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France

République Française

The American “okay” sign means “zero” in France.

When eating a meal in France, it is impolite to put your hands in your lap.

Pets outnumber children in France. One in four households has a pet.

So many of the French go on vacation in August that offices and factories often close.

The Tour de France cycling race lasts 22 days (2 days are for resting) and covers more than 2,100 miles (3,400

km). It takes a different path each year but always finishes in Paris.

The Eiffel Tower, built in 1889 to celebrate the 100-year anniversary of the French Revolution, is 1,063 feet (324

m) high. To protect it against the elements, the Eiffel Tower has to be painted about every seven years. It takes a

team of 25 painters, 60 tons of paint, and more than a year to complete the task.

France’s national bird is the Gallic rooster.

Women were not allowed to vote in France until 1944.

There are cave paintings in Lascaux that are believed to be more than 15,000 years old.

The word salut means both "hello" and "good-bye."

France is one of the most visited countries in the world, with around 75 million tourists a year.

French writers have won more Nobel Prizes in literature than writers from any other country.

Flag

The French Tricolore (three colors) flag originated with the French Revolution. Red and

blue are the traditional colors of Paris, where the main revolution was fought, and white

is the color of royalty. When the Paris militia stormed the Bastille in 1789, they wore

blue and red cockades (ribbon knots) on their hats. The white was added shortly after,

and the Tricolore was born.

National Image

The French motto of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” (brotherhood) expresses the goals of

the French Revolution. The female figure Marianne is a national emblem of France and

is considered a personification of the republic. She represents the nation’s values of

freedom and reason, and her profile appears on postage stamps, the national seal, and

French euro coins.

Land and Climate

Area (sq. mi.): 248,573

Area (sq. km.): 643,801

France is the largest nation in western Europe. It is just smaller than Afghanistan or the

state of Texas. The landscape in France ranges from plains and mountains to forests

and farmland. Mountains stretch along the borders with Spain, Italy, and Switzerland,

1



CultureGrams
TM

France

including the Alps in the east and the Pyrenees in the south. Mont Blanc, one of the

highest mountains in Europe, is located in the Alps and towers 15,771 feet (4,807 m)

above sea level. The Rhine River forms part of the border with Germany. The northern

border with Belgium is a flat plain with rolling hills. The Seine River is an important

waterway through the country, and the Loire is the longest river in France. About a third

of the country is forested. French territory also includes the island of Corsica west of

Italy in the Mediterranean Sea, as well as several other territories scattered throughout

the world.

France’s climate is generally moderate. The south has a Mediterranean climate, with

mild winters and hot summers. The north and west are rainy and have mild winters.

Population

Population: 66,259,012

Three-fourths of the population lives in cities rather than in the countryside. Many of the

French are descendants of people who came to the region centuries ago from other

parts of Europe. A large number are recent immigrants (people who have moved from

other countries) from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean. Although they have become a

part of French society, the various ethnic groups often don’t mix with one another. Paris

is the capital and largest city, with more than 10 million inhabitants. Marseille, Lyon, and

Lille are the next largest cities, with over one million people living in each.

Language

Everyone in France speaks French, even though many people come from other countries and ethnic backgrounds. The

French are very proud of their language. There is even an organization, Academie Française, whose purpose is to

protect the French language. French is spoken in more than 20 countries. It is an important international language,

meaning that it is used as a common language between people who speak different languages at the United Nations or

at international meetings and conferences. Hundreds of millions of people worldwide speak French as their first or

second language. English, Spanish, and German are the most common foreign languages that students learn at

school.

Can You Say It in French?

Hello Bonjour (BONE-zhure)

Good-bye Au revoir (OH re-VWAHR)

Please S’il vous plaît (SEEL voo play)

Thank you Merci (mare-SEE)

Yes Oui (wee)

No Non (noh)
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Religion

Source: The World Factbook 2014. Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency, 2014.

Although the majority of the French population is Roman Catholic, only a small percentage actively practices the

religion. Most French Roman Catholics celebrate the various religious holidays and attend Mass once or twice a year.

Islam is the second largest religion in France. A small number of the people are Protestants, Jews, or Buddhists. Thirty

years ago, more than 80 percent of French youth believed in God. However, less than half believe in God today.

Though freedom of religion is guaranteed in France, it is illegal to wear religious symbols in schools and other public

places.

Time Line

AD 1

AD 51 Romans begin to rule the Gauls (Celtic descendants)

486 Clovis I, king of the Franks, defeats the Roman governor

800–813 Charlemagne rules the Holy Roman Empire

987 A French empire emerges

1300

1337–1453 France fights the Hundred Years’ War against England

1429 Joan of Arc leads the French to victory over the English

1600

1600s France grows as a world power with many overseas colonies

1789 The French Revolution overthrows King Louis XVI; the First Republic is

established
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1793 Revolutionaries execute Queen Marie Antoinette

1799 Napoleon Bonaparte overthrows the government and passes a new

constitution

1800

1803–12 Napoleon conquers most of Europe

1804 Napoleon declares himself emperor

1815 England defeats Napoleon in the Battle of Waterloo; the monarchy is

reestablished

1848–52 France’s Second Republic begins

1852–70 Napoleon III (Napoleon’s nephew) rules the Second Republic

1871 The Third Republic begins

1900

1914–18 World War I devastates much of Europe; more than one  million

Frenchmen are killed and many more wounded by the end of the war

1919 The Peace Treaty of Versailles is signed

1940–44 Germany occupies France during World War II

1944 Allied forces land on the beach at Normandy and France is liberated

1946 The Fourth Republic begins

1956 Colonial rule ends in Morocco and Tunisia

1958 Charles de Gaulle declares the Fifth Republic

1962 France grants Algeria independence

1968 A student revolt against government policies leads to a national strike

1992 France signs the Maastricht Treaty, creating the European Union (EU)
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1994 The English Channel train tunnel, linking England and France, is

completed

1998 France hosts and wins the World Cup

2000

2001 Required military service is abolished (ended)

2002 The euro replaces the franc as France’s currency

2003 More than 11,000 people die during a severe summer heat wave

2005 Riots in southeast Paris immigrant communities spread across the

country in the worst civil unrest in decades; parliament declares a

national state of emergency

2007 Nicolas Sarkozy is elected president

2008 In the wake of the global financial crisis, the government announces a

plan to rescue some of the country’s largest banks

2011 France becomes the first country to ban (outlaw) the wearing of Islamic

face veils in public

2013 France's unemployment passes 3 million people, around 10 percent of

the population, the highest in more than a decade

2015 Muslim terrorists kill 12 people when they attack a Parisian magazine

that published cartoons making fun of several religious figures,

including the prophet Muhammad; the terrorists are later killed in a

police operation

PRESENT

Gaul

Some of the earliest inhabitants of what is now France were a Celtic people known as

the Gauls. The land, which was called Gaul after these tribes who settled the area,

stretched across a vast area and included what are now France, Luxembourg, and

Belgium, as well as parts of Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. The

Gauls worshiped a series of gods and goddesses and believed that spirits lived in

rocks, trees, rivers, and other parts of nature. The tribes were led by chieftains who only

united to fight a common enemy, such as the Roman Empire. The two groups fought

several wars, known as the Gallic Wars, before Julius Caesar’s forces conquered the

majority of Gaul around 58 BC. Rome then divided Gaul up into different provinces 

(similar to states).

Charlemagne became the emperor of the new Holy Roman Empire in AD 800. He ruled

for only 13 years, but under his rule the Holy Roman Empire spread over much of

France, Spain, Italy, and Germany for many decades. Eventually, the empire broke up

into separate kingdoms. The Kingdom of France was established in 987.
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Joan of Arc

France and England fought the Hundred Years’ War over who should have control of

the French throne. The war lasted from 1337 to 1453, and the majority of the fighting

took place in France. Joan of Arc was a farmer’s daughter who believed she was

chosen by God to lead French troops into war against England. As a teenager, she

convinced French leaders to let her command an army. Nicknamed the Maid of

Orléans, she led the French to victory and was feared by English soldiers. But at age

19, she was captured by forces loyal to England, put on trial, and burned at the stake in

1431. Today, she is the patron saint of France and a French national hero.

French Revolution

At the end of the 18th century, many French people were living in poverty. They had to

pay high taxes to support King Louis XVI. While ordinary citizens suffered, the king and

his court were living in luxury. In 1789, the French rebelled against the king. They

wanted equality and justice, but they soon began murdering the nobility and others in

what became known as the Reign of Terror. Many of the nobility were beheaded by the 

guillotine, a tall wooden frame with a blade in it that is dropped to cut off the person’s

head. The monarchy was overthrown, but the Reign of Terror eventually led to the

return of an emperor—Napoleon—in 1803. Despite their failure, these revolutionaries

are today’s heroes of democracy (government by the people), and their efforts are

honored each year on Bastille Day (14 July), the day rebels stormed the Bastille prison

and the tide shifted in favor of the revolutionaries.

Napoleon

Napoleon Bonaparte began his military career in 1785 and won many victories on the

battlefield. By 1800, Napoleon had become a popular leader and gained control of the

government. Soon he was declared emperor and began to conquer much of Europe.

His empire grew large, but cold weather and starvation destroyed his army when it tried

to invade Russia. Napoleon eventually lost power and was exiled to the island of

Corsica. Though he attempted a return to power in 1815, his forces were defeated by

the English at the Battle of Waterloo. The monarchy was restored, and Napoleon died

in 1821.

World Wars

France was a major battleground during both world wars. During World War I, France

was invaded by Germany. By the war’s end, the country was heavily damaged and

nearly 1.5 million French people had been killed. The Germans invaded again in World

War II and occupied France between 1940 and 1944. The nation was divided into two

parts: the occupied zone in the north and Vichy France, a German-friendly government,

in the south. Thousands of French risked their lives by secretly fighting against the

Germans in what was called the French Resistance. The D-Day invasion, which turned

the tide of World War II, occurred on the beach at Normandy, along the French coast.

France was freed by Allied forces in 1944.
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Modern France

General Charles de Gaulle, who led the French Resistance during World War II,

became president after the end of the war. The nation grew quickly in the post-war

years and began granting independence to many of its colonies. Later, France was one

of the first countries to adopt the euro as its national currency. It has always been a

leading member of the United Nations and the European Union. The nation was hit

hard by the global financial crisis in 2008, and the government has struggled to deal

with unemployment and government spending. Despite these challenges, France

remains a strong cultural, economic, and military force.

Games and Sports

Football (soccer) is the most popular sport for boys to play and for spectators to watch.

France hosted and won the 1998 World Cup, which is the world’s most popular sporting

event. Rugby is another favorite sport. French people like to participate in individual

sports more than team sports, so they ride bikes, play tennis, practice judo, ski, hike,

fish, and sail. The annual Tour de France cycling race is a popular international event.

A favorite traditional game is pétanque (lawn bowling).

Holidays

On New Year’s Day, it is traditional to give flowers to older family members. Some

French also exchange cards. A week earlier, for Noël (Christmas), children leave their

shoes by the fireplace for Père Noël (Santa Claus) to fill with candy and gifts. On

Christmas Eve, families gather together to eat turkey, baguettes (long, thin loaves of

bread), oysters, and escargots (snails). A special frosting-filled dessert called a bûche

de Noël is served. Some families go to church to hear carols and listen to the Christmas

story. Then they return home to open their presents from Père Noël.

The French have many other holidays throughout the year. The biggest national holiday

is Bastille Day (14 July), which celebrates the French Revolution and French 

democracy (government by the people). Similar to the Fourth of July in the United

States, Bastille Day features parades, picnics, and fireworks around the country.

Thousands of people gather along the Champs-Élysées in Paris to watch a huge

military parade. The parade winds its way through the city, ending in front of the

president.

Food

The French consider cooking to be an art. French food is famous around the world. The

French believe that fine food must not only taste good but also look good. Most French

kids enjoy croissants or pains au chocolat (a chocolate pastry) for breakfast. They also

eat cereal and bread with jam. Bread is eaten every day and with nearly every meal.

French bread is often made into long baguettes (loafs). It is traditional to eat the main

meal at midday. Schoolchildren get a two-hour break to go home for lunch. A light meal

is eaten after 8 p.m. Some families eat a light lunch and a bigger dinner earlier in the

evening because of their work schedules.
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Schools

Adult Literacy: 99%

All French kids must go to school from age six to sixteen. They attend primary

 (elementary) school for six years. Most go to primary school six days a week. They

don’t have school on Wednesday afternoons, but they have classes on Saturday

mornings. Wednesday afternoons are generally reserved for sports, music, or other

activities. Secondary (high school) education, lasting seven years, is offered by lycées

and collèges. At age 18, students wanting to go to a university must pass a very difficult

exam called the Baccalauréat, or Bac. If they don’t pass the test, they have to wait a

year to take it again. French students spend a large amount of time on schoolwork,

even when they are young.

Life as a Kid

Many French kids enjoy dressing in the latest fashions. French families tend to be

small, with only one or two children. Many French kids go home every day for a big

lunch and then go back to school until 4:30 p.m. After school, they participate in a

variety of activities. French children love watching their favorite soccer teams on

television. Kids like French and American movies and television. They also like to play

computer and video games.

Government

Capital: Paris

Head of State: Pres. François Hollande

Head of Government: PM Manuel Valls

France’s president is elected by the people for a term of five years. The president selects a prime minister from the

political party with the most members in the National Assembly. This prime minister runs the daily government. The 

legislature (lawmaking body) has two houses: a 577-member National Assembly and a 348-member Senate. France

has 27 regions, which are like states. The voting age is 18.

Money and Economy

Currency: Euro

France has one of the world’s most powerful economies. It is a world leader in

producing milk, butter, cheese, wheat, and wine. France also has many factories that

produce clothing, machines, electronics, medicines, chemicals, cars, and other things.

The fashion industry is very important in France. Many internationally renowned fashion

designers live and work there. The French currency was the franc but is now the euro,
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a single currency used throughout much of Europe.

Getting Around

The French travel by car, bus, and train. Larger cities also have trams and subways.

One of the world’s fastest trains is in France. It is called the TGV (train à grande vitesse

, or high-speed train). Its top speed is 300 mph (483 km/h). Another train travels under

the English Channel (the sea between England and France). The two countries built a

huge underwater tunnel to allow train travel between London and Paris. By boat,

crossing the English Channel can take up to an hour and a half. By train, it takes just 20

minutes!

Versailles

Versailles was originally built in the early part of the 17th century as a hunting lodge for

the king, but Louis XIV decided to turn Versailles into a magnificent royal palace that

would be the official residence of the king and the headquarters for the French

government. Later kings also lived in the Palace of Versailles until the beginning of the

French Revolution in 1789. The Treaty of Versailles was signed there to end World War

I. Afterward, the French government restored Versailles. It’s now a museum and

popular tourist site. People come from all over the world to see the palace and the huge

gardens that surround it.

Learn More

Contact the Embassy of the French Republic, 4101 Reservoir Road NW, Washington, DC 20007; phone (202)

944-6000; web site www.info-france-usa.org. French Government Tourist Office, phone (514) 288-1904; web site 

us.rendezvousenfrance.com.
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copy, reprint, store, or transmit any part of this publication in any form by any

means without strict written permission from ProQuest.
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