Elles 
The author of Entre Nous: A Woman's Guide to Finding Her Inner French Girl discusses her book, French culture and the French woman's unique approach to life.

 

by Gena Hymowech

 

Debra Ollivier writes about French life for Salon and is the author of the recent book Entre Nous: A Woman's Guide to Finding Her Inner French Girl (St. Martin's Press). Ollivier, an American, moved to France in the early 90s and currently divides her time between France and the United States.

 

France Today: What led you to write this book?

Debra Ollivier: I was approached by some editors in New York who were interested in a book along those lines. 

 

FT: What is the classic image we have of the French woman and how does that differ from the reality?

DO: Well, I think the classic image is of a tall, thin, leggy woman. A vampy, cigarette-smoking bombshell. A little cold. The reality is that French women are diverse.

 

FT: What are a few of the special qualities French women have?

DO: Well, I talk a lot about that in the book. They have a certain relationship to sensuality that we do not have. They have a more exalted experience of sensuality. They tend to focus more on quality than quantity. They tend to take their time. There isn't this great cult of multitasking moms over there. That's not to say that French women aren't really busy. They just do things at a slower, more human sort of pace. Their relationship to food is far less guilt-oriented than ours is. They tend to stress their individuality more. They stress their look as opposed to somebody else's.

 

FT: What makes French women so mysterious?

DO: I think it's just that they're not as confessional as we are. When an American woman sits down at a bus stop [and talks to another woman], she says, "Oh yeah, I got divorced and my husband's a psychopath." We are very direct and we talk a lot. We're very boisterous. And we don't realize that until we live somewhere else. 

 

FT: Are French women luckier in love than American women are?

DO: French women don't have a black-and-white relationship to love. [...American women] are much more into defining things than French women are. French women are more nuanced. Does that mean they're luckier in love? I don't know.

 

FT: Do French women parent differently than American women do?
DO: [In France], there's not as much permissiveness. There are more boundaries. Adults run the show.  [...] In America, I think kids tend to run the show a little bit more [than their parents do]. I also think that French women know how to parent with far less stuff. We have a lot of stuff. We're a consumer society. The French have less. There's less choice. So that's kind of nice, because French children learn to make do with less.

 

FT: How do French women stay so slim?

DO: If French women eat something rich, they don't eat a lot of it. They have smaller portions. There is no snack culture in France. It's [considered] very gauche to snack in between meals there. I love to snack while I shop, but when I did that in France, [people] looked at me like I was a freak.   

 

FT: What have you learned from French women that you incorporate into your own life?

DO: Well, I try not to multitask. And when I buy things, I tend to be much more discriminating.

 

FT: What kind of response has the book gotten?

DO: It got a fair amount of press. The book came out in April when we were at war with Iraq and there was all this anti-French sentiment. People were pouring champagne out into the streets and saying, "Screw the French." So from a commercial point of view, it wasn't the best timing. [But] I've gotten good reviews. The book's gotten more positive press than I expected--particularly considering the time that it came out.

 

FT: Why do American women need this book?

DO: American women have always been really fascinated with French women and the sort of mythic French style. [But] articles and books about French women tend to stick to things like high heels, scarves and makeup. And while there are some of those things in the book, what the editors and I wanted to do was get behind the stereotype and look at some of the more essential attributes of the French woman. We wanted to suggest to the American woman a different way of looking at sensuality, a different way of looking at food, a different way of looking at parenting, and so on. And I do think there's a need now for these kinds of messages. [For example], French women know how to have a life. We know how to make a living here, [but] they know how to have a life. And I think American women are getting fed up, tired and stressed. They are finally getting that making a living and having a new stereo system aren't necessarily going to make them happy. It's timely for American women to start asking themselves, "How can I have a life instead of just make a living?"

 

FT: What do you love about French culture?

DO: One of the things that I love most is the intellectual orientation of the culture. I like that the French revere the iconoclast and the artist. And I like the fact that the French aren't always willing to play ball on a political scale.

 

FT: What three words come to mind when you think of France?

DO:  God, that's hard, because I lived there for a long time. Beauty, complexity, and history. 

