and that same month 17-year-old Sohane Benziane perished when a boy of North African descent doused her with lighter fluid – and forced her to drink it – and then set her on fire. Even though half of the perpetrators of those high-profile attacks were white Frenchmen, it was another group that came most to symbolize encroaching danger: Le Racaille – the so-called rascals – roving gangs of second-generation Algerian, Moroccan and Tunisian youths, who live in les banlieues, the dilapidated, seedy suburbs that are home to millions of poor immigrants. They usually don’t speak Arabic and while their parents may be Muslim, typically these kids are not practising. Meeting for violent rumbles in parking lots, the boys torch cars for fun – sometimes setting over a hundred ablaze in a night – and are the group best known for street mugging, pick-pocketing and robbing tourists on trains. More alarming: their violent attacks on young women, typically those who live in their banlieues. Gang rape is a rite of membership, and numerous cases are being reported – one 13-year-old girl was sexually assaulted by 88 boys5 – and hardhitting books and movies documenting the common phenomenon (reports of which are said to increase 20% a year) have rattled the country.



Strained relations between French and Arab Muslims have their roots in the Algerian War of Independence that ended in 1962, but recent events have triggered a new wave of emotions, most of them fearful. In 1994 Algerian Islamists hijacked an Air France flight intending to plough it into the Eiffel Tower, and the next year French-Algerian radicals let loose a wave of bomb attacks on the Paris Métro, killing eight and injuring hundreds. The September 11 2001 attacks on the US, the allegations against French-Moroccan Zacarias ‘the twentieth hijacker’ Moussaoui for his involvement in that plot, and the fact that failed ‘shoe bomber’ Richard Reid boarded his flight in Paris haven’t helped matters either. However, some French-Arabs have also soared to national hero status in recent years: in 1988 the footballer Zinedine Zidane scored France’s two winning goals in the World Cup Final, making the French-Algerian athlete the country’s most popular man. (The French team that year was made up almost entirely of first- and second-generation immigrants. Jean-Marie Le Pen blasted the victors, saying they weren’t really French.)


Bombarded, as they were in 2002, with sickening news of a society that appeared to be curdling before their eyes, French voters were furious that the government hadn’t tackled the problem. Radical rightwinger Jean-Marie Le Pen of the National Front galloped into the front line. The problem, he said (as he has been saying since the 1970s), was simple: North Africans and other immigrants had overrun the place. France’s policy of allowing in foreigners is ‘fatal to our country’,6 he told fans. ‘Massive immigration has only just begun. It is the biggest problem facing France… We risk being submerged!’7 There was only one way to solve it, said the self-made millionaire, who has grown even wealthier after inheriting oodles from several rich supporters. ‘I pledge an immediate end to all immigration and to send three million immigrants home!’8 In the first round of presidential voting in April 2002, Le Pen snatched a shocking 17 per cent of the vote, giving him a shot at the presidential seat – even if it was a long one. His showing shoved aside Socialist candidate Prime Minister Lionel Jospin and put Le Pen head to head against President Chirac for the second round – the first time since the Second World War that a hardcore nationalist had made it so close to the Élysée Palace. Most French people were open-mouthed with new horror at the thought of Le Pen running their show.


‘I’m just the thermometer for the political malady of France’ – Jean-Marie Le Pen in an interview on RMC-Info radio in April 2002. Thermometer, yes, but for which orifice?



Mad Jean-Marie Le Pen

Given his doughy face, glass eye, and tightly drawn snake of a mouth, 76-year-old Jean-Marie Le Pen, who made a fortune selling recordings of Nazi marching tunes, hasn’t soared in popularity from looks alone. Nor does the man who is prone to explode at friends and colleagues exude an easy-going charm or a camera-friendly slickness that beguiles TV viewing masses. What has propelled Le Pen from obscure leader of the National Front, which he started in 1972 using the slogan of the Nazi-collaborating Vichy government – ‘Work, Family, Fatherland’ – to the bête noire of French politics is his contagious rage, much of it stemming from matters Algerian. A paratrooper in the Algerian War of Independence, Le Pen is accused of torturing militants then – a charge he denies – although he makes no bones about his belief that granting Algeria’s independence was one of France’s biggest mistakes; many of his supporters are from the OAS, a secret right-wing military group that tried to assassinate De Gaulle for cutting Algeria free. The Algerians, and other North Africans who emigrated to France, says Le Pen, milk the system and (along with other immigrants) are singlehandedly the cause of France’s unemployment and crime – an idea endorsed by the young neo-Nazis who flock to his rallies. No more mosques should be constructed in France, says Le Pen, armed border controls should come back as should the death penalty; abortion should be criminalized and France should dump the euro and return to the French franc. So rabid are his speeches that violence often breaks out in 1995 a group of skinheads left his rally and promptly killed a Moroccan, pushing him over a bridge, then one of his campaigners, while flyposting for Le Pen, murdered a black youth – a move that Le Pen defended. His son-in-law landed in prison for a violent attack on the campaign trail, and Mr Le Pen himself is no pacifist: he temporarily lost a seat in the European Parliament after he physically assaulted a female Socialist in 1998, and he lost his eye in a brawl with a Communist. Now Le Pen, who tries to confuse his image with that of Joan of Arc – official patron saint of his party – is protected by his own 300-strong paramilitary force, some of whom are neo-Nazis and some former members of the army.9


Ultimately Le Pen never really had a chance: over a million rallied across France in protests against him, and voters turned out in huge numbers to throw their support behind the incumbent Chirac, who won with 82 per cent of the vote, even though many grumbled that the choice was between a thug and a thief. But Le Pen’s popularity did starkly illustrate the anxiety that has gripped the French people, and it kicked the Chirac administration into action, forcing the government to take high-profile steps to address the unease. Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy unveiled a new crime bill that increased numbers of police, broadened their search rights, banned youth loitering, and cracked down on prostitution – and formed an official government board to discuss issues with Muslims. And Chirac took the hard line and supported the controversial ban on headscarves in school, as a gesture that Muslims would not inflict their culture on secular France.


Veiling the Issue

It began in 1989: two schoolgirls in Creil, a suburb of Paris, were sent to the principal’s office not for selling drugs, or mouthing off to their instructors, but for wearing headscarves – an obligation for many Muslims, who discourage the public display of a woman’s hair. The state school system, which officially forbade the headscarves, suspended the scarf-wearers and went on to expel hundreds more – acts that caused widespread fury among Muslims. A government-commissioned report released in 2003 recommended upholding the ban, saying the blatant display of religion challenged France’s secularism. Or that was the official take when the ban was signed into law, which also forbade the wearing of oversized crosses and Jewish skullcaps. Many Muslims, however, viewed it as a crackdown on their faith and any show of fundamentalism; analysts saw it as a high-profile way to calm the French masses, stirred up by political rightwingers shrieking that Muslim immigrants were swamping the country. The passage of the law caused a huge stink – thousands protested and human rights groups condemned it for curtailing freedom of expression and freedom of religion. As for Muslim women in France, more supported the ban (49 per cent) than opposed it (43 per cent).10



In March 2004 the French government and French embassies in Muslim countries received letters threatening terrorist acts in retaliation for the headscarf ban. The abductors of two French journalists in Iraq also demanded the headscarf ban be overturned.11


Ah oui, there are issues domestically, but France has retained a powerful role in Europe, and under Chirac the country cut a more striking profile on the international scene than it has in decades. Although France fought with the Yanks against Iraq in the 1991 Gulf War, in 2002, when the Bush machine began making loud noises about militarily running Saddam Hussein out of Iraq – claiming that he still had weapons of mass destruction – Chirac stood up in loud protest. Backed by Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, the French president was the most vocal critic of the plan, refused to endorse it and went on to block US moves to solicit UN approval for the impending invasion. The vast majority of French people supported his stance, but his position fractured Europe, where some leaders – including Britain’s Prime Minister Blair as well as some who wanted to be in the good graces of the American money bags – supported the Bush administration’s 2003 invasion of Iraq.


‘The consequences of war would be considerable in human terms. In political terms, it would destabilize the entire region… A war of this kind cannot help giving a big lift to terrorism. It would create a large number of little Bin Ladens’ – President Jacques Chirac, 16 February 200312

‘We are not pacifists. We are not anti-American either… But we feel there is another option, another way, another more normal way, a less dramatic way than war… I am telling my American friends: beware. Be careful. Think it over seriously before you make an act that is not necessary and that can be very dangerous, especially in the fight against international terrorism that we are really working hard on together’ – President Chirac, 16 March 200313

‘The United States has just issued an ultimatum to Iraq. Whether, I repeat, it’s a matter of the necessary disarmament of Iraq or of the desirable change of regime in that country, there is no justification for a unilateral decision to resort to war’ – President Chirac, 18 March 200314


The Bush government was stunned at the French and German questioning of their stomping into the Middle East, clearly annoyed when the European duo challenged the pyramidal power structure that had the United States cast as world dominator. The Yanks were also displeased when France and Germany, both NATO members, recently linked arms with Belgium and Luxembourg to form a separate military alliance that functions independently of the US-dominated NATO; it would be an army of ‘chocolate makers’, the US State Department snorted in response.15


Transatlantic Hostilities

Never mind that President Chirac was entirely justified in not backing President Bush’s attack on Iraq. And never mind that Chirac’s actions may have been motivated as much by France’s oil investments in Saddam’s country as by his prescient knowledge of the political instability and violence that the invasion would unleash. When he condemned the US-led Iraq war in 2003, blocking any American move to gain UN approval and lashing out at European countries that gave it a nod, Chirac’s disapproval let loose a fierce anti-France movement in the United States that is still reverberating on both sides. Unnerved by the September 11 attacks, many Americans had believed Bush’s portrayal of Saddam’s hypothetical weapons of mass destruction as an immediate threat to their country and easily swallowed the reality-blurring propaganda linking the Iraqi leader to al-Qaeda, creating a fictional ‘Osadama bin Hussein’ America’s pensioners felt particularly betrayed by Chirac’s chastisement; thousands of Americans had died when the US fought for France in the world’s two biggest wars – how dare France not help take down the twenty-first-century face of evil who (their president warned) was about to attack them with biological weapons? Millions of bottles of champagne and French wine were poured away, Americans boycotted French restaurants, French water, French cheese; one senator even proposed that US troops who had died during the wars be freed from French cemeteries and sent home. In one of the more ludicrous moments of US history, the furious Americans renamed French fries and French toast – calling them ‘freedom fries’ and ‘freedom toast’ – although they stopped short of officially referring to deep osculation as ‘freedom kissing’. The French, American pundits announced, were nothing more than ‘cheese eating surrender monkeys’ – an epithet taken from The Simpsons – and even the Wall Street Journal’ s editorial page hurled insults, calling Chirac, among things, ‘a rat’.16 More significant was the effect: in the following year American imports of French wines dropped 20 per cent, the wave of American tourists to France dried up, and the US continually growled about crippling the French economy. Meanwhile, anti-American sentiment swelled up again in France (and across Europe), where boycotts of American products were launched and conspiracy theories flourished – helped along by a best-selling French book that stated the 9/11 attack on the Pentagon was a hoax.


Despite the occasional move towards rapprochement after the fallout over the Iraq war-the frosty smile for the TV camera and the lukewarm words about the two countries’ long mutual friendship – the Bush administration is still hacked off at France, most recently when Chirac blocked US moves to bring NATO in to babysit the Iraqi soap opera that the US action created. The bigger issue, however, is that France is trying to restructure the global power dynamic: the world’s only superpower hasn’t stopped hissing that France will pay.


History Review

In the beginning was France. No country has inadvertently shaped the current state of modern Europe more than France, where prevailing thoughts can sweep through as forcefully as the remorseless Mistral wind. Although Clovis, king of the Franks, first lassoed the northwestern land together as a kingdom in 486 CE, it was another Frankish king, Charlemagne, who took it much further in 800: with the Pope’s blessing he roped together most of Western Europe, forcibly creating the Holy Roman Empire – which would last in one form or another for the next thousand years.


A hotbed of Catholicism in previous centuries – it’s still nominally Catholic now – France has been the backdrop for plenty of religious conflicts. The Catholic church even turned on itself here, during the Western Schism. For thirty-nine years, from 1378 to 1417, the world had two popes: one in Rome and another in the former papal headquarters in Avignon, each calling the other the ‘anti-pope’.



Historical Hotshots: The Cathars

The French aren’t nearly as fervent in their Catholicism as they once were: historically, their beliefs fuelled battles and massacres, among them the sixteenth-century Wars of Religion that ran Protestant Huguenots out of France. Catholicism also spelled doomsday to the Cathars, a liberal Christian sect once living in the southwest Languedoc region, where chestnut forests, limestone caves and clifftop castles hold clues to their lost past. Originating in the Balkans, the group who arrived in France around the seventh century CE believed the physical world was Satan’s playpen, although God ran the soul. They worshipped outdoors, pushing the ideas of reincarnation, equality between the sexes and vegetarianism, while shunning serfdom and taxes. Although the Cathars saw sex as a devilish temptation, they thought marriage was worse, since it gave the illusion that copulation was God-approved; thus they had liberal attitudes about the romping of singles and some say the concept of romantic love grew out of here. They regarded the material riches of the church as evil, the Pope as corrupt, and refused to tithe to the Catholic church, and preached that Jesus didn’t die on the cross, but was hanging out with their ancestors, to whom he passed such mementoes as the holy grail. Such notions didn’t play well in Rome, and in 1209 Pope Innocent III hired mercenaries from Northern France to permanently shut up the heretical sect. Nobles and knights in Languedoc (many wary of the church) honoured the Cathars, opening their castles to them and fighting battles in their name – the anti-Cathar crusade destroyed most of their fortresses. Over 20,000 Cathars were burned at the stake or driven off cliffs in the next year; the last practitioner, dragged forward in 1321, was killed by the Inquisition. Cathar relics – coins, pliers, jewellery – are still found today, and thanks to a flurry of books, tens of thousands of pilgrims now travel to Albi and Carcassonne to search out the treasures that some say are still hidden there.



Planting the seeds for Anglo-French hatred: In the tenth century Vikings (aka Normans) so ravaged the north-west coast of France that King Charles III finally handed over the region to the marauders – called Normandy by the Norman invaders – under the condition that they became his loyal subjects. Viking chief Rollo duly respected the royal wishes, going on to wed the king’s daughter. William the Conqueror was a descendant of that French–Viking matrimonial union.


Since then there’s rarely been a dull moment, although plenty of them were violent. In its earliest years much of the kingdom’s energies were directed at the foe across the water, England. The two countries’ mutual dislike heated up in 1066 when French William the Conqueror sailed over and lived up to his moniker on English soil. France and England would go on to lash out at each other militarily for the next eight centuries, including during the 100 Years War, which, stretching from 1337 to 1453, actually lasted 116.

If the French led neither the Renaissance nor the scientific revolution, they were stars (along with the British) of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment when such concepts as original sin were questioned, the pursuit of the rational was idealized, and the corruption of clergy was a source of loud outrage. (During this heady era, France and England even began getting along.) As critical encyclopedias came rumbling off the printing presses, and essays talking about the possibilities of liberty for one and all fell into the hands not just of the elite but the growing middle class, the charged air and the push for change were nearly palpable. Inspired by ideas such as all humans are created equal and quoting the likes of Jean Jacques Rousseau – ‘Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains’ – commoners rose up over such issues as unfair salt taxes and income taxes and demanded change.


A Few Influential French Idea Pedlars

	René Descartes (1596–1650): The mathematician is often considered the father of modern philosophy for his famous Cogito, ergo sum – ‘I think, therefore I am.’
	Denis Diderot (1713–84): His controversial 28-volume encyclopedia, pulling together entries from dozens of Enlightenment thinkers, raised the blood pressure of the church (which condemned it) and the state (which burned it). The critical encyclopedia hinted at the ascent of man from ape, and questioned such mainstay practices as slavery, church corruption and absolute monarchies.
	Charles Louis de Secondat Montesquieu (1689–1755): He mocked the French obsession with religion in his 1721 novel The Persian Letters, and his 1748 Spirit of Laws surveyed the world’s political systems for those that most offered liberté; advocated separation of church and state and abolition of slavery.
	Voltaire (1694–1778): Best known for his satirical novel Candide about the hazards of naive optimism, playwright, essayist and political activist Voltaire decried corrupt clerics and championed human rights, including those of Protestants.
	Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–78): A believer in the inherent virtue of mankind, the Swiss-born dreamer laid out a radical new idea in his ‘social contract’ – that government should serve the people and not vice versa.



The defining moment of the country’s history was the king-toppling French Revolution, a dramatic display of the power of the people which resulted in the First French Republic in 1792, although a few more kings and dictatorial types would be back. The 1789 revolutionary uprising, triggered in part by shortages of bread, was the largest and most dramatic in European history, and would inspire revolts, revolutions and formations of new countries for centuries to come.


The French Revolution

Poverty, hunger, unfair taxes, lack of representation and the novel idea that every human had rights all planted the seeds for a revolution that was the most monumental ever to rear up in Europe. In 1789 French king Louis XVI, strapped for cash and losing power, called for a revival of the Estates General, a loose version of parliament. Representing three classes – the clergy (First Estate), nobility (Second Estate) and peasants, middle class and all the rest (Third Estate) – the meeting was hijacked by the Third Estate, representing 98 per cent (about 25 million) of the population. The bourgeoisie wanted more say, and formed the National Assembly, inviting the other two estates to join: Louis, not pleased about the development, tried to stamp out their fire by preventing them from meeting. Instead they gathered in an indoor tennis court – and issued the Tennis Court Oath, vowing to write a constitution that would address such issues as liberty, equality and freedom. Louis again was not happy, and amid rumours that his army would quash the rising power of the National Assembly, mobs stormed the Bastille, the prison that stood as a symbol of monarchical oppression. From there, chaos broke loose as ‘the people’ put in their own claim to rule and violence reigned for the next decade. The Declaration of the Rights of Man – guaranteeing liberty, freedom of expression, and equality – was approved on 17 August 1789, but it apparently didn’t apply to the royal class or the rich, many of whom were soon rounded up and marched to the guillotine. The constitution was finally penned in 1791; though that draft granted rights for a limited monarchy, the king was brought to Paris, but a later constitution declared France a republic, and Louis XVI, who was caught trying to sneak out, was ultimately pushed under the National Razor. Political clubs and zealous leaders, including the Jacobins headed by bloodthirsty Robespierre, vied for power, killing thousands in their newfound liberté and much of Europe called for war on France or vice versa. The struggle, that killed at least 450,000 in assorted uprisings, counter-revolutions, massacres and meetings with the executioner, continued until 1799 when General Napoleon Bonaparte galloped into Paris to seize the reins and clean up the revolutionary mess.


For all its lofty ideals, the Revolution opened the door to mayhem: the rich and powerful were killed, then those who killed the rich and powerful were killed, as group after group struggled to fill the power vacuum created by the absence of an absolute monarch. Napoleon appointed himself as leader to slap the country back into shape – initially as First Consul and in 1804 by declaring himself emperor. His administrative ideas were so detailed and brilliant that many of the changes he effected – including his legal code – are still in place today. And that is one reason, say some in France, why the country is currently stalling.


Napoleon 1769–1821

Short, balding and suffering from haemorrhoids – a factor, some say, in his final battlefield performance at Waterloo – Corsican Napoleon Bonaparte ravaged Europe, with up to five million dying during his military campaigns.17 However, he had a benevolent effect on many areas of European life, including permanently pulling the plug on the violence that exploded after the French Revolution. The emperor extended the French border from Portugal to Poland, snatching nearly all of Europe save the British Isles, and established administrations (usually led by his relatives) that showed his more humane side: the legal code he imposed didn’t allow much room for speaking one’s mind, and thousands of political prisoners soon sat behind bars or were snuffed out by secret police, but his laws did formally abolish serfdom, separate church from state and guarantee freedom of religion and equality for all. More important still was his policy of universal education that often included women and the poor. The man whose memento from battles in Egypt was the Rosetta Stone – the key to hieroglyphics – inadvertently triggered the call for independence in South America, by so upsetting Spain when he invaded in 1808 that much of the Spanish military was called back; he also gave Poland (brief) independence from Russia, Austria and Prussia. The Napoleonic Code he devised, that created a heavily centralized government, is still the basis for law in France and countries as far away as Peru. The territories he stitched to France, however, soon unravelled. The Congress of Vienna of 1815 ripped the new acquisitions away and whittled France down to a size smaller than it was before Napoleon swaggered in.



The Congress of Vienna – the meeting where European powers decided France’s post-Napoleonic fate – re-established the French monarchy with the Bourbon king Louis XVIII, brother of the not-long-before guillotined Louis XVI. He was followed by Charles X, who changed France’s destiny when he claimed Algeria as French territory.


After thirteen years of unbridled successes, Napoleon slipped up when he invaded Russia in 1812. His army was knocked out cold by the brutal Russian winter. Barely a fifth of the 300,000 whom he marched towards Moscow limped back, and many deserted; after the next year’s defeat at Leipzig he abdicated in 1814 and was shipped off as an exile to the Mediterranean island of Elba. That didn’t last long: while European leaders were in Vienna, toasting the downfall of Napoleon and dividing up his empire, the exile sneaked back to rule France for another 100 days. That brief reign ended with the battle of Waterloo, to which he arrived late, some say because of his ‘piles’, and where British general Wellington put an end to Napoleon’s rule. Another Bourbon king was placed on the French throne, while Napoleon was packed off to St Helena – far out in the Atlantic – where he worked on his memoirs and complained that the British were poisoning him. Indeed when he died six years later in 1821 –probably from stomach cancer – there were high levels of arsenic in his body, although the toxic substance was also used to treat syphilis, which some believe Napoleon had contracted.


Legacy: Napoleon’s long-lasting laws forbade mutilations to one’s body, a category which now includes vasectomies. French men can be snipped only for medical reasons and must freeze some of their seed prior to shutting the family jewel box.


Never mind that the first thing Napoleon had done upon seizing power was declare that the French Revolution was over: it wasn’t. The questioning spirit and the search for balanced government that had prompted the uprising at least had not been extinguished: they continued to redefine France numerous times throughout the tumultuous nineteenth century. Monarchs returned, and were toppled, the power of the common man was ripped away and restored, the church regained tremendous power and lost it, and France was in such upheaval that in the 1800s it called a second, then a third republic. France also continued on its colonization kick, claiming new territories in Asia, the Americas and Africa.


Algeria and the Swat that Led to Colonization

Until the nineteenth century, Algeria, that Mediterranean-edged African land of sinewy mountains, thick stands of date palms and sweeping Saharan dunes, was, for the French, little more than a pirate-infested coast where they could buy wheat. Decades after huge shipments of grain had been shipped out to feed Napoleon’s soldiers in Egypt, France hadn’t shaved much off the resultant multi-million-dollar bill. The lingering debt led to a showdown: in 1827, after being told that the imperious French king Charles X couldn’t be bothered to answer Algeria’s letters requesting payment, the enraged Algerian leader Hussein Dey called the French Consul in Algiers a number of unflattering names – then slapped him with a flyswatter and booted him from the palace.18 King Charles settled the dispute by sending in the military and announcing that Algeria was a French colony. Given the clash of cultures – Algeria was mostly Arab-Berber, Muslim and heavily tribal – it would probably never have been a happy cohabitation, but it started on an excessively violent note. The French, who claimed to be on a ‘civilizing mission’, raped the local women, robbed the state treasury, pillaged villages, defaced cemeteries and looted mosques19 – and sequestered the best agricultural lands for the colonial farmers they soon sent in. Not only was Algeria an agricultural annexe, the French also shipped troublemakers off to the seemingly faraway land which was considered part of France proper. The locals had few rights, although eventually they were offered French citizenship if they renounced Muslim law, which few wanted to do. Although many of the colonial ‘pieds noirs’ fell in love with the exotic land, few Algerians were in love with the French, and it would all lead to a major blow-out when Algeria tried to shake off France 130 years later, and the French wouldn’t let go.


Of all France’s nineteenth-century post-Napoleonic rulers, Napoleon III – nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte – most changed the country, and not all for the better. After several unsuccessful stabs at presidency, the man initially known as Louis-Napoleon landed the seat at the Presidential Élysée Palace in 1848, where by law he could sit for only one term. Stupid law, thought Louis, who changed not only the law (with a military coup in 1851), but also his name (to Napoleon III) and title (emperor) when his legal term expired.


‘Because we have had Napoleon the Great, must we have Napoleon the little?’ asked Victor Hugo in 1851 from the National Assembly, where he held a seat until uttering those words. Presented with an arrest warrant by Napoleon III’s police, Hugo fled to Belgium, then England, where he wrote Les Misérables as well as sarcastic poems about the new emperor, predicting (correctly) that he would bring France down.


Although generally a well-meaning chap. Napoleon III was a dilettante and dabbler in international affairs. He signed France’s military on to help Italy’s Count Camillo Cavour sew up the patchwork of Italian kingdoms as one – and then thought better of that and pulled out his forces after one battle, nearly sabotaging Cavour’s unification idea. In between various military and political dalliances, Napoleon III sent French troops to conquer Mexico in 1863, another move that backfired. His worst blooper: succumbing to a ploy from



































































	1770s: France loans so much money to the American revolutionaries who fight British rule that it nearly goes broke, a factor leading to the French Revolution
	1860s: Frances vineyards are plagued by phylloxera, a grape blight that rots the vines: US sends over disease-resistant grape stalks that save the wine industry
	1884: France sends Statue of Liberty to New York, a symbol of their mutual love of liberté, égalité et fraternité; originally it was designed for Egypt
	1917: France slaughtered in First World War; US enters the war and evens the score
	1941: US and British leaders loathe De Gaulle, refuse to recognize as legit
	1944: Allied forces (US, Brits, Canadians, Aussies, New Zealanders) liberate France from Nazi occupation
	1947: US offers Marshall Plan aid to Europe to rebuild after Second World War
	1966: President Charles de Gaulle gives NATO marching orders out of France
	1984: French and US scientists battle over who isolated the AIDS virus first
	1986: President François Mitterrand refuses use of air bases for refuelling when US fighters fly over to attack Libya; US aircraft ‘accidentally’ drops a bomb while flying over France
	1991: France fights alongside US against Iraq in Persian Gulf War
	2003 (February): President Jacques Chirac declares opposition to war in Iraq and intention to veto any UN Security Council resolution approving an invasion; US threatens economic reprisals and tries to delete ‘French’ from its vocabulary and wine cellars
	2003 (June): President Jacques Chirac and President George Bush meet in Evian and smile for the cameras, pretending that everything is très fantastique









Quick Tour




	Symbolism: Whether in painting, poetry or literature, the late nineteenth-century Symbolists – known to mine the unconscious with opium and hallucinogens – rejected concrete realism and wove images as expressions of something else: a rose is not a rose, but a metaphor for passion and perhaps thorny love. Leading exponents in literature: Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Baudelaire, Arthur Rimbaud; in painting: Odilon Redon, Gustave Moreau, Paul Gauguin.
	Impressionism: Born in the 1870s with Claude Monet’s Impression: Sunrise, the rule-breaking Impressionists rejected historical and biblical themes and often painted out of doors, capturing light in wispy flicks of unmixed colours and coaxing dreamy sensations of nature and everyday life onto their canvases. Other leading Impressionists: Édouard Manet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Edgar Degas.
	Pointillism/Neoimpressionism: Late nineteenth-century technique that gave precision to Impressionism with exact pinpoints of colour, as in the picnic and circus scenes of Georges Seurat.
	Fauvism: Meaning ‘wild beasts’, this 1905 movement epitomized by Henri Matisse, Georges Rouault and Raoul Dufy emphasized dramatic strokes of vibrant non-naturalistic colour over realistic portrayal of subjects.
	Post-Impressionism: Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century style that gave solid form to airy Impressionism by using dramatic, thickly applied strokes, as exemplified by Paul Cézanne, Vincent Van Gogh and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec.
	Cubism: Created in 1907 by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso, this style of fragmented lines and broken angles gives multiple perspectives and an idea of what life looks like to a fly. Initially often still lifes of wine bottles or musical instruments, later Cubist works involved layered collage and sculpture.
	Art Deco: Jazz-age interior and architectural style that draws from tropical nature (jungle foliage and zebras), ‘native’ (Aztec and African) cultures and the streamlined style of the machine age, the movement got its name from the 1925 World’s Fair in Paris which included an expo of ‘Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes’.





























Future Forecast



Hot Spots
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* All population figures are estimates from July 2004, according to the CIA World Factbook 2004.
† Income: per capita. All per capita GNP figures are for 2003 unless otherwise marked and reflect the commonly used economic measure of purchasing-power parity, which factors in exchange rates and weights goods in countries to give a common base of comparison. (Source: CIA.)
‡Income figure for Cyprus is Greek Cyprus 2003 estimate; $5,600 Turkish Cyprus.
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