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In this scene from Dan Chaon's very bleak but memorable mistaken-identity novel Await Your
Reply, a young American woman named Lucy goes into a hair salon in Abidjan, Cote d'Ivoire. The
country is French speaking, and Lucy is apprehensive about communicating. She addresses an

African woman in the shop:
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"Excusez-moi," Lucy said stiffly. " Parlez-vous anglais?"
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She was aware of how clumsy she sounded... She remembered how, back in high school [SUBSCRIBE TO JAMES FALLOWS BY E-MAI]|

French, Mme Fournier would grimace with pity as Lucy tried to bumble her way
TODAY'S HEADLINES FROM THE ATLANTIC

through a conversational prompt. "Oh!" Mme Fournier would say. "Ca fait mal aux

oreilles!" ... The African woman nodded at her politely. "Yes, mademoiselle," she said.
"I speak English."... The Cornyn Caveat: What The NRSC Will Do -- And
Interview: The Club For Growth Ascendent

The woman's name was Stephanie, and she was from Ghana, she said, though she had Liberals Pledge $3.5 Million Against Dems Who Fili...

lived in Cote d'Ivoire for many years now. "Ghana is an English-speaking country. That

-

New Fannie Program Allows Troubled Homeowners
That's one characteristic with the Ivoirians I don't understand. They turn to laugh at a Should We Worry About An Asset Bubble?

is my native language," Stephanie said. "So it's pleasant to speak English sometimes.

foreigner who makes a mistake in French, so even when they know a little English, Revisiting the Achievements of the Veterans Health...

they refuse to speak. Why? Because they think the Anglophones will laugh at them in

turn!" m

5 German Beers Worth Trying
Cocoa Krispies Ditches Controversial Claim

I can't help myself, so when I read this passage, I thought not so much about French and English
Where Yam Is a Salad, Not a Potato

but about Chinese and Japanese. With allowances for obvious differences, it's useful (as I've

mentioned before) to think of Japan's attitude toward its national language as being similar to I *E ; ON I 'HEN IARAZIN _
Faw AL ' 3

France's, and China's attitude as being similar to America's. BOOKS The Pity of War
Is leading your own troops to slaughter ever OK?
That is: in France and Japan, the deep-down assumption is that the language is pure and difficult, MOVING PICTURES Retching With the Stars

The addictive appeal of Dr. Drew

. . .. DRINK The World on the Rocks
hauteur or the elaborately over-polite and therefore inevitably patronizing Japanese response to Stories are special ingredients in cocktail books

that foreigners can't really learn it, and that one's attitude toward their attempts is either French

even a word or two in their language. "Nihongo jouzu! Your Japanese is so good!"
Correspondingly, like the Ivoirians in this novel, Japanese people (to generalize) often seem self-
conscious about potential errors in English. Of course, French speakers of English are marvelously
non-self-conscious, even jauntily willful, about retaining their French accents, especially the _ _
trademark "z" sound for "th." " Zees ees what I mean..." (Yes, I am aware that the fricative th Struggling to Understand the Fort Hood Shootings
phoneme is the most difficult sound in English for non-native speakers, our counterpart to r's in Google Dashboard Is a Dud

French.) Evaluating The House Health Care Bill
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The American attitude towards English is: everyone should get with the program, there are a

million variants and accents of the language, all that really matters is that you can somehow get VOICES
your meaning across. Because there are so many versions of Chinese in use within China, my

impression is that the everyday attitude of Chinese people toward language is similar: You're

expected to try to learn it, no one will spend that much time mocking your mistakes, mainly they Andre;w Sullivan Megan McArdle
. . . . The Daily Wrap Department of Awful
are trying to figure out what you are trying to say. Probably both the U.S. and Chinese attitudes 11.5.09 11:51 P.M. Statistics 11.5.09 2:45 P.M.
reflect the outlook of big, continental nations that encompass lots of internal diversity -- and in
Amerlca.s ca.se, absorb huge numbers of immigrants. I.n any. case it was 1nterest.1ng to see what I Marc Ambinder Ta-Nehisi Coates
am considering the French/Japanese outlook also depicted in Francophone Africa. The Rundown, 11/6 Off-Line 11.5.09 11:00 A.M.
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