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FOREWORD

A Note on This Volume

peaking French is half of belonging. The other half is reading the room.
S This guide covers the everyday customs that shape French daily life, from
the cheek kiss to the obligatory Bonjour, from the meal structure to the August

vacation exodus that empties the cities every summer.

France is not monolithic. Paris is fast, formal, and famously direct. The south (le
Midi) is slower, warmer, and more casual. Brittany, Alsace, Provence, and the
Basque country each have their own flavor, and the difference between Paris and
a village in the Dordogne can feel as wide as the one between two countries.

Where regional differences matter for a visitor, the notes flag them.

This guide pairs with the phrasebook. Knowing the phrase is useless if you miss
the moment. Knowing the moment is awkward without the phrase. Use them

together.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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CHAPTER I

La bise: the cheek kiss.

La bise is the French cheek kiss, and it is the most fraught greeting a visitor will
encounter. Two light kisses, one on each cheek, no actual lip contact. A soft
bisou, or simply a small smack sound effect. It is how friends and family greet
each other across France, and it is the gesture most likely to confuse a

newcomer.

The count varies by region. The sociolinguistic map is more nuanced than a simple
north /south split, and the starting cheek varies too. When in doubt, follow the

other person's lead.

La bise is context-dependent. Between friends and family, always. In a casual
workplace, often. In a formal business setting, almost never (a handshake replaces
it). With strangers, never. Between men, la bise is common in the south and in

family, less common in the north and in business. Men often shake hands instead.
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°* 'I'wo Kkisses: majority across kFrance, mcludmg Paris, the north, and much ot the

west (including most of Brittany).
* Three kisses: pockets of the south (Montpellier, Avignon, Gard, Hérault).

* Four kisses: specific zones in Normandy, Pays de la Loire, Champagne, Franche-

Comté.

» Starting cheek varies by region, usually right but sometimes left (e.g. Provence and
parts of the south often start left).

* Never lip contact. Light cheek touch, soft bisou or small smack sound only.
* Never with strangers. Handshake replaces la bise for first meetings.

* Between men, la bise is common in family and in the south, rare in business.

A RULE OF THUMB

If la bise makes you uncomfortable, a friendly hand extended for a
handshake is always accepted. Most French people understand that not
everyone wants a bise, and nobody will push. But if someone offers it,

declining can read as cold. Receive first, propose later.
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CHAPTER 11

The obligatory Bonjour.

Phrases 1to 4

Nothing is more important in French social life than saying Bonjour at the start
of any interaction. Not a transactional greeting. Not a social nicety you can skip

when you are in a hurry. Bonjour is a small ritual that acknowledges the other

person as a human before business begins.

You say Bonjour when you walk into a shop. When you approach a reception desk.
When you take a seat at a café. When you get into a taxi. When you ring a doorbell.
When you enter a doctor's waiting room (yes, to the other patients, not just the
receptionist). Skipping it is not casual; it is genuinely rude, and French people will
notice. Waiters are known for giving slower service to tourists who launch into an

order without a Bonjour first.

01 Bonjour Madame. Hello madam. The full greeting to a woman,

shopkeeper or stranger. Adding Madame or Monsieur is

a warm upgrade.

02 Bonjour Monsieur. Hello sir. The same, to a man. Again, adding the title

adds warmth.

03 Bonj our, je Hello, I would like a coffee, please. The correct
voudrais un café,
s'il vous plait.

opener. Always Bonjour first, then the request.
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04 Au reVOir, bonne Goodbye, have a nice day! The matching exit.
. ’ ' Always say au revoir, even if you bought nothing.
journée !

A RULE OF THUMB

If you forget Bonjour on entry, you can save the moment by leading with
Excusez-moi. It signals awareness of the omission. But the clean path is
Bonjour first, every time, without exception.
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CHAPTER I11

Tu vs vous: the register question.

T is informal you, used with friends, family, children, and peers you have been
introduced to casually. Vous is formal you, used with strangers, elders,
customers, service staff, colleagues on the first day, and anyone senior in status.

The wrong choice will not break your sentence, but it will be noticed.

The safe default for any adult stranger is vous. Shopkeepers, waiters, taxi drivers,
your landlord, your colleague on the first day, your doctor, anyone over a certain
age. Switching to tu happens when the other person invites it, often with a line like

on peut se tutoyer? or tu peux me tutoyer. Until then, stay with vous.

Professional norms vary by industry. Tech startups, creative agencies, and younger
teams often default to tu from day one. Banks, law firms, government offices, and
most traditional companies keep vous for years, sometimes for the entire working
relationship. Age matters too: a younger person addressing an older one with tu

before being invited reads as presumptuous.
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°* Vous is the detault tor any adult stranger. When in doubt, vous.

* Tuis for children, family, close friends, and peers who have invited the switch.
* Switching to tu is always proposed explicitly. On peut se tutoyer? is the polite ask.

* Tech, creative, and young industries often default to tu. Traditional industries

keep vous.
* Older colleagues and clients almost always stay with vous.

* Mirror the other speaker. If they address you as tu, you can answer with tu.

A RULE OF THUMB

Many foreigners assume that because French people say tu to each other
so much in movies, tu must be the default. In reality, most adult
interactions in a given day use vous. Save tu for after the invitation, and

you will always come across as polite rather than cold.
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CHAPTER IV

The French meal.

A proper French meal follows a structure that goes back centuries, and even
when shortened for a weekday lunch, the order is preserved. Rushing the flow is
seen as rude, especially when someone has cooked for you. French meals are

social, slow, and built around conversation, not refueling.

The full structure runs: apéritif (a pre-meal drink with small snacks), entrée
(starter), plat (main course), fromage (cheese course), dessert (sweet), café (small
black coffee to close). In a home dinner, all six courses can happen. In a bistro
lunch, often just entrée, plat, and dessert. In a café, just the plat. But the logic is the
same: courses come one at a time, in order, and you finish one before the next

arrives.
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* Aperitit: a drink before the meal, often with olives, nuts, or small bites. Pastis in

the south, champagne or kir in Paris.

* Entrée: the starter. Soup, salad, charcuterie, paté. Confusingly for English

speakers, entrée in French means starter, not main course.
* Plat: the main course. Meat, fish, or vegetable dish with an accompaniment.

* Fromage: cheese course, served after the main. A small plate of two or three

cheeses with bread. Served before dessert, not after.
* Dessert: sweet course. Tart, mousse, ice cream, or fruit.

» Café: a small black espresso to close. Not a full-size American coffee. Often served

with a small chocolate.

A RULE OF THUMB

Bread is served with every course except dessert. You break it with your
hands, never cut it with a knife. You place it directly on the tablecloth
next to your plate, not on the plate itself. No bread plate is a feature, not

a mistake.
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CHAPTER V

Bread and the boulangerie.

Phrases 5 to 6

The boulangerie is the beating heart of every French neighborhood. A good one

has a queue out the door at seven in the morning and again at noon. Fresh bread
is bought daily, sometimes twice a day, and the baguette is the one everyone

knows by name.

La baguette tradition is the regulated version made with only four ingredients
(flour, water, salt, yeast) and hand-shaped on site. It is crispier, more flavorful, and
costs about twenty centimes more than the ordinary baguette. Most French
shoppers pick the tradition without asking. You can ask for yours bien cuite (well-

baked, darker crust) or pas trop cuite (lighter) depending on your preference.

Buy bread daily. A French baguette goes stale in about twelve hours.

* Ask for la baguette tradition for the higher-quality version. Costs about one

twenty, slightly more than the ordinary.
* Specify bien cuite or pas trop cuite if you have a crust preference.

* Boulangeries are closed on a rotating day (usually Monday or Wednesday). Always

a sign in the window.

* Most boulangeries also sell pastries, sandwiches, and quiches. A quiche lorraine

plus a pain au chocolat is a classic lunch.
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05 Une baguette
tradition, bien
cuite, s'il vous

plait.

06 Deux pains au
chocolat, s'il vous
plait.

A RULE OF THUMB

an extra block for.

Eidetic Companion Volumes

A Companion Volume

A tradition baguette, well-baked, please. The
standard daily order.

Two pains au chocolat, please. Never call them
chocolatines in Paris; that is a southwestern regional
word (and also common in Québec) and ordering it
wrong in Paris will start a mock argument.

The best test of a boulangerie is the crust. If the baguette gives when you
press it, the baker is not at the top of the game. A proper baguette

crackles and the crust shatters slightly when you tear it. Worth walking
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CHAPTER VI

Work rhythm and the August exodus.

France has the 35-hour work week, the long lunch break, and the month-long

summer vacation, and all three shape daily life in ways that catch foreigners off
guard.

Offices typically run nine to six with a lunch break between twelve and two. Many
small shops close for lunch entirely from twelve thirty to two thirty. Banks, post
offices, and bureaucracy close even longer. Treating the lunch hour as a genuine

pause, not a quick snack at your desk, is the norm.

August is the French vacation month. Paris empties. Small shops close for two to

four weeks, often with a handwritten sign saying Fermeture annuelle. The August

exodus (les grands départs) is a national phenomenon. If you need something done

in August (bureaucracy, repairs, a specific specialist), either do it in July or wait

until September. Trying to fight the rhythm is a losing strategy.
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e Standard work week 1s 35 hours by law. Many white-collar workers do more, but

the rhythm is the baseline.

e Lunch is long, often ninety minutes to two hours. Many shops, especially outside

Paris, close entirely.

* The work week runs Monday to Friday. Sunday closing is the rule for most shops,

with narrow exceptions.

e August is vacation month. Expect fermeture annuelle signs on many small

businesses.

 Paris pace is faster. The south and smaller cities run slower. Do not treat Paris

speed as the national default.

* Public holidays (ponts) stretch into long weekends. A Tuesday holiday often means

Monday is also taken off.

A RULE OF THUMB

The French vacation culture is not laziness; it is a legally protected right
and a national identity piece. Fighting it (asking for urgent work in mid-
August, chasing a bureaucrat at one thirty on a Wednesday) will exhaust
you. Learning to match the rhythm is one of the great pleasures of life in

France.
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CHAPTER VII

The intellectual register.

French conversation, especially in educated or urban settings, values
articulation, debate, and a well-turned phrase. Small talk about weather and
sports exists but is often a brief warm-up before the real conversation, which is

more likely to be about politics, books, cinema, food, or the state of the country.

French people argue. Debate is a form of warmth, not conflict. A dinner-party
conversation about whether a particular political move was justified can be heated,
even among close friends, and end with everyone perfectly happy. The expectation
is that you have a position, that you can defend it, and that disagreeing is not

disrespect. Saying je ne sais pas to every question reads as disengaged rather than
humble.

This register plays out in small ways. The newspaper headline, the café
conversation, the politician's speech, the schoolchild's dissertation homework: all
share a preference for clear argumentation, literary reference, and the well-placed
turn of phrase. You do not need to match it. You need to recognize it, and not be

surprised when a casual dinner turns into a structured debate.
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e Debate is warmth, not contlict. Argumg a point does not mean the relationship 1S

strained.
* Having a position is expected. Constant je ne sais pas reads as disengaged.

e Cultural references (films, books, politicians) pepper conversation. Knowing a few

helps you follow along.

* Criticism of France from a French person is normal and does not mean they want

you to pile on.

* Directness is not rudeness. A French ne, je ne suis pas d'accord (no, I disagree) is a

conversational move, not an insult.

* The written register is formal. An email, even a casual work one, uses full

sentences, vous by default, and a proper sign-off.

A RULE OF THUMB

If you are invited to a French dinner, come with one topic you have a
view on. The question qu'est-ce que vous en pensez? (what do you think
about it?) will come your way. Having something to say, even if

imperfect in French, is the warmest social move you can make.
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CHAPTER VIII

Holidays and le patrimoine.

France marks time with holidays that map onto history, religion, and seasonal

rhythms. Many are public days off. All of them shape daily life: what is open, what

is closed, what the country is collectively doing.

Le quatorze juillet (the fourteenth of July, often called Bastille Day abroad) is the
national holiday. It marks the storming of the Bastille in 1789 AND the Féte de la
Fedération in 1790; the 1880 law that established the holiday was deliberately

ambiguous. Parades, fireworks, dance at the fire stations, a slower day in town.

La Toussaint (All Saints' Day, first of November) is when families visit cemeteries
with chrysanthemums. Never give chrysanthemums as a gift outside this context;

they are strictly funeral flowers in France.

Noél (Christmas) is centred on the réveillon dinner: a long family meal on the
evening of the twenty-fourth. The centerpiece is the réveillon dinner on the 24th

rather than a morning focus on the 25th.

Les Journées du patrimoine, held the third weekend of September, open normally
private historical sites to the public for free. One of the best weekends of the year

to see France.
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° le quatorze juillet: national clay, hreworks, parades. Businesses closed.

* La Toussaint: first of November. Public holiday, cemetery visits, chrysanthemums.

* Noél: twenty-fourth evening is the family dinner (le réveillon). Twenty-fifth is a

quieter day.

e Lundi de Paques (Easter Monday): public holiday, making Easter a long weekend.
Easter Sunday itself is off by default but the Monday is the actual public holiday.

* Ascension: 40 days after Easter, always a Thursday, often with a pont Friday.

* Lundi de Pentecote: Whit Monday, 50 days after Easter, a public holiday with a
specific solidarity-day wrinkle since 2004.

* Le premier mai: Labor Day. Muguet (lily of the valley) sold on the street.

* LesJournées du patrimoine: mid-September. Free entry to historical sites. One of

the great French weekends.

» Féte de la musique: twenty-first of June. Free music everywhere in every city.

Started in France, now worldwide.

A RULE OF THUMB

If you are in France around a public holiday, check whether it lands on a
Tuesday or Thursday. That triggers a pont (bridge), where the Monday or
Friday gets taken off too, making a four-day weekend. Travel and

restaurant bookings get tight. Plan early.
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CODA

What Comes Next.

A Note for the Reader

01

his guide is the backbone. There is a second layer that comes with time:
T regional accent differences, the unwritten rules of French bureaucracy,
the subtext of political vocabulary, the centuries of literary and cinematic
reference points that locals carry lightly. Those come from living there, not

from a guide.

Pair this with the phrasebook, the grammar primer, and the Eidetic
Metropolitan French deck. The language gives you the words. The culture tells

you when to use them. Together, they let you belong.

Bonne continuation.

A READER'S INVITATION

The Metropolitan French Deck

This guide covers the essentials. The Eidetic Metropolitan French deck
puts these cultural moments into flashcard form with native audio, so
you hear the right phrase at the right time. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.
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