







Praise for Au Contraire!

“Au Contraire! takes you on a journey of not only uncovering cultural differences but understanding and appreciating these differences in practically every aspect of life—whether it is business, public, or private… . A must-read for anyone seeking to gain better insight into French culture.”

—Michael O. Davenport, Director, Human Resources, UniStar Nuclear Energy

“Mastron and Asselin have truly grasped the complex interfacing with French culture. And nobody’s right or wrong, just different! I find Au Contraire! delightfully validating—a great piece of work.”

—Nancy Bragard, Franco-American interculturalist, trainer, and coach

“This new edition rightly underlines the regional and cultural diversity that contributes to the charm of France. The authors have moved France far from the clichés of an old-fashioned country. Vive le dialogue interculturel!”

—Olivier Brunet, European Commission’s Regions of Knowledge Programme

“Chock-full of practical examples, humor, and just the right amount of historical context, Au Contraire! is a valuable book for anyone working or living with the French. Even better than the first edition!”

—Natalie Lutz, intercultural trainer

“Give it three Michelin stars for both nourishing the mind and charming the heart.”

—George Simons, Associate Director, Diversophy France
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comment décrire?
comment raconter?
comment regarder?…
comment aller au-delà,
aller derrière
ne pas nous arrêter
à ce qui nous est donné à voir
ne pas voir seulement ce que l’on savait d’avance que l’on verrait?
Comment saisir ce qui n’est pas montré, ce qui n’a pas été photographié,
archivé, restauré, mis en scène?

—Georges Pérec and Robert Bober

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

—Translation by the authors


FOREWORD

CULTURE AND ITS EFFECTS

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

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

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

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

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

They call her superstitious
We know what the facts are.

—Gina Montoya

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

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

A COMMON FRAME OF REFERENCE FOR MUTUAL RECOGNITION

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

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

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

Roger Rosenblatt creates a similar American collage:

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

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

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

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

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


INTRODUCTION
Not Another Book about France!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bon appétit!


PART I
From Far Away


ONE
Welcome to France

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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