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Part One

Why it is hard to meet an Average French Person


1

How to avoid Seeing the Sights

THE ‘AVERAGE FRENCHMAN’ is often known today as Monsieur Dupont or Monsieur Durand. Durand means obstinate. John Bull, according to the Larousse Encyclopaedia, is ‘the nickname given to the English people to indicate their obstinacy’. It may be more than a coincidence, for national stereotypes are concerned with obstinacy, and there are no opinions that survive more obstinately than those about national character. The first aim of this book is to show why people still believe they can sum up the French in a phrase or an epigram, and what absurdities follow.

The typical Frenchman is a joke, and jokes, to me, are an important part of life. Comedians and humorists are worth listening to at least as much as pundits and politicians, for it is nearly always the jester who blurts out the truth that no one likes to admit. I believe that nothing separates people more than their sense of humour. How people laugh, with whom they laugh and at whom, and when they stop laughing, reveals more about the real barriers and complexities among them than all the statistics in the world. You only understand a person when you know how far you can go without offending him: to understand foreigners, you need to be acquainted not only with their particular Holy Book, but also with their Dictionary of Insults. But French humour is not as well known outside France as is French cooking, wine or elegance. I wanted to know why that was so, which got me interested in French caricature.

The frontiers of laughter do not, in fact, coincide with national boundaries. The latter divide people according to some of their loyalties and customs, but not according to the ambitions they have, or what makes them happy, or angry, or how they treat their work mates, their friends, their children, their lovers, or how they resist the restrictions imposed on them by bureaucrats and employers, or what they believe and disbelieve. It is these sorts of questions that interest me. If only as much were known about human passions as is known about the production of grain or the sales of soap, world maps could be drawn showing the regional distribution of attitudes and temperaments, fears and hopes, and where one finds the people who can laugh at the same joke. I should like to know where the really impregnable frontiers between people are to be found.
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Grandville

(See notes on Cartoonists here)

To talk about a nation normally means identifying the way in which it differs from other nations. That begs the question of just how like one another people are within a nation; that to me is the necessary starting point. I am interested above all in the French as individuals, in discovering what they know about the art of life, what pleasures they extract from their existence. If they all gave one answer, there would not be much to say. But they do not. The French joke does not cease to be funny once it is explained, because it dissolves into an unending series of riddles. All human passions can be seen at play in France, which means that to recognize the French is to recognize something in oneself, also. The French probably have more interesting things to say about what it means to be human, than what it means to be French.

I am interested by international misunderstandings in their subtlest forms, by the inability of people to tune into each other’s wavelength. French people often feel that they are misunderstood by foreigners, that they are insufficiently appreciated, unloved. They are quite right. Foreigners undoubtedly love France as a place, as a beautiful country, but they do not on the whole like the French as a people. This is particularly true of the English-speaking world. The British visit France more than they visit any other foreign country; over a third of them have been to France; but only 2% say they admire the French and very few indeed would like to live among them. Opinion polls regularly find that the British mistrust the French almost as much as they do the Russians, and this mistrust is not diminishing. It is not just that the British do not like foreigners; on the contrary, there are other nations we do admire, and that despite having fought wars against them. The Americans, who do not have the British handicap of having been traditional enemies of France for centuries, generally feel they have little in common with the country that once helped them in their War of Independence. They can seldom speak French. Whereas Germans and Italians, for example, have expressed great interest in France’s new socialism, if not always enthusiasm for it, the vast majority of both Americans and Britons did not seem to have heard of President Mitterrand several months after his election, and could think of no opinion to express about him. Why is it that the French mystify or irritate so many people, and make such a superficial impression on the rest? They provide an interesting lesson in public relations, in the art of making friends and influencing people.

The French have devoted enormous efforts to explaining themselves. No nation has tried harder to find and express its identity, none has looked in the mirror so hard, argued so much about what it sees in it, persisted in imagining wrinkles that are not there and worried as to whether the line of its mouth appears as a sneer or a smile. Their state publisher has just issued a large and learned volume entitled, Frenchmen, Who Are You? But it gives no clear answer. It may be that all these attempts to show how they are special defeat their purpose. The search for the essential Frenchman plays into the hands of the traditional foreign tourist, whose favourite game is to spot how typically French the French are.

The stereotype thus lives on inextinguishably, turning out to be a hoax that the French play on foreigners, so successfully that they are taken in by it themselves. If you are a foreigner, you will be quite rightly told that you can never know them properly; but if you are a Frenchman you can never understand yourself fully. Does this mean that agreement can never be reached as to the sort of people they are, and that there will always be this conflict between their self-image and the opinion of outsiders? I have tried to find out whether it is possible to steer between these two rocks. The fact that I have devoted my whole adult life to studying the French does not mean that I can claim to be qualified to do so. On the contrary, most admirers of France are so in love with the country that they are quite unfit to act as impartial judges of it; they are sometimes even more Francophile than the French. It needs a man from Mars to see both sides. Perhaps I have something of the Martian in me. Not that I have any illusions about being impartial: even a Martian has his prejudices, his tastes and his blind spots. But I am interested in discovering whether it is possible to question the assumptions of both the French and foreigners at the same time.

There is nothing unusual in a country being held in suspicion or dislike by foreigners, particularly when that country dreams of being powerful and influential. Discrimination on the grounds of race, sex and religion are all now discredited, but discrimination on the ground of nationality is written into the laws of every land. A new nation is born almost every year precisely because more and more people regard each other as foreigners. Technology has made it easy to cross national frontiers physically, but there has been no invention of new mental habits to enable people to cope with foreigners in a new way. For that to happen, the habits of tourists will have to alter. The hidden god of travel is still Karl Baedeker, even though he died in 1859. His guide books have set a permanent pattern, making travel essentially a matter of sightseeing, looking at places rather than at people. His achievement was to find sights that could be guaranteed to be there all the time, to be clearly identifiable, dated and classified according to the amount of admiration they deserved. He made visits to old monuments and to art museums the staple diet of the traveller, drawing attention away from the living inhabitants. To this day, tourism is a course in history, architecture, aesthetics, and the appreciation of hotels and food. The cult of ‘sights’ has grown so much that most foreign (organized) travel involves virtually no contact with the natives, beyond those who specialize in catering for tourists. The business traveller tends to meet mainly people in his own profession. How different from the itinerary of a modern package holiday is this programme, drawn up by an Englishman, Sir Francis Head, in 1852, before the guide books told tourists what to do. In Paris, he visited the municipal pawnshop, the asylum for blind youths, where Braille, still unknown in England, was being used, a prison, an orphanage for abandoned children, the Salpetrière old people’s home, the morgue, the national printing works, the military academy, the national assembly, the public laundry, the dog market in the rue Poliveau and the horses at the Etoile, and finally he attended the lectures at the Conservatory for Arts and Crafts. The rise of bureaucratic officialdom soon stopped that kind of curiosity; but perhaps today a new openness will allow it to express itself again. In former times, the attraction of foreign travel was often that people did abroad what they dared not do at home, which is why foreign countries won reputations for sexual debauchery. (The French considered England as debauched as the English visitors to the Folies Bergères imagined the French to be.) But now that a visit to France is no longer a dangerous adventure, and that an international uniformity exists in so many of the goods and facilities the tourist encounters, where is the excitement, where the new discoveries?

It is to be found in the people. The foreignness in foreign travel today must come mainly from meeting individuals whom one would not normally meet at home. I say nothing about old monuments in this book; instead I have investigated living individuals; each, to me, is a monument. I have not tried to fit them all into a simple pattern of national character. Each individual is interesting because he has a different story to tell; in the experience of each there is a record of a way of life personally created, of choices made, of hopes triumphing over small obstacles as well as large disasters, and an exception to every rule. The Frenchman, says an old Fodor’s Guide to France, is an iceberg nine-tenths of whose emotions are hidden under water: that may be an excuse for dismissing him as unfathomable, but those emotions are what I want to understand.

I have not sought to write a comprehensive survey of the French nation, even if such a thing were possible. I offer only my own particular vision or experience of it: anyone who claims he can offer more than that is deluding himself. I hope only to incite my readers to form their own independent vision, instead of repeating the hackneyed myths, and to reflect on precisely what they find attractive or repellent in the French (or perhaps in humans in general). I hope my selection is broad enough to enable the Francophile to recognize the limits of his admiration, and the Francophobe to find a hint of merit in at least some of the characters I present. But these characters are not to be taken as typical representatives of groups: I could have gone on endlessly adding other quite different examples, ideally 54 million of them. There are many occupations, relationships and states of mind which interest me but which I have deliberately not discussed. I could promise the reader many sequels to cover them, but I shall not, because I believe it would be more useful to treat them in the future more generally, not tied to a specific national context, but rather as part of an investigation of ‘human nature’, and of the assumption that it never changes. For me, this book represents an exploration of the value and limitations of discussing people in terms of their national allegiance.

One of the attractions for a historian of writing about the present is that he can create new sources. I have used the same kind of material here as in my previous work – all sorts of erudite monographs, journalism, magazines, memoirs, government publications, statistics (unbelievable, plausible or just amusing): the most valuable are listed in the bibliography. But in addition I sought out men, women and children who could tell me more. When I invited them to speak their autobiographies, I sometimes got the changeless patter that people offer strangers, like advertising handouts, which they may even believe through frequent repetition; but a surprising number were interested in exploring themselves, and responded to unexpected and personal questions with real efforts to work out what they felt more deeply. There is a new self consciousness which is giving rise to a new literary genre, the assisted autobiography, in which authors act as midwives to help those who want to tell their story. Every reflective person is a historian, in that he has a view of his own life; that may be truer than the more common saying that every imaginative person has at least one novel inside him.

I quickly discovered that the more famous a person is, the less he usually has to say that is interesting, because he has become something of a gramophone record on the topic of himself, and because he is surrounded by public relations officers whose task is to limit his relations with the public, and the time he gives to each task; but there are exceptions, and it takes some effort, or luck, to find them. On the other hand, doors which seem firmly locked turn out to be open if one knocks: the communists, for example, allowed me to attend their Central Party School, and see and hear what I wanted, within a few days of my asking. To get into an old people’s home presented problems, because officials, worried by public criticism, have invented all sorts of obstructive regulations; but through the kindness of an ethnologist who put me in touch with a psychiatrist, who knew a hospital doctor, I was eventually offered a completely open choice as to whom I could talk to. A large charitable organization that helps the very poor was unwilling without lengthy negotiation to introduce me to some of its clients, whom it treated almost as private property – ‘our poor’; by contrast, it took me only a minute to get a telephone call through to an archbishop, and receive an invitation to visit him. The characters in this book are thus not a ‘scientifically selected sample’, but people whom I happen to have got to know.
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Chaval

The world is divided into dog lovers and cat lovers: and each group is persuaded of the superiority of their favourite animal. I do not wish to persuade anyone that the French are more worthy of love than other species, because I do not think it is desirable for any nation to be considered more or less worthy, and besides no cat lover has ever been turned into a dog lover by reading a book. My argument is rather that the French are both cats and dogs, and many other things also, and that no one is wholly a stranger in France.


2

How to interpret their regional accents

‘I NEVER THOUGHT of myself as French, I thought I was human.’ Jean Estebe, a bearded professor at the University of Toulouse, just turned fifty, local boy made good, has always been a politically active socialist, and he believes in the brotherhood of man. But then he visited the USA, and it was there that he realized that he was French. He had not been affected by his travels in Italy or Spain, where he had felt at ease, helped no doubt by the fact that he could understand their languages better than English. ‘But in New York, I felt very French. I would go into a shop, I would smile, people would not smile back. I became very uncomfortable. I felt I was ridiculous: it was as though I had held out my hand and they had not taken it. I was frightened . . . I was shocked to have to pay to send my children to school, to have to pay for a doctor. I had thought before going to America that my being French was of no importance, but there I discovered that there were many little details that mattered to me.’

The examples he gives of these details show, however, that it is not the differences between the two countries that really bother him: American houses, he says, looked different, they were not what he was used to, they made him uncomfortable. But then he feels as though he is in a foreign country when he visits new French suburbs. Still, in these at least he can find a bar-tabac, which are virtually identical all over France, and they make him feel at home again: he loves these tabacs, he sometimes goes to one just for the pleasure, without wanting to buy anything. He does not really believe that Americans are less friendly than Frenchmen: on the contrary, he finds them more generous with their time and their money. New York ‘made me realize that the French are mean, they always economize’; they might appear agreeable on the outside but they were morally inferior to Americans. ‘As individuals, Americans are good people, but their institutions are bad.’ Estebe accepts that his thoughts are confused, because he is expressing gut reactions he cannot fully explain. Would he have felt differently if he had known the English language better? What gloom made him imagine New Yorkers do not smile? Does he feel really more at ease in France? Not completely; his foreign travels have increasingly made him aware that there are ‘aspects of my own country that I despise, that disgust me.’ His own brother-in-law, for example. He has never been able to get on with his wife’s family, who were of a higher social level than his own. His brother-in-law is a well-to-do notary, who worships success. Estebe laughs at successful people, who flaunt their success with smart cars and well-tailored suits; but his brother-in-law thinks it is right to dress up, ‘it is a sign of respectability’. Even among his colleagues at the university, there are those who seem to him to be almost foreigners, the ones who are ambitious for success, who are always busy advancing their careers with new publications, hypocritically acquiring useful acquaintances. ‘There is an abyss between them and those who do not like to make so much effort, who are quiet provincials. These two races do not understand each other.’

The paradox is that Estebe is not, deep inside him, a quiet provincial, content with his lot, or at least he reveals what emotions can boil beneath that amiable exterior. He is certainly all that he reproaches his countrymen for not being: he is generous, kind, thoughtful for the welfare of others, ever ready to be helpful. But he regards himself as a failure, eminent professor though he is. He is full of self-doubt beneath his easy-going manner. ‘I need to be complimented.’ Criticism not only hurts him, ‘it confirms me in my poor opinion of myself.’ Even friendship, for which he has a natural gift, does not satisfy him; ‘I feel that my friends are not interesting, because if they come to see me, there must be something wrong with them. I used to think they came to see my wife. Now [that he is separated] they come to see me even more, but I cannot get over this feeling.’ It may be, he speculates, that his doubts come from his mother, who has always been depressive and has ended up an alcoholic: he feels responsible for her decay; visiting her is painful, but he does it regularly and conscientiously, patiently sorting out the petty problems his mother brings on herself. His doubts have been reinforced by the collapse of his marriage. ‘I feel my life is wasted, because for twenty-five years I tried to live a family life, and I have failed . . . I am proud that I can admit I am a failure, even if it hurts.’ His wife, he says, was tougher than he, she had no idea of the suffering she could cause others. He could not bear her criticism. He easily felt insulted. They used to bicker all the time (though not in public: to outsiders theirs seemed a perfect marriage). Estebe shows that the self-confident and the doubters, the ambitious and those without hope, are aggressive, and chauvinistic, and French in different ways. But at least France was the one place where Estebe was accepted as he was.
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Grandville

The Café

Not quite. Estebe speaks with a marked Toulouse accent. ‘I used to be laughed at for my accent; people would listen to the sound of my speech, not to what I said.’ So he seized on the Occitan regionalist movement to ‘give us our dignity’, in the same way as the Women’s Liberation Movement has given women a new dignity. Now he says not that he comes ‘from the south’, but that ‘I am an Occitan: that gives me status.’ He once hoped that the Occitan movement (which agitates for the recognition of the cultural distinctiveness of the South of France, alias Occitanie) would become as important politically as that in neighbouring Catalonia. But he no longer supports it: he admits ‘it has not captured the masses.’ So though he still has a grudge against those who despise southerners, he now regards himself as a Frenchman, though a Southern Frenchman.

Within those confines, he knows at any rate what the rules of the game are. He has only to go to England to see how important that knowledge is: ‘I cannot understand the English at all. I never know what an Englishman will do. If I talk to an Englishman about a personal, intimate subject, I do not know what I am allowed to say, I do not know what is taboo.’ To be French is to understand the taboos. But what the French do not know, is how different their taboos are from those of other people: they assume they are, which is odd, because so many of their own taboos are simply old wives’ tales.

In Toulouse, Claude Sicre has the reputation of being one of the toughest advocates of Occitan regionalism. To visit him in his simple two-roomed apartment at the rear of a decaying old house in the city centre, to find him busy writing on the kitchen table, is to get a feeling of coming face to face with one of the dark, intrepid, isolated revolutionary theorists of the nineteenth century. Sicre’s conversation is like a series of rapid explosions; one expects him to burst into flames from the sheer heat of his eloquence and exuberance; but everything he says is crystal clear and perfectly, logically ordered. He has confronted a whole series of walls of contempt in his life, or perhaps his lucidity has made him more conscious of the confrontation than others are. Born the son of a worker, he won his way into the best school in Toulouse, the Lycée Fermat, only to find that he did not fit; his classmates were largely middle-class; the French literature he was taught did not reflect the problems or feelings of his own background. He became a drop-out, intellectually, while still a boy: he became an addict of American detective novels, comics, films and rock music. He could identify more easily with the culture of the poor and the blacks in America than with the polite, conventional, middle-class French culture that was held up to him for admiration in his school.

As soon as he could, he went off to the United States hitch-hiking for a year in every direction. He did not become a hippy: he disdained that as an escape for middle-class children; he did not want to withdraw from the world. He hoped he might feel at home in America, but he was disappointed. He was immensely attracted by the American sense of being able to do new things, to create; he liked the way they built their own homes, bought a truck and travelled to make their own lives; there was much in common between that attitude and the way the poor workers of Toulouse did things for themselves without any money, their children playing in disused lots just like American blacks playing basketball. ‘The self-made man fascinated me. I had a great desire to create, together with my family and friends. But I wanted to do all this at home. I wanted Toulouse to be the United States in France.’ Back home he was impressed by the repatriated Algerian Jews who remade their careers so quickly, usually in commerce: ‘I feel I had things in common with them too.’ As a youth, he identified with almost every disadvantaged minority.

Academic success did not fundamentally alter that, for though he landed a plum job in Paris, as a reader in the prestigious publishing firm of Gallimard, he was quickly made to feel that he was not a real Parisian. One of his jobs was to arrange the translation of American detective stories, and find suitably French titles for them. It was amusing, but he discovered to his amazement that he did not speak the same language as his Parisian colleagues: when it came to slang, Parisian French was incomprehensible to him, and there was a whole mythology surrounding the Parisian urchin that was meaningless to him. Paris was composed of networks of relationships to which he did not belong: he rejects the idea that a provincial can never succeed in Paris; ‘that is a myth to console the mediocre’. But ‘it was in Paris that I discovered my difference’. He was constantly reminded that he was an outsider by people who noticed his southern accent and who asked him futile questions about how sunny his homeland was and did he play pétanque (to make it worse, his father was indeed a champion in that game). ‘I was not like an ordinary provincial worker who feels uncomfortable in Paris. I was among intellectuals. It was they who told me about Occitanie.’ At home he had not been brought up to speak the Occitan language. His family had been workers in the city of Toulouse for three generations, they had no links with the peasants, they spoke ‘Francitan’, French with a sprinkling of ‘occitanisms’. It was only in 1976 that he began investigating Oc, but he has refused to learn the language in a scholarly way: he does not like the idea of learning a language from books. He has picked up his knowledge mainly from talking to peasants who have inherited it, and he likes talking to them when he knows them well, but otherwise he avoids speaking it because he cannot speak it properly and above all because he still thinks in French.

Sicre has always wanted to be a writer. His first book was an American-style novel. In America he had been delighted to find self-taught writers who wrote crime stories without pretensions to literature; in France, he believed, a writer was usually a bourgeois. ‘I could not become a bourgeois writer, because I was not a bourgeois. I could not deny that I played my guitar in the garage and football on the wasteland. I wish to prove that I have an authentic universal message to give, and I have one, because I can describe a condition that no one else has.’ America provided him with his nearest model, but ‘I decided not to publish my novel because I was not American.’ He seemed to be torn, ‘schizoid’ between different civilizations. Then he discovered that there were Oc writers who were ‘of my kind but they had written only on rural life.’ Besides, he could not write in Oc.

‘It is music that has made me Occitan. The youth of the world has found itself through American Rock.’ Sicre is now trying to see whether the Occitans can discover themselves through their traditional music. There is a close similarity between Oc and American Black music’: both are linked to dancing, both involve the participation of the public, the stamping of feet, the clicking of the fingers, the imitation of animal cries, both leave room for improvisation in the middle of songs, both seek to unify the community. But, of course, these are characteristics to be found in the popular music of many other countries. Sicre began studying these; he became interested in popular Italian, Greek, Berber, Mediterranean music and it is through these that he discovered the value of his own native music. He asked himself why he should like Oc music best. ‘I realized that the reason why I found foreign music so rich was because I did not know how to look at my own music, and now I find it very rich.’ There is no one Oc music. There are seven types of oboes used, while on the other hand the flute and tambour bourdon are found not just in Southern Occitanie, but also in Catalonia, Portugal and Spain. ‘I do not want to invent a national Oc music. I do not want to be a great musician. I want to be a musician of the people playing according to local traditions. I prefer playing at dances. We give concerts, we perform in the streets, at marriages, in church for Christmas, at funerals, at ceremonies. The most popular music we play is dance music, and also comic carnival music; we have songs for every moment of life, satirical and political, for engagement parties and for cuckolds, for work and for bereavement.’ But the words are not all that important. ‘They do not say much to the present day.’ It is the same with American music. ‘We liked American music without understanding the words. There are people who sing American songs using English words they cannot understand. They pronounce the words perfectly; but do not know what they are saying.’

The important thing for Sicre is that he has escaped the sense of being imprisoned in provincialism: ‘we are no longer on the dole.’ In Oc music he feels ‘everything is waiting to be invented.’ Folk music involves the recreation, from a traditional repertoire, of music for a modern audience. It is not the revival of the troubadours whose music was not for ordinary people but for lords, and was more lyrical chanting than popular singing. ‘I joined the Oc movement two years ago, because I did not want to be intellectually isolated. I have a great desire to create – a reaction to the lack of creativity in my background – but to create with others. I am fighting in the Oc movement in the hope of making it inventive. And I think that the traditional musicians of Oc are the most inventive. We cannot be recognized in France because we will always be provincials here, but we can hope for international recognition. I am trying to be scientific about this, and taking courses in linguistics and sociology at the university; but I have still to discover what is common to the different types of music in Occitanie. My aim is to contribute to ethnomusicology at a universal level, to show the world the musical inheritance of Occitanie.’ What kind of nationalism will follow from this he does not know: that has still to be worked out. He recognizes there is no political Occitan consciousness outside a small minority; he does not really mind that. But he insists there is a cultural Occitan consciousness.

The congress of the Occitan movement gives little hint of what that consciousness is. The congress appears to be very much like any other political congress, rarely emerging from the routine of oratory and whispers, torn by factions, precariously dominated by its leader Robert Lafont, whom some find charismatic, while others argue bitterly against his tactics, or accuse him of behaving as though he were the ‘Pope of the Midi’. They have not won enough power yet for it to be possible to foresee who among them will be corrupted by power. They talk as though victory is imminent. But the physics teacher (there are lots of teachers among them) selling pamphlets and badges outside admits he has no answer to the question of how they can stop foreigners buying up the land and the houses for summer residences (like the Jews buying Arab land in Israel, he says); and he sadly observes that his sons have refused to learn the Oc language.

The historian Rémy Pech presides over a session in a red polo-neck pullover. He has devoted his life to chronicling the economic decline of the Languedoc wine-growing peasantry from whom he originates. He dreams of recreating a rural civilization based on socialist co-operation. He was a Marxist in his youth, but he found Marx did not really suit his inclinations. The man Pech worships above all is his grandfather, a peasant wine-grower who founded one of the earliest co-operatives. ‘I have always been a co-operative person, as a student, and as a rugby player.’ But his father, an agricultural labourer, found he could no longer live off the land – ‘as children we ate almost nothing but potatoes’ – and he has gone into a factory; he is better off now, but he is not happier; his childhood friends are jealous because he has a regular wage; but he is jealous of them because they have managed to survive as wine producers; so there has been a breach between them, which is a serious matter for him, because he used to be the life and soul of the village, he loved organizing carnivals, he was the most sociable of men. Pech yearns for that old life, to the extent of going back to wine-growing, combining all its physical labours with his university job. His father mocks him as an amateur, saying he does not know how to tend vines properly; ‘he is proud I am a professor and thinks it odd I should go to work on the vines. But I feel I need to. I have never found a common language with the bourgeois either in Toulouse or in Paris. Lafont is too intellectual for me, though he has made an analysis in which I recognize myself; I feel more at home among peasants. I think I would be a more balanced man if I had stayed on the land.’

Pech has more than a little of the nineteenth-century utopian in him. He respects the educational system; he feels he owes a great deal to his teachers; his early ambition was to be no more than a primary school teacher in his turn. Success in his career has not made him forget the grins of his examiners when they listened to his broad Narbonne accent trying to cope with a question about the North of France. He regrets that university research is so lacking in team spirit, so egoistic; he has tried to counter that by teaching in a pair with a colleague, calling their joint work ‘share cropping’. He has always been a member of his trade union; he gives evening classes to the Dassault factory workers. The essence of the south, for him, is friendliness, sociability, people talk to each other. I told him that I had been to a popular restaurant in Toulouse the night before, where people sit at long tables to be served by a fat matron and her daughter, and that hardly anyone had uttered a word. Yes, he replied, perhaps this vision of universal friendliness existed only in his imagination. He himself really liked to be with other people only to do things, ‘I am not in fact someone who opens himself out to everybody. For example, Estebe is one of my best friends, I have known him for seven years, and today is the first time I have spoken to him about personal matters. There is peasant modesty too. I have never seen my father naked.’

He says he wants to keep ‘what is left of the civilization of the vine’, but he in fact hopes to create something new. He is an unquenchable optimist, not a reactionary. ‘There will be a society one day in which people will be better.’ What needs to be destroyed, before that can happen, is the contempt that exists for the peasantry, and for the southerner. That is why he supports the Occitan movement, which will win recognition for him and his friends as a community, as worthy of respect as any other. The fact that southerners are divided among themselves, by dialect and by economic forces, is not an argument, he insists, against the existence of that community. He could have adopted Parisian manners, but he does not want to. He wants people to understand how he feels. The next day, he brought me a long essay he had written specially for me overnight, explaining his feelings, so that I should understand properly: it was written in the perfectly ordered logical style that French professors are so good at. In intellectual questions, he still thinks in French; even the movement’s most uncompromising supporters slip back into French from Occitan when they want to argue about principles. But emotions he prefers to express in the tongue of his ancestors. And it is only when one has sensed that emotion, that one can appreciate the significance of the Occitan loyalty.

One reason why most southerners do not feel hard done by is that they are not competitors in the national rat race; unlike these professors, they are not rivals of the Parisian intellectuals, they are not interested in winning the top prizes. Georges Vaur, who left school at thirteen, and has just retired after forty-six years as a printer at the Dépêche de Toulouse newspaper, summarizes his outlook with the phrase: ‘I do not like to give myself a headache (Je n’aime pas me casser la tête). I do not read the newspapers much, just the headlines. If I go to the theatre, I prefer musicals. I have only been once to the opera, four arias are about all I can take. But I would never show that I do not like it. I don’t read books. I enjoy watching films on TV. I am content.’

He lives in a decrepit block of flats built by the municipality of Toulouse to house its staff; but as the buildings and the neighbourhood deteriorated, most of the first tenants moved out to be replaced by poor Algerians and Moroccans. He does not mind them at all, though some of his French neighbours never speak to them. He has furnished his flat in bright patterns, shining veneered 1960s department-store style, family photographs and reproductions of famous paintings on the ‘wall, knickknacks everywhere, a varied supply of drinks, all spotlessly clean and cosy. He loves his home, and feels privileged to live in a city. He grew up in a neighbouring village, ‘in d’Artagnan country’; his grandfather was the carpenter, and it was from his grandfather that he learned to sing, for the artisans used to sing all day as they worked, and as they drank together. His uncle was also an amateur comedian, and that perhaps was how Georges Vaur got his vocation in life. He loves clowning. Thirty years ago he went in for a singing and theatrical competition, in which he put on a humorous sketch, a monologue by a stuttering barrister. That started him off as an amateur showman. A radio producer spotted him and he was put on local radio. He created a Toulouse version of Laurel and Hardy. Then in 1957 he created a more native character, Piroulet, a scatterbrain, whom he has continued to portray ever since.

The essence of this character is that he has a strong Toulouse accent. ‘I have kept my accent. People recognize that I am one of them because of my accent, that I am not someone who has made it. I’m not proud, I don’t hold up my nose and tie my tie tightly.’ He does not know any foreign languages, ‘but I can imitate every accent.’ I ask him to speak French with an English accent. He does it very amusingly, except that it is an American accent. He loves doing caricatures of the Japanese (though he has never met one), doing puns on famous brand names of their manufactured products. He does not claim to be original: ‘I plagiarize,’ he openly admits, but people enjoy the way he tells stories so much, they ask him to repeat them endlessly. Among his most famous is the story of the peasant who goes to a rugby match but his shoes are pinching him; his exclamations of pain, his confusion about the progress of the game, his always saying the wrong thing at the wrong time, and misunderstanding what is said to him, are in the classic music-hall tradition. ‘I am a story teller.’ There is never any venom in him. ‘I don’t like politics, which produces hate among work mates, just like women; it creates divisions among men, just like religion. I am an internationalist, a pacifist, a European. Occitanie is all very well, I like an Occitan evening, just for fun, but we have many foreigners here, I do not want to go back into the past, it is preferable for all nations to get to know each other better, not to cut themselves off from each other. I know there are stories about the Germans or the English doing harm in the past, but I don’t care, that is all past – and so is Oc. I like everybody.’ He seems to be without trace of racial prejudice, not a preacher of integration, but living among Arabs on friendly terms. He does not tell dirty jokes any more than racial jokes ‘because that means children cannot speak to parents, and vice versa.’ He performs his act both at Catholic and communist meetings: there is ‘nothing naughty’ in it.

His success has not turned his head. He has acted frequently on television, usually as a Toulouse simpleton, and in films also – one with Jane Birkin; four musical comedies were written for him by a journalist in his newspaper who became head of the local radio station. However, his clowning always remained a hobby and he continued to work as a printer, and to live in the same unpretentious way. Now that he has retired, ‘I have forgotten everything about my job.’ He seems to be always in a good humour, always ready with a quip. His greatest joy is to celebrate: ‘I love Christmas and the fourteenth of July.’ His alternative to protesting about discrimination is to make fun of the southerner’s peculiarities, to turn them into a source of entertainment, since for him life is to be enjoyed, not worried over.

Many countries make a distinction between the mentality of their northern and southern inhabitants, one of which regions is usually poorer than the other. Occitanie covers one-third of the national territory, but that does not strengthen it politically. The leaders of its regionalist movement accept that it is almost as diverse as France itself. The Occitan language (Oc means yes) extends into Italy and Spain and is more comprehensible to Catalans, Italians, Spaniards and Portuguese than Frenchmen. The Romans gave birth to two languages in the territory that is now France: French and Provençal. In the twelfth century Provençal became an international language, whose songs were sung by its celebrated troubadours throughout Europe in roughly the same way as popular music is today everywhere sung in an American accent. But Occitanie never became a unified state and it developed at least three fairly distinct dialects: central (in Languedoc and Provence), northern (in the Limousin and Auvergne) and western (Gascon). In the nineteenth century Oc regionalists tried to unify these and produce a standard language, but that is now discredited, and today linguistic pluralism is accepted by the regionalists. They say it would be absurd to try and make the inhabitants of Marseille speak Provençal because Marseille is a cosmopolitan city and Arabic is almost as much its language as Provençal or French. Marseille in fact, because of its enormous size, has an independent sense of identity which leaves little room for sympathy for beleaguered peasants in the deserted countryside.

The football players of Olympique de Marseille, the city’s professional team, for example, are all in their twenties, but their loyalties are concentrated on Marseille, not on Occitanie. Many have foreign names, but they were born here – they grew up to be passionate fans of the city team, and it is for their friends and family in the city that they do their best to win. Christian Caminiti, one of their stars, insists that only the O.M. has ‘the real warm Latin, Mediterranean spirit’: Nice and Menton are ‘too snob’; he feels more in common with Rome and Barcelona; when his home crowd cheers him after a goal ‘We feel as though we are in Argentina.’ Monsieur Lopez, a small businessman who is one of the team’s loyal fans, and is often to be seen watching them practise at their stadium, lays stress on the fact that ‘we are a mixed race, Mediterraneans’, with a spirit that is to be found in all the large ports, like Barcelona and Genoa; ‘we are quite different from Béziers and Montpellier.’ Another of the players, José Anigo, says that when they play matches in other cities of France, they never speak to the other side. The enthusiasm of supporters and players has reached a new peak because the old team of ageing professionals has been sacked, having allowed the team to fall to the second division, and a new set of youngsters has been given the task of restoring the city’s pride. The trainer, Roland Gransart, at twenty-eight the youngest of his kind in any major team, repeats that passion is the only word that can describe the link between the people of Marseille and their football team; schoolchildren spend the whole week preparing for the matches – he used to do that himself as a boy – and watching the match is a sort of festivity, a carnival, a pretext for having fun: ‘when you look at the crowd before the match starts, the blood rises in you, you have a great feeling.’ Another football fan, whose family has been in Marseille for 120 years, and who goes to the stadium every Sunday, says he is ‘Marseillais first of all and French by necessity.’ He adds that he does not accept the Algerians as citizens: their presence in Marseille ‘cannot last, it will end in a gun fight: there will be a great shoot-out. Let them go home, or live in their own separate parts of town, like the blacks in America.’
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Alain Saint-Ogan

They’re growing fast, these little ones!

Altogether 21% of the French claim to be able to speak a regional language or dialect well and another 14% fairly well. But the minority is diminishing because it is people over fifty and country folk who speak most in dialect; the new generation will forget unless the school syllabuses are modified. The regionalists demand also ‘the right to live in their own pays’, not to be obliged to emigrate to other parts of France in search of work, protesting against the technocrats’ ideal of a mobile society; but they also protest when work is brought to them by companies originating in the north or abroad, because though these bring low grade jobs, the top posts are largely filled by people from other parts of France. So they do a very delicate balancing act between seeking economic revitalization and developing their own brand of chauvinism. The only thing that it is possible to predict about this search for identity is that it is likely to manifest itself in an ever increasing variety of forms; almost each new recruit seems to have his own ideas; and as the programme and opportunities evolve, so too will the reactions to them.

The solution is not simply to think of the French as being composed of Bretons, Alsatians, Corsicans, Auvergnats, Normans, etc. and list all the old provinces. The man who has done more than any other to explain to the French what it means to be a Breton, Pierre-Jakez Helias, insists that the Bretons were never aware of belonging to an entity called Brittany, and call themselves Bretons only when they are outside Brittany. They think of themselves as coming from a particular town or district, as being Bigondens or Glazics or Bidars, and they behave as members of a clan or tribe. Their delight in the Breton language comes from the fact that almost every village speaks that language differently, so that it becomes the expression of their very local particularism. The differences are enough to make them use French when they meet Bretons from a different district: if Breton were standardized, ‘it would no longer be their own private possession’.

To be a Breton in the past usually meant to be a poor peasant, made to feel inferior by the supposedly civilized Parisians. The attractions of prosperity and wider horizons have now turned most of those peasants into pseudo-Parisians, and most of the Breton nationalists are middle-class people educated in the towns. There has been a reversal of roles, and to be a Breton today in the aggressive or autonomist sense is to be dedicated to the creation of a new culture, as much as to the preservation of an old one.

Helias’ memoirs of his Breton childhood have been a best-seller because he has shown that behind the shame Bretons were made to feel because of their poverty, and behind the facade of simplicity that townsmen imagined to be the essence of Breton life, there was an infinitely complex civilization, or rather civilizations. Typical Breton food did not necessarily involve lobsters, fish and oysters: there was a deep rift between the land folk and the fishermen, so that many ate fish only on Fridays, as a penance and with dislike. Traditional Breton clothes denoted the village from which one came, not membership of a nation; and within villages, loyalties were to particular parts of it, and to one’s own profession. Pride came from a child’s admission into adulthood, from a workman’s ability to do a job properly, from membership of a small community, what they called a coterie, meaning something halfway between friendship and brotherhood. The sunny side of this was mutual help. The other side was fear, an obsession with death, a blind dedication to playing traditional roles. Helias’ father would go and hide on the day his pig was slaughtered, to conceal his grief and for fear of the mysterious vengeance that might come if the killing was not performed in the proper ritual way; but on the other hand he accepted that rats should be caught and burnt alive, so that their terrible screaming should dissuade other rats from visiting his home. The occasional all-night feasting should not suggest that this was a society that knew how to enjoy itself better than its successors. It was a society that insisted on giving every one his due, so there was no conventional politeness, no good day or good evening, not even thank you, because a gift had to be repaid; there was virtually no kissing. Breton peasants were complaining of anxiety and nightmares long before they saw a motor car or other trappings of modern civilization. Today they still hold the world record for alcoholism, and one of the mixed blessings of progress that they have been found to value most is sleeping pills, of which they consume an unusually large amount, women in particular. But, to be more precise, it is a minority of Bretons that drinks and drugs itself. The Bretons, like the French, get their reputation from minority behaviour. They offer infinite permutations of the combination of satisfactions and terrors for which they are renowned, because, as one of their most famous sons, Ernest Renan, said, they are a people of heretics.

There is a tiny minority of Bretons who want to secede from France. There are some who point out that had the federalists not been defeated in 1789, France today might be a federal republic like the United States and Brittany might have preserved more of its uniqueness like Texas or California. There is no necessary reason why Brittany should be a part of France: propinquity, it is claimed, is not enough: Brittany is nearer Washington than is Hawaii or Alaska. Prosperity does not necessarily come from being a member of a large country, witness Switzerland, which is the model Breton autonomists hold out to France. They reject the Jacobin idea that every province must be treated the same. Italy has recently reversed its centralizing traditions and given different degrees of autonomy to different regions. The trend in Europe certainly is towards regional autonomy. Once Brussels has more power than Paris, French unity may collapse. But what is unclear is whether Brittany will not then be as artificial a unit as France is. The Swiss constitution allows parts of cantons to become independent, and Jura recently separated from Berne. There is nothing sacred about the units of two to five million people that the Breton autonomists see as the desirable shape of a Europe of Regions, to replace the Europe of States.

Bretons in process of assimilation used to have double lives, Breton at home and French in their contacts with the official world, rather in the way that the Japanese hover between their native and western civilization. The Alsatians used to have three lives. The older ones among them were usually raised to speak their own special dialect; they then had to learn both French and German as their province was ruled from Paris or Berlin. The result of their annexation and reannexation was that they developed a strong movement for autonomy: they felt that both France and Germany did violence to their individuality. But anyone aged under forty has no memory of these old quarrels. Today 85% of Alsatians speak French as their main language. Autonomists get only 1% in elections. However the superficial assimilation conceals that a new kind of Alsatian particularism is growing. Alsace is certainly no longer what it once was: two-thirds of the population used to be peasants and only 4% are so now. It used to be one of the major centres of the textile industry, but that has lost its importance. Since the war, it has been transformed by a 33% increase in population, and most of the new jobs have been created by multinationals. Strasbourg has become one of the capitals of Europe. Alsatians can watch German and Swiss television. Germany is Alsace’s main export market. Alsace is emerging as part of the Rhineland region, a bridge between several civilizations and the centre of Europe. English is making headway as the second language. Though obstructed by the teachers who persist in seeing themselves as emissaries of French proselytization, the desire to learn German is reviving and half of schoolchildren do learn it. There are young Alsatian poets who write in three languages – Alsatian, French and German – each expressing a different aspect of their thought. They see their traumatic experiences as qualifying them to create a new kind of France and of Europe, which rejects uniformity, which is open to outside influences in the world beyond, but which succeeds in giving them pride in their roots all the same. But that does not make Alsace a province that has found its identity. It is itself divided between north and south, the north having the largest concentration of Protestants in France. The presence of Eurocrats in Strasbourg once filled the inhabitants with pride, because it brought them out of isolation (it used to be easier to travel from the capitals of Europe to Reykjavik in Iceland than to Strasbourg, before the European parliament was set up here): but now there is disillusionment with the inconveniences of the European presence, high rents and sleazy nightclubs: ‘Strasbourg has become a foreign city’, an Alsatian nationalist has said: ‘Strasbourg is no longer in Alsace.’

Are Corsicans Frenchmen? The island has been part of France for only two centuries. It is nearer Italy (83 km.) than France (170 km.); it used to belong to Genoa before that. In the eighteenth century it started a war of independence, proclaiming itself first a monarchy and then a republic, and finding a national leader in Pascal Paoli, who was applauded as one of the European heroes of modern times (James Boswell, Dr Johnson’s biographer, wrote a biography of him too). Paoli believed that Corsica was too small to remain independent. So when France bought Corsica from Genoa (1768) and then gave Corsicans equal rights (1789), he accepted that, but when constitutional monarchy collapsed in France, he offered to make Corsica part of the British Empire, which it very briefly was. (Paoli was buried in Westminster Abbey.) Corsicans then sprang a surprise on the French, by taking them over. Napoleon was one of the first Corsicans to benefit from the scholarships and opportunities for advancement that the French offered its provincials. Corsicans had always had to go abroad to make their fortune (Paoli had served the King of Naples), and now all the careers of France were open to them. They have specialized in government service, particularly the police (15% of French policemen are Corsicans), the army and the colonies. They have a higher level of education than average, because that is the only way they can advance their careers on the continent. The effect of this is that Corsica has exported most of its talents and it has remained a very poor island. Recently large government grants were made available to develop its backward agriculture, but these have largely benefited farmers from Algeria, who moved to Corsica when Algeria became independent.

Corsica has always been a mobile society; it is only in the summer holidays that Corsicans can all be found in their island. If a Corsican is someone born in Corsica, or whose father was born there, there are 400,000 of them, but only one-third of these live in Corsica. Moreover, only 72% of people in the island are natives, the rest being either immigrants from Algeria and the former colonies, or foreign workers (and Corsica has the largest proportion of foreigners in France, 13%). The Corsicans are ceasing to be Corsicans, since 82% of them have intermarried with the mainland French. They have suffered no obstacle in making their careers in France in most walks in life: France’s greatest modern poet Paul Valery was the son of a Corsican customs official (and a Genoese mother). Tino Rossi was long France’s most popular singer. Nevertheless, the Corsicans now have one of the most active and violent autonomist movements. About one in ten Corsicans are autonomists and 2% for total independence. They complain that Corsicans have had to go to the mainland to earn their living and that the island has been allowed to remain too poor to sustain its children. It has no significant industry; it imports four times as much as it exports, and relies on tourists to survive (a million a year, when the resident population is only 220,000). The autonomist movement still has to discover a workable alternative for economic prosperity: neighbouring Sardinia has had to rely on foreign investment for its development, so that it has become a sort of Third World island.

The opponents of autonomy say Corsica has no common culture to look back on: it was only in the middle of the nineteenth century that the first literary works began to be published in the Corsican language, and that language still has to be developed; it varies in spelling, pronunciation and vocabulary from district to district, and French is the most convenient way Corsicans have for making themselves understood outside their locality. In 1980 only 10% of schoolchildren were studying Corsican as a second language. The Corsicans have a long history of internal conflict. They accepted French rule partly, as one of them said, because ‘Never will a Corsican do justice to another Corsican.’ They have not been particularly interested by political ideologies, preferring personal and clan loyalties. In language, as in attachment, they have been as much Bastian, Cortean etc. as Corsicans. But the socialist government’s policies for decentralization and a local island assembly will reshuffle the cards once again.

Local identity is not just a memory, it is a process of evolution and creation, and its shape is constantly altering. The nuances distinguishing Frenchmen from each other are thus multiplying all the time.


3

How to tell them apart

AFTER GENERAL DE Gaulle, Asterix is the best known Frenchman of modern times. The General was so unusual and so extraordinary that it is quite misleading to draw conclusions about his countrymen from his qualities and his eccentricities. However, he once conceded, in an unusual fit of modesty, that there might be just one other person who could rival him – the comic-strip hero Tintin. Tintin has now been outdistanced in popularity by Asterix, who is not quite the antithesis of de Gaulle, but rather the wink in the Frenchman’s eye that enables him to cheer and mock the General at the same time; he is therefore in some ways a more complete Frenchman, even if he makes fun of all that Frenchmen are supposed to stand for and to worship. Asterix is short and ugly, but he is wily, brave and unsuppressible. He is not a cultured Parisian technocrat but an absurd backwoodsman; he has no ambitions to be a star (he is a mere asterisk). He is almost a Mickey Mouse, but at times he can be a superman too. He symbolizes France (Gaul) resisting the world almost singlehanded. He laughs at everything foreign, but he laughs also at his own silly stereotypes of foreigners. When the foreigners try to intimidate him with their giant glass and concrete skyscrapers, he repels them, but he does so by setting his country’s most popular singer on them, who is so awful they run away.

Asterix parodies all that French children learn at school about the virtues of their ancestors, so that they can never be taken seriously again. He is proud of being logical and rational as a Frenchman should – ‘what is so good about us,’ he says, ‘is that we are crammed full of ideas’ – but his best friend, Obelix, is naive, dim, quarrelsome and interested mainly in food. So the French are shown as having at least two sides to their character. And what they hate even more than foreigners are those of their own countrymen who are pompous hypocrites, bogus imitators of foreign fads, supposed great thinkers, popular heroes. The Frenchman’s pride in his independence emerges as a form of extreme touchiness; this is raised into a virtue, but the conclusion is ‘All humans are mad.’ ‘What shall we do?’ they ask when in a quandary. ‘Let’s go and have a meal,’ is the reply, and they get lost in arguments about what exactly they should eat.

Asterix is easily France’s best selling book: as many as two million copies are printed of each of his exploits, of which over twenty have appeared. He shows that every supposedly French quality is either ridiculed by the French themselves or else balanced by a contrary quality. That helps to explain why Asterix has been translated into twenty-one languages. The country in which he is most popular is, by far, Germany, supposedly the incarnation of totally different qualities. Almost as many copies have been sold of
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THE SHAPE OF FRENCH WOMEN




Map 1: ABO Blood Group System. Distribution of the A gene.


Map 2: ABO Blood Group System. Distribution of the B gene.


Map 3: ABO Blood Group System. Distribution of the O gene.


Map 4: Rhesus Blood Group System. Distribution of the d gene.

(based on A. E. Mourant, et al., The Distribution of the Human Blood Groups and other Polymorphisms (2nd ed., Oxford U. P. 1976)).
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