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What Does It Mean To Be French? 

 

 From what I am told, this is not something that is often consciously considered by 

those to whom the question is directed, but I have found them to have strong opinions 

and definitive responses. The French are a people who have a long, proud, and continuing 

history that defines their traditions. However, there has been evidence that the French feel 

that their identity as a nation is being lost to various forces at work. Nicolas Sarkozy, now 

former president of France announced in 2009 that the country of France was facing an 

identity crisis and challenged the French to discover for themselves what it means to be 

French. The challenge has not gone unanswered and I have results from the beautiful 

town of Chantilly.  

While in Chantilly, I conducted a number of interviews; among them was one 

with Monsieur Patte, a substitute teacher at the Lycée Jean-Rostand with an Irish heritage 

who suggests that one thing that separates the French from the rest of the Western world 

is the basic history of the French nation. The modern state of France was founded through 

a revolution at the heart of which were the principals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. 

These principles continue to guide the actions of the government of France and the 

understanding of French culture. Their equality is one of sameness; in essence, there is a 

notion that all French citizens deserve the same degree of respect and are, in turn, 

expected give all other citizens a similar amount of respect and courtesy. That is, at least, 

the way it was explained to me by Madame Fathe. So, in a somewhat ironic manner, the 

French devotion to equality has, some might argue, become detrimental to the French 

ideal. However, the nobility of these ideals and a general devotion to preserving them has 

characterized the French spirit for many decades now.  
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Others among the French seem to believe that the nation of France is dead, 

finished. Hughes LeClerc, a former professor of finance is one such person. According to 

him, there are far too many cleavages in modern French society and not enough historical 

tolerance to mediate between the disputes of the different communities living in France. 

He acknowledges this as being true based on the past examples of nations engulfed in 

similar turmoil that have fallen apart as a result.  

Professor LeClerc is also not particularly fond of the European Union and sees it 

as an actual barrier to a unified Europe because of its record of dealing poorly with the 

Eastern bloc, particularly Russia. Madame Fathe, on the other hand, sees the Union as a 

beneficial governing body. She acknowledges that it has imposed many taxes on the 

French but believes that most of what the European Union has accomplished has been in 

the better interests of France. Obviously, there are various opinions shared by different 

parties in France, but it is widely claimed that Europe has seen a decline in popularity 

among the French possibly as a result of the current economic recession being 

experienced throughout the Union.  Yet, there is not much speech about the European 

Union as being necessarily influential or detrimental to French culture itself. Many are 

still distinctly proud to be French and to inherit the rich history of a mighty nation.  

Something else that intrigued me when conducting the interviews is how 

frequently the subject of food was brought up. It seems to be no exaggeration to say that 

the French love their food, and, more importantly, their meals. They main reason that 

they love their meals, I am told, is because that is the time of day in which a person can 

discuss at length their sorrows and joys with their family and friends. In other words, 

mealtime is a time to relax and be social. Its significance is apparent with the time that is 
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often spent preparing delicious courses and the amount of time spent eating them. It was 

rarely that I had a lunch or dinner of a duration less than an hour in length. The reverence 

with which the people of France approach their food is something amazing to witness. 

Speaking of reverence, the French as a society seem to revere privacy in their 

lives and a respect for that privacy. A man on his plane home explained to me that it was 

very rude to inquire about a stranger’s faith or politics. This is not, as many Americans 

have supposed, necessarily a manifestation of “godlessness” so much as it is a manner of 

respect. They do not wish their judgment of another to be compromised by profession of 

a faith with which they disagree, nor do they believe religion to be a public matter, 

something that many Americans would disagree with. I, however, find this sense of 

respect very calming and pleasing and hope that others who travel to France will find 

similar appeal in this ideology. Truly, it is a manifestation of their love for liberty. 

Something that disturbed me, however, while I was there, was the amount of 

“Americanization” I witnessed. Anytime I jumped of the bus, Iggy Azalea was there with 

me, on the loudspeaker, and I cannot say that I found it comforting. A friend explained to 

me that, for a musical artist to be successful, he must sing in English so that he can reach 

the widest range of consumers possible. Because of this phenomenon, it was not often 

that I heard any genuine French music while I was there. Though I do not believe it 

wrong for them to enjoy American music, I wish that the French did not, in general, feel 

so much societal pressure to avoid singing in French. It has led me to be concerned that 

French culture is being assailed by American culture. 

 One of the comments given to me by a survivor of the Nazi occupation of Paris 

that I interviewed was that most of the rising generation of French had not ever 
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experienced a major war on their own soil as many generations before them had. They 

lack the sense of solidarity conferred by the experience of uniting as a nation against a 

common foe. Catastrophic events such as the shooting at Charlie Hebdo may give them a 

taste of such unity, but it is not a unity experienced to the same degree as those who 

survived the world wars. However, I have found that there is generally enough solidarity 

between the French to continue to have pride in celebrating a centennial since the Great 

War (World War I). There were countless museums and exhibitions about the Great War 

while I was there, each frequently visited and appreciated by those who had not even 

been born at the time that the Great War unfolded. Surely, the French have reason to 

believe that they share a strong sense of fraternity.  

 What I found perhaps most profound about the French though, was how very 

similar they were to people I already know. The French have joys and agonies, pleasures 

and pains just as any other people do. It is still not completely clear to me what 

definitively make the French French, but I discovered a truth far more important than the 

one I sought: the French, at their core, are people just like me. 


