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  PREFACE

  The first time I went to France, I didn’t like it much. My godmother had invited me to join her on holiday in Brittany in the late 1950s to look after her children. I have two memories of the trip: daringly calling out, ‘Ah, les flics!’ at the police on the seafront and trying to learn to sail on a boat with a grizzled Frenchman who kept yelling about ‘le foc’—the mizzen sail, not a Breton approximation of a four-letter swear word.

  Forty years later, I was sitting in my office by the harbour in Hong Kong, having edited the South China Morning Post through the territory’s return to China. It had been a breathless summer, with no time to think of anything except work. One Wednesday in August, I was seized by a single thought. My wife was in France, taking the waters at an obscure spa in the wilds of the Cévennes. In three days’ time, she and three of our closest friends would drive to a favourite restaurant and hotel in a medieval village by the Aveyron River. My diary was embarrassingly empty. So I booked a ticket for that night, flew to Paris, changed airports and boarded a little plane to the town of Rodez. Once there I hired a car, drove twenty miles, and was sitting in the garden by the river when they drove over the humpbacked bridge on Saturday afternoon.

  France gets you that way. Its lure is the reason for this book. I had wanted to write an account of the state of France for some time; what got me started was the virulence and scale of the protests that were set off by President Chirac’s decision to resume nuclear testing in the summer of 1995. Why, I wondered, did France arouse such strong emotions? What is it that is so unusual about this nation and its people? And then, looking at the morosity which spread across the country from the mid-1980s, how does one reconcile the superior sheen which France displays to the world with the realities of double-digit unemployment, rising to 3.3 million in defiance of presidential pledges to bring it down, a rampant extremist party of the far right and a people who reject the elite that has ruled them for decades?

  Without a healthy France, there is no Europe. That is why the state of the land between the Atlantic and the Rhine, the Mediterranean and the Channel matters so much, and why, for all the pleasures and stimulation it offers, France needs to get a grip on itself.

  For a foreigner to try to grapple with such matters may seem arrogant. But I hope that three decades spent either living in France or watching it closely from abroad have enabled me to take the pulse of the nation, though I know that many friends living in Paris, the Berry or the Auvergne would disagree with my concerns about their country. My starting point is certainly not that of a Francophobe; rather more that of a lover who entertains some fundamental worries about the object of his affection.

  The first edition of this book was published in 1998. France was in a quite confident mood as the last century ended. When a French version appeared, I was taken to task especially by reviewers in right-wing newspapers for my criticisms of the country. A leading commentator in Le Figaro noted that I claimed to be a friend of France and concluded with the cliché that ‘with friends like M. Fenby, France does not need enemies.’ I can only note that the same newspaper has taken to levelling the same kind of criticisms at the way the country is run as I laid out at the time. I would claim that the weaknesses and strengths, which I identified first time round, remain—and, indeed, have in some cases been magnified on the debit side. However, while still on the brink, France has not toppled over. How it has managed this is one of the themes of this new edition.

  So much has happened in the last fifteen years that this is really a new book, but I hope it has the advantage of putting the current state of the country in a longer historical context stretching back to Charles de Gaulle and the founding of the Fifth Republic in 1958, with particular focus on the period since François Mitterrand became the first President of the Fifth Republic to be elected on a left-wing platform. Those three decades form a continuum which both explains the brink along which France is walking and how its politicians, of right and left, have repeatedly chosen short-term fixes or indulged in evasion of harsh realities to perpetuate that state of affairs, leading to the current uncertainties lapping round the presidency of François Hollande. The book seeks, therefore, both to present a portrait of France today and a longer-range account of the evolution of the country, from the centres of power in Paris to the provinces, from the economy to gastronomy, from the immigrant issue to the fading of old icons with the backdrop of the history that has formed the nation.

  It is based on half a century of experience, encounters and observation both personal and drawn from my work as a journalist in France for Reuters, the Economist, the Times, the Guardian, the Independent, the Observer and other publications in Britain and the United States. I could never have undertaken this book, let alone finished it, without the help of my wife, who has given me roots-by-marriage in France and whose assistance has been as invaluable as it has been rigorous. Hundreds of people have contributed to my knowledge of France and given me material for this book. I owe a special debt to my colleagues in the French press and broadcasting; in particular to L’Express, Le Monde, Libération, Le Figaro, Le Nouvel Observateur, Le Point and RTL. I have indicated their specific contributions at various points in the text, but, beyond that, they have given me a far broader insight into France over the years as friends and colleagues.

  Louis and Lya Wartski and their children have been an invaluable well on which to draw since the mid-1960s. Roger Galéron was a particularly moving witness of one day in 1942. The late André Passeron was my first and best guide to French politics, while Louis Marcerou opened windows on to France that I could never have found elsewhere. Paul Webster was an essential companion at historic moments in the 1990s as well as unearthing valuable material on the saga of François Mitterrand, which he generously made available before his untimely death. As well as conversations with people across the country, I have benefitted more recently from the timely observations of André Villeneuve, from the analysis of John Peet and from continuing exchanges with a range of academic observers of France, opinion pollsters and journalists for the French publications cited above.

  I owe a special debt to the inhabitants of Mourjou and Calvinet in the Cantal, and in particular to our generous and ever-dependable host in the chestnut country, Peter Graham. Among the Anglo-New Zealand tribe to be found in those parts, Keith Walker, Brian Oatley and Peter and Win Campbell have provided information and food for thought over the years in the Place de Église. Ginette Vincendeau has been both a valuable source of material and a stimulating verbal sparring partner. Bernard Edinger has always been there when facts needed to be checked or leads followed up, while Simon Caulkin, Jack Altman and David Lawday have been friendly sources of ideas through more years than any of us would like to acknowledge. Jenny and Peter Thomas in the Gard and Lisa and André Villeneuve in Italy provided most welcome hospitality while I was working on the new edition of this book; André has been a source of constant ideas about France wherever we are.

  I would also like to thank the following for their often unwitting contribution over the years: Jacques Attali; Raymond Barre; Jean-Philippe Beja; Pierre Bérégovoy; Luc and Annie Besnier; Jean-Louis Bianco; the Baron Bonnefous; Denis and Genevieve Brulet; Claude Cheysson; Jacques Chirac; Mary Dejevsky; Roland Dumas; Albert Duroy; the Estienne family and others who stayed on in the village of Saint-André-de-Rosans; Nicole and Michèle Fagegaltier, and their father; Philippe and Claire Ferras; Anne Freyer; Marie-France Garaud; Valéry Giscard d’Estaing; Jacques and Annie Hudes; Denis Jeambar; Serge July; Pascal Lamy; Jean-Marie Le Pen; Jean-Yves and Michèle Libeskind; John Litchfield; Gerald Long; Serge Marti; Dominique Moïsi; Christine Ockrent; Micheline Oerlemans; André Poitevin; Louis-Bernard Puech; Martine Schultz; Dominique Strauss-Kahn; Margie Sudre; the Vincendeau family and John Vinocur.

  The chapter on the National Front draws, in part, on Alexander Fenby’s thesis on the party, and Sara Fenby kept me up to date on the latest relevant French writings while I was on the other side of the world. In Hong Kong, Winnie Tarn, Joseph Leung and other colleagues helped in producing the original manuscript, for which deep thanks to them.

  Though our paths diverged, Faith Evans set the ball rolling, and Gillon Aitken gave valuable advice. Paul Theroux suggested a vital connection. Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson’s enthusiasm made all the difference both times round. I am grateful to Philippa Harrison for having decided to publish the first edition book and to Richard Seaver for the first US edition, to Andrew Gordon for his expert editing and backing first time round and to Cal Barksdale for his attentive and supportive work on this version, along with his colleagues at Skyhorse.

  But, in the end, it all comes down to Renée, without whom none of this would have been possible and who has, once again, provided the most expert and devoted first reading anybody could ask for, putting me right on points of detail and, more important, providing stimulating big picture thoughts and the insights only a native of the Hexagon can truly possess. If this book is dedicated to her parents, it exists because of her.

  April 2014

  Note

  Since this is a book in English, the Anglophone version of place names have been used where they exist, i.e. Lyons, Marseilles, Brittany, Burgundy.

  Because of movements in the currency markets, euros and French francs have not been converted. At the time of writing, the euro stood at 1.36 to the US dollar.
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  A SPECIAL PLACE

  Nations and their peoples often go through mood swings spurred by victories or defeats, good times or bad, booms and slumps. But none displays such a disjunction as France between its people’s view of their country’s role in history and their feelings about contemporary life. On the one hand, they are convinced that the home of Joan of Arc and Louis XIV, Napoleon and Charles de Gaulle, Balzac, Victor Hugo and the Impressionists, the Eiffel Tower and the Arc de Triomphe occupies a special place in the world, a land that stands apart from others on account of its history and its character.

  Its model of a strong state, social protection for its citizens and the mantra of ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’ from the Revolution of 1789 makes France unique, ‘a beacon for the human race,’ according to Jacques Chirac, its president from 1995 to 2007; he concluded the first volume of his memoirs by dedicating his electoral victory to the ‘patriots . . . who have made France a tolerant, fraternal, inventive and masterful nation.’ His successor but one, François Hollande, is equally clear. ‘France’s destiny is to be a global nation,’ he declared on one occasion. ‘Europe needs a strong France,’ he said on another, ‘and the world needs an influential France.’ In 2013, an official committee advised the government that ‘as soon as France touches something, she makes it more intelligent, more unexpected, sharper, more productive. France always puts the breath of inspiration into what she undertakes.’

  Once, the hexagonal land that looks both to the rest of Europe and to the wider world was known simply as the ‘Great Country.’ ‘Live like God in France,’ was how the Germans put it. But, as the twenty-first century progresses, the nation has sunk into what its people describe as ‘morosité.’ They are deeply worried about the state of the economy, the integrity and ability of politicians, immigration and society. Beyond that lies the deeper and even more troubling matter of national identity as successive administrations have failed to revive the country’s confidence. Opinion surveys report a widespread desire for a strong leader to restore the national direction, but the failure of mainstream political parties to provide reassurance leads many to vote for extremist parties. Those gripped by exasperation fall back as their preferred form of expression on the French habit of angry demonstrations, sometimes spilling over into violence. ‘Behind the generalised protest movement lies a deep doubt about the continuation of the French model,’ remarks the head of a polling service.

  The fallout is everywhere and is gaining in scope and speed. The people turn quickly against those they chose to rule them; within a year of Hollande’s election in 2012, his popularity rating had slumped to 30 per cent and then went on dropping. Sharp reverses at municipal elections in March 2014 forced him to change prime minister and reshuffle the government. The French consume more tranquilisers and antidepressants than other West Europeans. A study by the consultants Deloitte in late 2013 reported that a quarter of young graduates thought their futures lay abroad, double the number eighteen months earlier. Concern about law and order—insécurité—is a constant theme; 70 per cent of those questioned in a survey in 2013 said they thought the justice system worked badly. Such concerns are not new.

  ‘There is too much violence in our country, too much insecurity—in schools, on public transport, in the streets,’ President Chirac said in 1998. ‘Every day new limits are broken beyond which our society will disintegrate.’ More and more people have admitted to sympathy with racism. Nicolas Sarkozy, who won the presidency in 2007, based his political career largely on presenting himself as a tough enforcer of law and order during his spells as Interior Minister in charge of the police. The new prime minister of 2014, Manuel Valls, had become the most popular member of the previous government in the same post with a similarly tough line.

  A nation which has always prided itself on its internationalism and its links with the world has been turning in on itself, fearful of what lies beyond its borders be it cheap goods from China, immigration from new member states of the European Union in central and eastern Europe or ‘Anglo-Saxon finance’ (meaning Wall Street and London). Opinion surveys show low support for the capitalist system and for globalization. In the 2012 presidential election one-third of the vote went to candidates hostile to the European market economy, and Sarkozy undertook to press the EU Commission in Brussels to adopt protectionist measures if re-elected. The following year, polls found that support for the European Union in France had dropped below 50 per cent. Only a fifth of those questioned said they viewed European economic integration in a positive light, while 72 per cent wanted restrictions on access to welfare for migrants from other EU states.

  Still, there are plenty of reasons for that pride even if, as we will see, quite a few of them contain worms in the bud. Though its sixty-five million people rank only twenty-first in the population league, France is home to the world’s fifth-biggest economy at $2.7 trillion dollars. Its companies stand fourth in Fortune magazine’s global rankings. It possesses nuclear weapons and a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council. It has the most important bilateral defence agreement in Europe—with Britain—and President Sarkozy announced his country’s return to NATO’s integrated military structure in 2009, four decades after General de Gaulle quit it in search of national independence.

  Frenchmen led the creation of the European Union, with de Gaulle, making sure that Paris assumed the political leadership of the community. Jacques Delors—one of two presidents of the EU Commission from France—piloted the development of the single market embracing twenty-eight countries. A Frenchman was the commission’s Secretary-General for thirty years. Four of the last six managing directors of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have been French. Jean-Claude Trichet was the first head of the European Central Bank from 2003 to 2011. Pascal Lamy served as Director-General of the World Trade Organization from 2005 to 2013.

  France has one of Europe’s most extensive and least crowded road networks, and as big a railway system as Britain and Italy put together. The state Post Office set up the world’s first online data network for households, and the government took the lead in developing both the supersonic airliner and the high-speed train. The health service has long been a subject of national pride and joy, and a subject of international envy for its standards of care. The French eat high levels of butter and eggs while maintaining a low rate of heart disease and an obesity level one-fifth of that of Americans. A Europe-wide investigation reported that their children were the healthiest on the continent.

  The Hexagon occupies a unique geographical position. On its west is the Atlantic Ocean reaching across to the Americas. To the south lie the Mediterranean, the Pyrennean frontier with Spain and the border with Italy. Up on the east side, it has Switzerland, Germany and Belgium as neighbours. To the north, across the narrow Channel, is the nation which has so often been France’s prime rival and sometime ally, ‘perfidious Albion.’ Bounded by water, mountains and flatlands, France is neither a land power, like Germany, nor a maritime one, as Britain used to be. Away from Europe, traces of its empire, second only to that of Britain and covering 4.8 million square miles at its apogee in the 1920s and 1930s, persist from former colonies in Africa and Asia to territories stretching from the North Atlantic to the South Seas which Paris insists remain as much part of the republic as the Auvergne.

  The royal courts of the Bourbon monarchs were among the outstanding centres of power up to the eighteenth century. France then gave the world the template of the modern revolution, which brought together the ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity, and promulgated the sacred nature of the rights of man. Though the Revolution of 1789 led to totalitarian terror and the autocratic rule of Napoleon Bonaparte followed by the restoration of the monarchy, the republican ideal had been established at a time when kings and emperors ruled the rest of Europe. This ideal was briefly reborn in the revolution of 1848 only to be crushed by the Second Empire of Napoleon III. But then the Third Republic, born in the ashes of military defeat at the hands of Prussian-led Germany in 1870, established a durable form of non-monarchical, non-Napoleonic rule, lasting until the second defeat by Germany in 1940. After the interregnum of the Vichy collaborationist regime, a Fourth Republic came into being, but, brought low by instability in its legislative-dominated political system, economic woes and the poisonous war to hold on to Algeria, gave way to the presidential regime established by Charles de Gaulle in 1958, which endures to this day.

  Through this long story of regime changes stretching over two and a quarter centuries, France has given the world the metric system, Braille, pasteurization, tinned sardines and liposuction. Baron Pierre de Coubertin was the father of the modern Olympics. The Tour de France cycle race is watched each year by more on-the-spot spectators than any other annual sporting event on Earth and is televised in more than 160 countries. This is the land of les Misérables, Edith Piaf and Brigitte Bardot, claret, the camembert and the cancan. The ‘French lover’ stands for sexual sophistication, and l’amour has a special potency, whatever the performance realities.

  The French built the Statue of Liberty and the Suez Canal. They invented the vegetable mixer, denim and champagne, not to mention disposable razors, the pressure cooker, the sewing machine and the non-stick frying pan, which gave Ronald Reagan his Teflon nickname. The Perrier spring is synonymous with sparkling water round the globe. Nicéphore Niépce pioneered photography in the early nineteenth century. The Lumière brothers made the first moving picture in 1895. The Club Mediterranée set the model for informal, all-inclusive holiday resorts, and it was a Parisian who commercialized the bikini swimsuit, employing a nude dancer to show it off after the regular models refused to do so.

  French cultural history is unmatched, dating back to a 32,000-year-old cave painting. Which other nation can boast writers such as Rabelais, Molière, Corneille, Racine, Stendhal, Flaubert, Balzac, Hugo, Zola, Baudelaire, Proust, Camus and Dumas père et fils? The Ancien Régime produced the greatest court diarist in Saint-Simon. Voltaire dreamed up Candide and Panglosse, and Beaumarchais provided Mozart with Figaro. The whole planet knows The Hunchback of Notre Dame, ‘Bluebeard,’ Around the World in Eighty Days and The Three Musketeers. France counts more Nobel Prizes for literature than any other country. Philosophy stretches back over a thousand years to Abélard, followed by Montaigne, Pascal, Descartes, Diderot, Comte, Bergson, and the Existentialists, Structuralists and Post-Structuralists of modern times.

  In art, the list is equally impressive—from Poussin and De la Tour through Corot and Cézanne to Manet, Monet and Renoir, Matisse and Braque, not to mention the sculptor Rodin or the caricaturist Daumier. The list of great composers goes from Lully and Rameau to Debussy, Ravel, Berlioz, Fauré, Bizet, Satie and Poulenc. Claude François, a French singer who subsequently electrocuted himself in his bath, was responsible for the music of ‘My Way,’ while another, Sacha Distel, co-wrote that alternative anthem, ‘The Good Life.’ The French language includes subtleties that escape Anglophones—and six hundred synonyms each for the penis and vagina listed by linguistic expert Pierre Guiraud.

  The first parachute descent took place two centuries ago from a balloon above the Parc Monceau in Paris. A seventeenth-century prelate, Pierre de Fermat, set out the theorem which took three centuries to prove. Albert Binet invented the intelligence test. Michel Lotito of Grenoble, Monsieur Mangetout (Mr. Eat Everything), distinguished himself by consuming nine tons of metal, including a light aircraft. Other Frenchmen set new standards for the speed eating of snails—275 in fifteen minutes—and shucking oysters—2,064 an hour.

  As the world’s favourite international holiday destination, the Hexagon attracted eighty-three million visitors in 2012—ten million more than at the turn of the century. According to the historian Emmanuel Le Roy-Ladurie, ‘France is, first of all, a woman. A beautiful woman.’ It is a land hymned in Charles Trenet’s lyrical song, ‘Douce France’ (Sweet France), to be loved in its people’s hearts whether in joy or pain.

  No nation of comparable size, and few that are much bigger, can equal its variety of landscape and life. Where else provides rivals to the châteaux of the Loire; the walled city of Carcassonne; the majestic papal palace of Avignon; the jewel church of Vézelay and the Romanesque beauties along the pilgrim trail towards Compostela; the hilltop fortresses of the doomed Cathar heretics in the Pyrenees; the cathedrals of Chartres, Reims or Albi; the central square of Nancy or the Dominican church and hidden medieval townhouses of Toulouse; the Spanish-accented charm and Fauvist colours of the anchovy port of Collioure on the Mediterranean; and the nineteenth-century elegance of Biarritz on the Atlantic and Deauville on the Channel, not to mention the celebrated esplanades of Nice and Cannes?

  The list goes on and on—the great gorges not just of the Tarn but also the equally spectacular ravines of the Ardèche, the Verdon and the Hérault, the rough beauty of the Cévennes and the Auvergne and the bucolic pastures of Normandy and the Limousin, from the towering peaks of the Alps to the lavender fields of the Drôme and the softness of Anjou, from the wild horses of the mountain plateaux of the Spanish border and the pink flamingos of the Camargue to the storks nesting on the rooftops of Alsace and the seagulls wheeling over the vast D-Day invasion beaches of Normandy.

  Paris provides a unique range of architecture, history and personal memory—Roman relics of the Arènes de Lutèce, Renaissance mansions of the Marais around the Place des Vosges through Baron Haussmann’s construction of a city centre under Napoleon III and on to the legacy of steel, glass and concrete bequeathed to the capital by François Mitterrand in the 1980s and 1990s. The Centre Georges Pompidou in the Beaubourg district has lured five times as many visitors as originally planned and had to close for two years to repair the resulting wear and tear. France’s capital has some of the most famous monuments and open spaces in the world—the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre and Arc de Triomphe, the Place de la Concorde, the quays of the Seine, Notre Dame Cathedral, the Tuileries gardens and the Bois de Boulogne—but also a wealth of smaller jewels, quiet cobbled courtyards, exquisite houses large and small, street markets, glass-roofed nineteenth-century shopping galleries, churches and squares. Paris is sometimes dismissed these days as having fallen behind such throbbing temples of twenty-first-century urban life as London, New York, Berlin or Barcelona. But, if that is the case, it still remains unique in its own special way and one would be a fool not to acknowledge as much.

  Despite all the tales of outrageously priced cups of coffee on the Champs-Élysées, Paris is not among the most expensive world cities to visit. Its famously abrupt inhabitants are as likely to be in a hurry as rude—and will be as short with their fellow citizens as with visitors. From China to Argentina, cities in search of glamour call themselves the ‘Paris of the East’ or the ‘Paris of the Americas,’ and they are not wrong given the city’s international renown to so many different kinds of people.

  For more than a century, the City of Light was the magnet for exiles ranging from White Russians and Jews to Communists and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor in their memento-filled villa in the Bois de Boulogne. Karl Marx burnished his theories during a stay in the capital. Ho Chi Minh and Pol Pot studied Marxism and Leninism in France’s capital. Deng Xiaoping joined the Chinese Communist Party there while in France as a teenager and retained a taste for croissants all his life. The Ayatollah Khomeini spent the last spell of his exile in a Paris suburb. Today, some of the best-known foreigners in the city are international soccer players, including the incomparable Swedish striker Zlatan Ibrahimovic, bought for huge sums by what may be the richest club in the world, Paris Saint-Germain, which has been transformed under Qatari ownership.

  One of the troop of foreign writers and artists who came to live there, Walter Benjamin, called Paris the capital of the nineteenth century; a bit later, another resident foreigner, Gertrude Stein, dubbed it ‘the place where the twentieth century was.’ Henry James and Edith Wharton were denizens of France. Charles Lindbergh became a world hero as a conqueror of distance when he landed at Le Bourget airfield in 1927. In his film Midnight in Paris, Woody Allen paid an ultimate homage to the French capital’s role in the American literary imagination.

  The city was home to Picasso and Modigliani, and a last refuge for Oscar Wilde and Marlene Dietrich. Ernest Hemingway and Scott Fitzgerald sized up their penises in a Left Bank café lavatory. Paris and France adopted Josephine Baker and Sidney Bechet. Fats Waller got a chance to play the ‘God box’ in the organ loft of Notre Dame, and jazz musicians fleeing American racism found a home away from home in the Hotel Louisiane above the Rue de Buci street market on the Left Bank. Richard Wright and James Baldwin, among other African American writers and artists, found refuge in Paris, too. In a different musical mode, Jim Morrison’s grave is still a pilgrimage spot for Doors fans on the northern slopes of the city.

  A Paris publisher was the first to print Joyce and Nabokov. George Gershwin sailed home in 1928 with a collection of Paris taxi horns to use in An American in Paris. Eugene Ionesco and Samuel Beckett wrote in the language of their adopted country. Asked why he lived in Paris, the Irishman replied, ‘Well, you know, if I was in Dublin I would just be sitting around in a pub.’ Cole Porter made April the city’s month. Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire gave it the sheen of musical romance for cinema audiences around the globe. Humphrey Bogart comforted Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca by assuring her, ‘We’ll always have Paris.’ Even Hitler had to admit that, while levelling London or Moscow would not have disturbed his peace of mind, he would have been greatly pained to have had to destroy the capital of France—when he finally gave the order to do so in 1944, it was not executed.

  Not to be outdone, other French cities, towns and regions have attracted their stars, too. The still two-eared Van Gogh drew his inspiration from Provence. Salvador Dali proclaimed Perpignan station to be the centre of the universe. Medieval popes took up residence in Avignon. Chopin made beautiful music with George Sand in the dank flatlands of the centre. Robert Louis Stevenson trekked through the Cévennes on a donkey. Madonna named her daughter after the pilgrimage shrine of Lourdes, and Yul Brynner’s ashes were laid to rest in a monastery in the Loire Valley. As for the Côte d’Azur, Scott Fitzgerald’s ‘pleasant shore of the Riviera’ became such a mecca for the smart set of the 1920s that they could believe they had invented it. Later, Somerset Maugham held lugubrious court in his villa at Cap Ferrat, and Graham Greene denounced the local political mafia as he saw out his last years in one of the less fashionable towns of the coastline.

  France’s gastronomic leadership has come under severe challenge from global rivals, but reports of its demise are premature. One problem is the number of top chefs from the Hexagon who work abroad. Inventiveness has taken the place of old stereotyped menus in the twenty-first century; molecular cooking can be found at a top restaurant in the little-visited Corbières region of the south as well as in smart establishments in the capital. But, for all the excellence of cooks in countries which used not to count a single Michelin three-star restaurant, the underlying traditions of France’s regional gastronomy provide a foundation few other nations can rival. A French name is still prized by exponents of culinary excellence. So New York has Le Cirque; Los Angeles, Ma Maison; London, Le Gavroche and Tante Claire; and both Stockholm and Hanoi L’Opéra. In California, the celebrated chef Alice Waters called her restaurant Chez Panisse, while Napa Valley gastronomes flock to the French Laundry and diners at steakhouses in Santa Monica cut their meat with knives from the small town of Laguiole in the Aveyron department more than five thousand miles away.

  Laying claim to a Hexagonal heritage, brasseries and bistros flourish round the world. Tokyo’s Ginza shopping avenue is swamped with French outlets, and Japanese gourmets can spend a fortune eating the potato purée of three-star chef Joël Robuchon in a full-scale replica of a Loire Valley château constructed with stone imported from France. Across the sea from Japan, North Korea marked the elevation of the Great Leader Kim Jong-il by ordering 66,000 bottles of French wine. Shanghai has a Café de la Seine on the riverfront and a brasserie called Chamselisee. (Say it fast with a local accent and all becomes clear.)

  As in gastronomy, France is no longer the unchallenged leader of world fashion, and its top couture houses employ British, Italian and Russian designers to give them a contemporary edge. But these designers still want to work in what, for the global imagination and marketing, remains the city that epitomizes high style. Boutiques from Oslo to Osaka call themselves by French names. Rag-trade workshops around the globe stitch in ‘Arc de Triomphe’ or ‘Tour Eiffel’ labels. Paris still means fashion, even if the frocks are financed and dreamed up by people who can’t speak to the limo driver on the way home. It was, after all, Christian Dior who invented international haute couture, and his successor, Yves Saint-Laurent, who carried on the tradition—even if, as his lover and manager once said, he was born with a nervous breakdown.

  France’s rays reach round the globe in other ways, too. Archaeologists reckon that the greatest symbol of Britain’s prehistoric past, the stone circle at Stonehenge, was probably the work of invaders from Brittany. The remains of a tenth-century monastery transposed from Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa in the Pyrénées-Orientales department stand above the Hudson River in New York, while the televisual Friends have a poster of a park in northern Paris on their wall. Frederick the Great named his palace in Potsdam Sanssouci, and his successors called their supreme military medal Pour le mérite. The French architect Joseph Ramée was the progenitor of the American campus plan with the Union College of Schenectady. Louisiana is home to half a million Cajuns descended from French settlers who were ethnically cleansed from their Acadia in Nova Scotia by the British and who keep their language alive on the bayous 250 years later. In the 1990s, Hollywood got into the habit of gobbling up French films for trans-Atlantic versions; ‘Another week, another Hollywood remake of a French movie,’ as The New Yorker remarked.

  Japan has its version of the Eiffel Tower, and a reproduction of the Alsatian town of Colmar is being built above the tropical forests of Malaysia. The Tianducheng development in China’s Zhejiang Province has been built with Parisian boulevards and a full-scale replica of Monsieur Eiffel’s edifice. The most expensive hotel suite in Korea is modelled after the Palace of Versailles. An Indochinese sect counts Louis Pasteur and Victor Hugo among its saints, and Cambodians smoke cigarettes named after the actor Alain Delon. Pupils at schools on the resort island of Phuket in Thailand learn to play pétanque.

  Bitter opposition to France’s nuclear tests in 1995 did not cause the Australian Prime Minister to abandon his hobby of collecting French clocks or stop a Japanese firm from tripling its orders of Beaujolais nouveau. In the 1960s, an aged African dictator tried to get his country turned into a department of France, while the leaders of the Indian Ocean island of Mayotte announced that they wanted to become part of France ‘like the department of Lozère.’ Duke Ellington defined himself as a drinker of Beaujolais; James Dean found solace in Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince; and Ella Fitzgerald was once spotted reading a book by Jean-Paul Sartre in her dressing room, though what she made of it is not recorded.

  Linguistic backwoodsmen have long fought against the spread of English, but have met with little success—in 2013, the state railway system started to offer English language lessons on its service from Rheims to Paris. The use of English can, indeed, reach ridiculous lengths, or depths, as when newspapers write of planes having crashé instead of using the perfectly good French word écrasé or inventing neologisms that do not exist in English. But, if anybody bothered to calculate whether more words of French origin are used in English than vice-versa, French would come off much better than its fearful defenders might think.

  Chic, after all, is smarter than smart. Faute de mieux, invitations in London or Hong Kong come marked RSVP or Pour Mémoire. Generals have aides de camp, media organizations call their foreign offices bureaux and America’s greatest artistic gift to the world probably takes its name from the use of the chattering verb jaser by Creole speakers in New Orleans. Hotel concierges and waiters the world over address women as ‘madame.’ In filmdom, even producers like to be called auteurs. Gourmets eat in restaurants; tourists buy souvenirs; bourgeois folk gather at the table for dinner or rendezvous at a café. Negligees and culottes may no longer be in style, but women still wear brassieres (except in France where they don the soutien-gorge). Comedians thrive on double entendres. Dead-end streets are known as cul-de-sacs—though the French prefer impasse, cul being a somewhat rude term.

  Louis Pasteur, Joseph Guillotin and the Marquis de Sade bestowed their names on posterity. The caped cloaks of the Limousin region of France provided the synonym for motorcars with hoods. Extreme patriots and opponents of women’s rights take their label from an enthusiastic Napoleonic veteran, Nicolas Chauvin. Gymnasts somersault more easily thanks to the garment invented by the trapeze artist, Jules Leotard. Disciplinarians should flick their whips towards Colonel Martinet for the strict order he imposed on Louis XIV’s infantry. Napoleon’s name was used by the US Secret Service as its code name for Frank Sinatra. The extremely grand Vicomte de Turenne, on the other hand, might be less than charmed to know that, outside the history class, his name is perpetuated by his habit of using his helmet as a soup bowl.

  The French have a term for their special nature—l’exception française. They have been accustomed to seeing themselves as standing apart from their neighbours, superior to the shopkeepers across the Channel, the laborious, plodding Germans or the mercurial Italians. The supreme monarch, Louis XIV, was not all-victorious, but no European doubted that his Sun King court at Versailles was the centre of the universe—and just imagine the outcome if his successors hadn’t made a hash of the Anglo-French wars in the mid-eighteenth century and had become dominant in North America.

  The most famous Corsican may have ended up in poisoned exile on an island in the Atlantic, but Bonaparte still seemed to the philosopher Hegel to be master of the world and inspired Beethoven to write the Eroica Symphony. A century and a half later, Charles de Gaulle could be, as the American diplomat Charles Bohlen told Franklin Roosevelt, ‘one of the biggest sons-of-bitches that ever straddled a pot’; yet, like Napoleon, his style of government provided a new adjective for the vocabulary of power. Wherever they go, the French take their country with them—from restaurants in Indochina to their unrivalled network of lycée schools around the world, which ensures that French children follow the central curriculum from Bonn to Beijing. Wherever they go, one government minister declared, the French carry Europe ‘on the soles of their shoes.’

  The urge to be exceptional is, in the words of the commentator Dominique Moisi, a fundamental part of national existence. As the novelist Julian Barnes puts it, the French embody ‘otherness.’ They are conceited rather than vain, the British politician Roy Jenkins judged. Their national vision of history is unabashedly Franco-centric, co-opting foreign rulers since Charlemagne and, as far as possible, glossing over uncomfortable episodes such as the collaboration with the occupying Nazis or the nature of colonialism in Indochina and Algeria. The Republic, which President Hollande described in 2013 as ‘our most precious possession,’ founded on ‘virtue, honesty and honour,’ is hallowed by the political left and right alike. Immigrants are expected to conform to the rules of the Republic even if that means Muslim women being prosecuted for wearing the niqab head covering and their children learning, until recently, about ‘our ancestors the Gauls.’

  In keeping with its vision of exceptionalism, France ended the twentieth century in a optimistic mood, led by the neo-Gaullist Jacques Chirac, its confidence boosted by victory for its virtuoso soccer team in the 1998 World Cup. Under a tight money policy dictated by the Bank of France, the franc rivalled the German mark in strength. Strong exports and limited imports had boosted trade performance since 1992. The budget deficit was forecast to fall to 2.5 per cent of gross domestic product by 1999—just over half its level in the mid-1990s. Such was the international confidence in the economy that, at one point, France was able to pay lower interest than reunited Germany on its bonds. The annualized inflation rate fell to 0.3 per cent. A hybrid administration made up of a centre-right president and a Socialist government undertook a major programme of privatization of state assets.

  The value of the Paris Bourse soared, with the trading volume rising by 39 per cent in 1998 alone. Foreign investors accounted for half the turnover. France became the fourth-biggest recipient of global investment as companies such as IBM, Motorola and FedEx developed their operations in the Hexagon, and Toyota decided to build a four-billion-franc plant in Valenciennes in the north of the country rather than in Britain.

  French companies were world leaders in tires, cosmetics and yoghurts. Air France was the fourth-biggest international carrier. The state was a major force in the European Airbus consortium, whose development was steered by a Frenchman. A hundred space rockets had been launched from the base in French Guyana. Électricité de France was Europe’s biggest energy exporter. A French firm built the world’s largest flight kitchen at Hong Kong’s new airport; another installed almost half the new telephone lines in China. The AXA-UAP group counted as a major global asset manager, and the Société Générale bank snapped up one of London’s last independent investment houses, Hambros. The luxury goods firm LVMH established itself as a top world player. The French state even found itself owning MGM in Hollywood and the Executive Life insurance group in the United States as part of headlong expansion by the publicly owned Crédit Lyonnais, which made it Europe’s biggest bank for a while.

  In international politics, independence was a constant theme. The tone was set in 1940, when Lieutenant-General de Gaulle insisted on his Free French command in London being the only Allied European force not to be integrated under the British and used recurrent rows with his host and with the hostile FDR to stress his autonomy, even if he depended on the Allies winning the war to enable him to return home. After returning to power in 1958, the General presumed to act as a bridge between East and West and denounced the division of Europe, if only because it had been enshrined at the Yalta summit of 1945, to which he had not been invited. France insisted on freedom to target friend and foe alike with its nuclear force. A little later, its President left the French chair at Common Market meetings empty for months when he didn’t like the way the embryonic community was going. But there was also solidarity at major crisis points during the Cold War.

  Under presidents of right and left, the Gaullist heritage has been an enduring element in France’s relations with the rest of the world. French leaders take a global view as if they had an automatic right to pronounce on the affairs of others. Policy paths that might seem contradictory are justified by French logic or interests. The first President of the left caused concern in Washington by taking Communists into his government, but then gave determined backing to American missile policy in Europe. His successor from the right cancelled summit meetings with some of France’s closest partners for alleged lack of solidarity with Paris, but then announced a major reorganization of the armed forces which affected its allies without prior consultation. The French can be ‘masters of splendid ambiguity,’ as Britain’s former Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, noted. Margaret Thatcher wrote—in evident exasperation—of President Mitterrand ‘speaking in paragraphs of perfectly crafted prose which seemed to brook no interruption.’ Secretary of State Madeleine Albright recalled the inscrutable comment of a French diplomat about a proposal affecting various European organizations: ‘It will work in practice, yes. But will it work in theory?’

  ‘The French are by nature inclined to bully the weak and to fear the strong. Although they are boastful and vainglorious, as soon as an enterprise becomes difficult they abandon it; they are better at starting things than following them through.’ That was the judgment of Marquis Tseng, the Chinese minister in Europe, who negotiated with the French over Vietnam in 1881. Echoing the familiar description of the French cavalry as being magnificent when it advances but ragged in retreat, this is a verdict which many, including some friends of France, would regard as an apposite piece of Oriental wisdom. But when I put the notion to a French professor, she gave me a Gallic response from a 1930s film: ‘The locomotive of your ignorance runs on the rails of my indifference.’ Et schlack—so there!

  So what was there to worry about? This was clearly a more than unusual nation with a great deal to be proud of. But lift the curtain, look behind the mirror, and the reasons for disquiet become all too evident. ‘Tout va très bien, Madame la Marquise,’ as the butler told his employer over the telephone in a famous French comedy song of the 1930s. The château and the stables are burning down, your favourite mare is dead, your husband has killed himself, but, apart from that, everything’s all right, ma’am: Tout va très bien, tout . . . va . . . très . . . bien.

  The song has been highly apposite because this has been high-anxiety time in the Hexagon. Just consider the contrasts between all those reasons for pride and early-twenty-first-century reality, between the glossy image and what people actually see when they glance into the national mirror, which is rendered particularly sensitive because of the sharp rejection of external criticism by a people who seem even more self-protective than most others.

  The high note on which France ended the twentieth century turned out to be a passing illusion. The recovery from the economic mistakes made by the first Socialist administration of the Fifth Republic under François Mitterrand was long and painful, leaving persistently high unemployment and a large state deficit, while French competitiveness declined, especially vis-à-vis its increasingly powerful neighbour, Germany.

  A gauge of public opinion showed that people regarded eleven of the years between 1980 and 1995 as having been ‘bad times.’ Going further back, surveys between 1973 and 1990 found that only 12–13 per cent of the French said they were ‘very satisfied’ with their lives, compared with more than 30 per cent in Britain, Denmark, Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg and the Netherlands. Polls in the mid-1990s showed a steady 55 per cent expressing pessimism about the future. The suicide rate increased to one of the highest in developed nations.

  So the good times around 2000 were probably always destined to be a blip, occurring at a time when President Chirac had been obliged to appoint the Socialist Lionel Jospin as Prime Minister after his supporters lost legislative elections in 1997. The first round of the presidential contest of 2002 produced a seismic outcome when divisions on the left and a poor Socialist campaign pushed Jospin into third place in the first round of voting behind Jean-Marie Le Pen, leader of the far right National Front.

  This handed Chirac an overwhelming win in the second round run-off, but, for many, it was a vote against Le Pen, not for the incumbent. There was renewed national self-esteem when the dashing Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin led opposition to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, earning his country the sobriquet ‘cheese-eating surrender monkeys’ (courtesy of The Simpsons) from across the Atlantic and getting French fries renamed Freedom fries in Washington. But the new administration produced little in new policies or reform as tension between the need for modernization and the power of vested interests blocked movement.

  The electoral cycle should have swung back to the Socialists in 2007 when Chirac’s twelve years as head of state ended (the term had been cut from seven to five years in 2002). But the party of the left suffered from serious internal dissention. Its candidate, Ségolène Royal, the first woman to run for the presidency as the standard bearer for a major political movement, sometimes seemed to be running against those who should have been backing her. Though her partner and father of their four children, François Hollande, was the party’s manager, some prominent Socialists hardly hid their reservations about her headstrong campaign, which appealed mainly to old left values rather than crafting a new doctrine of social democracy. In a crucial television debate, she floundered and Nicolas Sarkozy romped home promising modernizing reforms, especially in the economy, and a tough clampdown on crime and disorder.

  Sarkozy, a man known for his extreme energy and short attention span, failed to follow through and reverted to more conservative policies as France was buffeted by the financial and economic crisis which broke in 2007 and then gathered pace and engulfed the euro common currency zone. While Sarkozy performed well on the international stage, Germany’s growing authority made it all too apparent that the balance of power in Europe had shifted decisively against France, while the President became associated with flashy ‘bling’ tastes and rich friends. He embarked on his presidency suffering from extreme personal pressure as his marriage fell apart and led to divorce; then he told the world that he found love with a new wife, the Italian star model and singer Carla Bruni. However much the President deplored it, their frequent appearance in gossip magazines took him even further away than before from the gravitas the French still expected from their president. As we will see in chapter 14, just about everything that could have gone wrong for him did, and he seemed incapable of rebalancing the boat he had built for himself with his relentless pursuit of power.

  By the time he faced re-election in 2012, Sarkozy’s unpopularity was such that he was doomed to defeat, even if his strongest challenger, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, had to withdraw from the contest after his imbroglio with a maid in a Manhattan hotel. Propelled to the front rank after making his career as a backroom manager of the Socialist Party, François Hollande duly won the presidency, but his score was not the triumph that might have been given the outgoing head of state’s low rating in public esteem. At the first round of voting, in which ten candidates ran, he took 28.6 per cent of the vote, compared with 27.2 for Sarkozy The second round, in which only the two front-runners compete, was won by 51.6 to 48.4 per cent, with 25 per cent registered electors abstaining or casting spoiled ballot papers.

  Still, the left triumphed at subsequent legislative elections and controlled most of France’s regions, departments and cities. The new leader promised to be a ‘normal’ president and to unite the country around a programme that would spare France the austerity being imposed on indebted nations of southern Europe and the United Kingdom. Well-meaning, didactic in the manner of a friendly teacher, François Hollande was man with whom one would have liked to spend an evening talking about France, but the country needed something more than normalcy and earnest assurances that things would get better in due course.

  He showed resolution in foreign affairs by sending troops to turn back Islamic fundamentalists in Mali and then to try to restore order in another former colony, the Central African Republic. He was among government leaders who boycotted the Sochi Winter Olympics of 2014 to protest Russia’s human rights record. His expressed readiness to participate in an attack on Syria after the Assad regime used poison gas against rebels and civilians earned France the accolade of ‘our oldest ally’ from Secretary of State John Kerry. But this had low popular backing and the subsequent agreement between the United States and Russia’s Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, to opt for diplomatic pressure left him isolated—a cartoon on the French Huffington Post showed Hollande eavesdropping outside a door marked ‘Kerry-Lavrov—Do not disturb.’ It was captioned ‘The Butler.’ France then temporarily blocked an agreement with Iran over its nuclear programme, which Kerry had helped to craft, on the grounds that it was not sufficiently firm. That earned a tweet from Senator John McCain of ‘Vive la France,’ and the French President was greeted as a hero in Israel.

  In February 2014, Hollande paid a state visit to the United States, during which the atmosphere seemed to bear out Kerry’s accolade. The French leader’s description of himself as a social democrat a month earlier was seen in Washington as a sign of moderation, but, above all, he was welcomed as somebody who was ready to have his country undertake its share of international military operations—who was freer of the parliamentary control that shackled Britain’s government and more ready to step up to the plate than Berlin. Indeed, before their black-tie dinner at the White House and their visit to Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia home, Hollande and Obama explicitly called, in a joint newspaper article, for their allies to participate more in burden sharing. French commentators saw a stronger bond than under Sarkozy, but there were limits—the Frenchman was not invited to address Congress as his predecessor had been.

  Despite this strong performance abroad, when it came to domestic affairs, the impression in Hollande’s first eighteen months in power was one of lack of resolve and of an administration reacting to the latest shift in opinion, giving way in the face of demonstrations and failing to arouse more than a minimum degree of public trust in its policies while the President’s private life became a matter of very public attention. Its decision to impose tax increases to reduce the state deficit caused rising discontent—Hollande and Pierre Moscovici, his first Finance Minister, both acknowledged the problem, and some National Front candidates in local elections in 2014 switched their main rhetoric from immigration and crime to high taxes. But Hollande’s expressions of understanding did not assuage people who saw their standard of living declining and their payments to the state increasing. Unemployment rose to a record 3.3 million by the end of 2013, and very few people saw the prospect of a significant recovery with the state’s debt having ballooned from 20 to 90 per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) since the mid-1970s (the television station France2 worked out that if all government liabilities were added up and expressed in terms of hundred-euro notes, the pile would be one storey higher than the 164-foot Arc de Triomphe).

  In his televised address to the nation for the 2014 New Year, Hollande declared himself to be a social democrat, a suspect breed to many in his Socialist Party. He announced a more business-friendly policy direction, with a cut in the payroll tax on companies by 30 billion euros to reduce their average wage bill by 5 per cent in return for what was called ‘a responsibility pact’ under which firms would hire more workers. There would also be less regulation. But a corporate tax break introduced in 2013 was to be eliminated, meaning that the overall saving for employers would be half the headline figure he cited. He also acknowledged that the tax level was too high, said the state had become ‘too heavy, too slow, too costly’ and pledged cuts of 50 billion euros in spending—though this had already been implicit in his promise to get the budget deficit down to the European Union’s target level of 3 per cent. Business leaders welcomed his announcements, and there was support from West Germany, too. But trade unions were unpersuaded, demanding guarantees of job creation from companies—‘The President has held his hand out to business, and business has eaten his arm off,’ a leader of the Force Ouvrière labour federation commented. The left wing of the Socialist Party was also hostile, while the head of the employers’ federation commented that ‘there is no sign of improvement.’

  After losing one hundred fifty towns and cities in municipal elections three months later, Hollande dropped his first Prime Minister, Jean-Marc Ayrault, and replaced him with the popular Manuel Valls, who had spoken disparagingly in the past of old-style Socialism and criticised the thirty-five-hour work week. But Hollande still felt the need to balance factions in the Socialist Party, where he had spent all his adult life; he was more a prisoner of his party than any previous president had been. So he appointed two senior left-wingers to balance Valls and insisted that he still wanted growth, not austerity. As the economic data continued to decline, Paris asked the EU for more time to put its financial affairs in order, but the Commission in Brussels took a tough line and a leaked German paper said that Europe’s most powerful nation thought France had not earned more flexibility.

  The President’s affair with an actress—revealed at the start of 2014—and his subsequent breakup with the official First Lady, Valérie Trierweiler, his partner for seven years, threatened to overshadow his declarations, at the same time, of the change in economic policy. He refused to comment and the French media were generally respectful of his privacy, but when he visited Britain in early 2014, he could not avoid questioning, to which he replied with a curt refusal to comment.

  As ministers squabbled in public, France’s second Socialist President became a target for mockery from right and left alike. A photograph of him visiting a school showed him grinning gormlessly; the French news agency and Thomson Reuters killed the shot but not before it had been posted on Wikipedia and had featured on a Saturday night prime-time television entertainment programme as backdrop to a satirical song about ‘Monsieur Normal.’

  In a phrase that also caught on, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, the hard left leader, described Hollande as the captain of a pedalo (pedal boat) caught in a storm. From the vociferous right, activists from the movement against same-sex marriage whistled at him at the Armistice Day commemorations on November 11, 2013. By the end of that year, his approval rating was down to one-fifth of those questioned. The left-wing newspaper Libération ran a simple but trenchant front page headline: ‘A question of authority,’ while an opinion survey reported that 86 per cent of those questioned said that ‘authority’ was the word that went least well with the head of state. His hope was that Valls would save the day, but the way in which he had been forced to make the change of prime minister hardly spoke of presidential clout and he still felt the need to balance Socialist factions by naming two leading left-wingers to counter the new premier from the right of the party.

  A majority of voters had hoped that Sarkozy would bring strong leadership, but he was undone by his own inconsistencies and his failure to confront the forces defending the status quo. Then they thought that Hollande would bring growth and a more inclusive style of ruling to square the many circles surrounding the nation. But, as he admitted at the end of 2013, he had underestimated the depth of the economic crisis facing France and soon appeared to be caught in the different pressures on him, transfixed by his desire to maintain support from the left that opposed structural reform. In the sixteen years since I pointed to the problems with France in the first edition of  this book, it is extraordinary how little changed and how the fault lines have deepened under governments of right and left alike. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose as the saying goes. France sticks to its ways inherited from centuries past and seeks to live by its own values however the world outside evolves.

  Year by year, surveys show the French are deeply worried about their present well-being and their future, the economy, law and order and immigration and disappointed in the institutions that form the core of the hallowed state while growing more mistrustful of one another. A World Health Organization (WHO) report in 2011 found that they were more likely to suffer from a ‘major depressive episode’ than eighteen other countries surveyed. This was followed two years later by a Gallup poll which reported that the French were among the most pessimistic people on earth. Another survey published the same year hammered home the message—70 per cent of those questioned thought their country was in the grip of a ‘collective depression.’

  In the spring of 2013, Le Monde reported that three-quarters of respondents thought their country’s democracy was not working well, and 62 per cent saw politicians as corrupt. More than 70 per cent wanted a ‘true chief,’ a strong leader to pull the nation together, among them plenty of voters for the Socialists. There was talk of the need for a Sixth Republic, with less top-down authority and greater bottom-up democracy, but it was not clear how this would improve matters. The malaise was of a different order and was unlikely to be fixed by constitutional tinkering. By the spring of 2013, some news magazine covers were speculating as to whether the country was on the brink of another 1789, with discontent so widespread that the regime would crumble.

  In this context, many see protectionism as an answer to global economic challenges, supported by the far left and right and, in essence, by some in the mainstream. Disenchantment focuses easily on immigrants. A survey conducted for Le Monde in early 2013 found that 62 per cent of respondents said they no longer felt at home in their own country as they used to. Three-quarters considered Islam incompatible with French society. Concern about immigration coalesces with worries about public and personal security, urban ‘no-go zones’ and crime waves in cities such as Marseilles. French Jews feel a rising wave of anti-Semitism, leading some to emigrate to Israel, as historian Georges Bensoussan reported immigrant school pupils clapping when their teacher mentioned Nazi extermination camps. A comedian parades his ‘anti-Zionism’ and wishes that gas chambers still existed to deal with a Jewish critic. Of course it is all a joke and Jews have no sense of humour, his fans say, but it is not, and they do.

  Fear ramped up following a rampage in the southwest in 2012 by a French-Algerian terrorist and petty criminal, Mohammed Merah, who shot dead three Muslim soldiers and four Jews, three of them children, before being killed by police after a thirty-hour siege. Violent riots recur in outer city housing estates inhabited mainly by immigrants where youth unemployment can reach 50 per cent and relations with the police are tense. After one outburst in 2009, the Commissioner for Diversity and Equality warned that ‘we are creating a social civil war in this country. I believe we are digging a ditch that leads straight into apartheid.’

  At New Year, hundreds of cars are regularly torched in big cities. In July 2013 rioting ripped through the town of Trappes outside Paris after police asked a Muslim woman to remove her face-covering veil as required by legislation outlawing visible religious symbols in public places. Her husband, a convert to Islam, was arrested after fighting with police—after which the violence erupted.

  An increasing number of people are cast out of society. The numbers living in cardboard boxes on the sidewalks of Paris and other big cities grows steadily. The national statistics office talks of a 50 per cent increase in homelessness between 2001 and 2012 and puts the total number of people living rough at 141,500. Charities say many more people are in danger of losing their homes or living on the edge—a poll in 2009 reported that 56 per cent of the French feared they could be homeless one day.

  Books and magazine cover stories on national decline augment the gloom. The economist Claudia Senik reckons that the French are, on average, 20 per cent less likely than other Europeans to regard themselves as happy. She traces this not to objective factors but to ‘values, beliefs and their perception of reality.’ Central to that is the contrast between the nation’s view of itself and the harsher conditions that crowd in from all sides and raise fundamental questions about the ability of the country to live up to the national identity it has forged for itself.

  Great city though it remains, Paris lost its status as the global cultural centre some time ago. The much-vaunted education system produces a turbocharged elite but leaves many others by the wayside. No French university figured among the world’s top twenty in global rankings in 2013. At school, pupils hesitate to ask questions for fear of showing ignorance and making mistakes, according to surveys by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Rote learning is the norm in a system designed to pick out winners that has little time for the rest. In the international ranking for 2012, France stood twenty-first out of sixty-five countries for reading and twenty-second for mathematics.

  The motorway network may be among the best in Europe, but twice as many people die on the roads each year in France as in Britain with much the same population. The impressive high-speed train system helped to plunge the state SNCF railway service into major losses; in 2013, a third of lines were running at a loss and passenger numbers declined because of high ticket costs and competition from cheap airlines.

  Bureaucracy stifles enterprise; the French labour code runs to anywhere from 955 to 3,200 pages according to which version you consult. Government is particularly complex, from the central government in Paris through regional and provincial administrations to local authorities in communes and cantons, with an overlapping array of ministers, prefects, civil servants, mayors and councils which is calculated to contain a mega-millefeuille of 37,000 different bodies. In the southern metropolitan area of Marseilles and Aix-en-Provence, there are six separate layers of administration and ten different authorities for public transport. When the EU Commission in Brussels set out to reduce red tape, Paris demurred, invoking consumer, worker and environmental protection. A joke at the time of the revelations about US electronic snooping in 2013 had it that, while the Americans could track everything that was being said in France, the complications of the way government works is such that they could not understand what it meant.

  Some 400,000 directives reach down, from stipulating how far mail boxes can stick out from walls to a limit of half a boiled egg to be served to infants at kindergarten lunches. The cost to local authorities has been put at €1.9bn ($2.5bn) over a period of four years while business regulations are reckoned to impose an annual burden of 7.5bn ($10bn). ‘The country is in danger of paralysis,’ Alain Lambert, head of the French government’s Consultative Commission on Evaluation of Norms warned, while the Prime Minister acknowledged in 2013 that the tax system had become ‘too complex, almost illegible.’

  As for half the population, France lay forty-fifth on the World Economic Forum’s gender equality ranking in 2013 (Germany was fourteenth, the United Kingdom eighteenth and the United States twenty-third). Women are, on average, paid around 30 per cent less than their male counterparts. There are two women among the seventy-three historic figures honoured in the Panthéon mausoleum to the nation’s great figures, the scientists Marie Curie and Sophie Berthelot, who are commemorated with their husbands. The 2014 contest for the mayor’s office in Paris, the most important local government post in the country, was between two women, and female politicians have held senior posts in government since the 1970s; but, according to the International Parliamentary Union, the professed home of equality lay thirty-eighth among world nations in 2013 in the proportion of national legislators who were women, below Germany, Italy, Switzerland and Belgium, though ahead of both Britain and the United States. When it comes to the wider spectrum of legislators, senior officials and managers, the female-male ratio is 0.63.

  The only woman to have been prime minister, Edith Cresson, has called French politics a ‘closed men’s club.’ Elisabeth Guigou, a former European Minister who later became Minister of Justice, complained of the ‘below-the-waist jokes’ directed at her in parliament; she once stared down a macho male minister when he suggested that she could increase her popularity by wearing crimson lingerie. A former Environment Minister faced demonstrators waving placards reading: ‘Dominique, get back to your housework and leave us alone.’ Political parties are required by law to impose male-female parity in their candidates for election, but they generally prefer to ignore the stipulation and pay whatever fines are levied.

  Several incidents in 2013 showed how deep-rooted sexism can be. A female minister from the Green Party was accused by the centre-right of ‘lacking respect’ when she turned up to a Cabinet meeting in jeans and was then wolf-whistled in parliament when she appeared in a flowered dress. In October of that year, a right-wing legislator returned to the Chamber of Deputies from what was described as a ‘well-oiled’ dinner and sat on the red velvet benches making clucking sounds at a female deputy who was speaking. Male colleagues egged him on. The Speaker eventually ordered him to stop; he subsequently apologized and was fined a quarter of his monthly salary.

  For all its woes, it is important not to forget that France remains fundamentally a rich country with the traditional strengths laid out at the start of this chapter. In terms of global reach, it remains a considerable actor. Politically, for all its fumbling at home, the Hollande administration was ready to get involved militarily abroad in a way that Britain, Germany and the United States shrank from. It has major international pulpits and leadership of major global bodies, notably the IMF. Its defence agreement with the UK is the strongest within Western Europe. Despite policy differences between Paris and Berlin, the half-century-old Franco-German friendship treaty underpins a vital relationship in a continent that saw three wars between the two nations in seventy-five years.

  The record numbers of visitors drawn to the Hexagon show the strength of its attractions. Its overseas departments and territories, which successive administrations insist are an integral part of France and which elect representatives to the legislature in Paris, span the globe from the islands of St. Pierre et Miquelon off the coast of Canada to Réunion in the Indian Ocean and to Tahiti and French Polynesia in the South Pacific, a colonial hangover to be sure, but still a footprint across the world. The economy has become less competitive internationally, but still contains major global enterprises and a residual strength as an agricultural supplier. France is the fifth-largest destination for global foreign direct investment. There is even finally an attempt now to fuel up a high-tech sector with a million-square-feet hub in Paris.

  There are those who reject criticism. From the Finance Ministry, Pierre Moscovici calls for an end to ‘French bashing.’ The New York Times columnist Roger Cohen argues that the French are living off their malaise much as the British live off their royal family. ‘It’s a marketing ploy with its degree of affectation; an object of fascination to foreigners rather than a worrying condition,’ he goes on, attributing to the French ‘a fierce form of realism . . . a bitter wisdom . . . a bracing frankness.’

  But there is no disputing the rot which has set in since the early 1980s. The popular disenchantment built up over the last three decades puts the functioning of the republican state at risk. At the municipal elections of 2014, the abstention rate hit a record 38 per cent. France has demonstrated a large capacity for survival, but the stakes grow ever higher in a more complex world where the achievements of the past count for less and less, and heritage assets bring diminishing rewards. It is a time of high anxiety in the Hexagon. Year by year, the survival act becomes more difficult to pull off and the outside world grows ever more challenging, with the increasingly alarming danger of drifting away from the strong economies of northern Europe and joining the struggling nations of the south.

  The roots of the concern are not new, but time has been no healer. Politicians have been unable to come up with answers and are increasingly seen as incompetent and out-of-touch. Scandals have engulfed prominent figures since the 1980s. Most recently, those guilty have included the Budget Minister, who had been meant to oversee more rigorous control of government finances, but was found to have had a secret bank account in Switzerland. In 2013, extreme right-wing candidates eliminated mainstream Socialists in the first round of voting in a series of legislative by-elections. Meanwhile, the centre-right opposition plunged into fratricidal infighting as speculation rose about a comeback bid by Nicolas Sarkozy less than two years after the electorate had rejected his presidential re-election bid. A minister was quoted by the news magazine L’Express as saying at the end of 2013 that the ‘climate is almost one of insurrection.’ As well as the widespread anti-tax protests which united labour militants, shopkeepers and small business bosses, the old conservative-Catholic right-wing was rejuvenated by the massive rallies against same-sex marriage that were notable for the number of young demonstrators. (The government’s majority in the Chamber of Deputies ensured that the measure passed into law.)

  The National Front leader, Marine Le Pen, daughter of the movement’s founder, epitomized this outbreak of what the French call ras-le-bol (had enough). She took almost 18 per cent in the first round of the 2012 presidential election as she led her movement out of the obscurantist ghetto, fostered by her reactionary Catholic father, nostalgia for the Vichy collaborationist regime and for French Algeria, crude anti-Arab racism laced with anti-Semitism and a general in-your-face bully boy approach to politics. Highly intelligent, alert, media-savvy and far more open on social issues than the traditional hard right, she made the most of her freedom to speak her mind, denouncing the mainstream politicians of left and right, preaching nationalism and attacking the European system.

  One poll a year after Hollande’s election showed that he would finish behind Marine Le Pen in a new vote with 19 per cent support, compared with 23 per cent for her and Sarkozy taking 34 per cent. Meanwhile, old-style leftists, including the once-powerful Communist Party, formed a Left Party whose candidate, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, won 11 per cent in the first round in 2012, denounced the administration as having sold out on Socialist principles and propounded nostrums for national recovery that often sounded similar to those of the far right in their nationalism and anti-Europeanism. Le Pen and Mélenchon were sworn enemies who thrived off of one another. In 2012, the demagogic left-winger fought a parliamentary election against her in a depressed area of northern France which she had been cultivating. He got only half as many votes as Le Pen in a constituency whose economic condition should have made it a happy hunting ground for him; she was blocked at the run-off by an anti-Front coalition, but the orthodox Socialist scraped home with 50.1 per cent of the vote.

  If the appeal of parties of the hard right and left bodes ill for mainstream politicians, it is hardly a surprise, given the way that governments have repeatedly failed their voters in the past three decades. Though he cut an unimpressive figure, François Hollande could not be saddled with the blame for the state of the nation, as his administration foundered only a year after his election to the Élysée. France’s problems stretch back to the 1980s as president after president fell short of his undertakings to an extent even a cynical electorate found hard to stomach. The country retains considerable strengths that could enable it to live up to the role it likes to see for itself, and, in the process, make it a much happier place. But a failure of leadership has led to it teetering along the brink of even greater troubles as it looks desperately for a way out of the trap into which it has cast itself.


  2

  BEHIND THE MASK

  Diminishing faith in leaders is a general phenomenon in the West, as is widespread impatience with the political class, which is seen as a self-perpetuating elite, be it inside the Washington’s Beltway or at Westminster, let alone Italy, where a man like Silvio Berlusconi was able to cling on to power for so long. In France, these two sources of discontent have a particular impact because of the nature of the political class and the assumptions built into the core of the system created by Charles de Gaulle in the late 1950s.

  Whatever their failures, French politicians enjoy great longevity. Governments come and go, but the same figures, most of them male, remain centre stage. Even when a new cast steps up, there are long-serving old stagers among them. This tendency has been buttressed by the practice of ‘cohabitation,’ under which, when the opposition party wins a legislative election, the President accepts that it forms a government (until he can unseat it). However much they may differ in rhetoric, politicians are ready to get on together in the pursuit of power when necessary.

  Some rising stars fall by the wayside, of course, like the one-time Socialist heavyweight Dominique Strauss-Kahn, brought down by his encounter with a hotel maid in Manhattan in 2011 and subsequent allegations of long-running sexual misconduct. Others seem fated to remain on the edge, such as Ségolène Royal, who ran unsuccessfully for the Socialists in the 2007 presidential contest and who, despite her fiercely loyal following, has never been fully accepted by her party’s establishment. Leading centrists, such as the eminently sensible François Bayrou from the Pyrenees, are eternal outsiders, who hold ministerial office from time to time but then are caught in the eternal civil war between left and right, in which they are expendable once they have served a temporary purpose.

  The tradition of long political lives dates back more than two centuries to two great survivors from the era of the French Revolution. The former bishop Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord exercised his diplomatic skills and ability to amass cash under Napoleon’s Empire and the restored Bourbon monarchy alike, while Joseph Fouché transformed himself from a relentless advocate of terror under Maximilien Robespierre’s Committee of Public Safety into Napoleon’s police chief and then a key figure in the restoration of Louis XVIII in 1814–15. Seeing the two men together, the writer François-René de Chateaubriand dubbed them ‘vice leaning on the arm of crime.’ But political longevity really came into its own during the Third Republic, which stretched from the defeat of Napoleon III’s force by the Prussians in 1870 to the invasion by Nazi Germany seven decades later.

  France’s longest-lasting regime was run by moderate men of the political centre who believed in consensus and cutting deals, except when it came to their opposition to the power of the Catholic Church. The Radical Party, whose moderate actions belied its name, dominated the political scene along with groups glorying in names such as the Opportunistic Republicans. The legislature ruled supreme, especially the lower house of parliament, the National Assembly in the Palais Bourbon by the Seine, though the Senate in the stately Palais du Luxembourg provided a plush home for elder statesmen. There was constant horse trading between its most prominent members for ministerial posts with the ultimate aim of reaching the prime minister’s office in the eighteenth-century Hôtel Matignon in the rue de Varenne on the left bank of the Seine. In the forty-three years between the creation of the Third Republic and the outbreak of World War One, France had forty-eight prime ministers.

  The bosses of big cities, with their large electorates, were major power brokers, but so were the representatives of the farmers of what was still predominantly an agricultural nation, with deputies playing their role in protecting the fruits of the land—for instance, those from the mass production wine-growing country of the southwest  ensured that French soldiers were kept well lubricated. The system of accommodation and lifetime political careers reached down through departments and provincial cities to villages, where elected mayors held office for decades as if owning a franchise of the local store.

  The way things worked meant that the late-nineteenth-century politician Charles de Freycinet, a reliable servant of the Republic who is little remembered today, could serve for four terms as Prime Minister, while the totally forgotten Armand Dufaure occupied the position five times. Before, during and after World War One, the expansive Aristide Briand headed eleven governments and was a minister in twelve others, spending ten years in all at the Foreign Ministry on the Quai d’Orsay. His great rival, the stiff, spear-bearded conservative Raymond Poincaré, was at Matignon three times as well as serving as President of the Republic from 1913 to 1920. Edouard Herriot, Léon Blum and Edouard Daladier each also served three terms as Prime Minister. In the twenty-one years between the two great wars, France had thirty-three premiers before defeat in 1940 ushered in the collaborationist regime based in the spa town of Vichy under Marshal Philipe Pétain.

  After the Liberation of 1944, Charles de Gaulle became the first Prime Minister of the new Fourth Republic. When he strode out of office rather than accept the logjam of party combinations, figures from the pre-war epoch re-emerged along with younger men in the parliamentary ranks of the legislature in the Palais Bourbon by the Seine. Politics resumed its familiar pattern, though, with a powerful Communist Party playing the role of an outsider while governments were constituted of Socialists, Christian Democrats and surviving Radicals.

  As prime minister and sage of the left, Léon Blum kept alive the ghost of the left-wing Popular Front he had headed in the mid-1930s. Other fixtures included Robert Schuman, an Alsatian bachelor with a numbingly sedative speaking style who became a pioneer of European integration; Paul Ramadier, the sharp Socialist leader; Vincent Auriol, his party colleague with a cherubic expression and well-honed political skills; the exceedingly clever centrist Edgard Faure; and Antoine Pinay, a conservative economist who had voted to grant power to Pétain in 1940.

  There were rare exceptions to those who played the game, notably the intransigent Pierre Mendès France, a brooding figure advocating a more austere and moral form of politics, who became Prime Minister for eight months as the only man who could implement France’s retreat from its colonies in Indochina; once he had achieved that, the politicking of his colleagues and enemies soon got rid of him. The Communist boss Maurice Thorez, who had spent the war in Moscow, was another outsider, but still, he commanded electoral battalions of industrial workers.

  The frequent swapping of top government posts between a small circle of politicians persisted as France got through twenty Prime Ministers in the eleven years of the Fourth Republic. Characteristic of the way politics operated was the Radical Party’s Henri Queuille, an unassuming—and anything but radical—doctor from the deeply rural Corrèze department in central France. He held no fewer than nineteen ministerial posts between 1924 and 1954, including three spells as Premier. The watchword of the ‘good doctor Queuille’ was simple—‘[P]olitics,’ he said, ‘is not the art of settling problems but of shutting up the people who pose them’—not by force but by persuasion and inducements of all kinds.

  From time to time, outsiders posed a passing threat. In the 1930s, ‘green shirt’ rural fascists caused temporary alarm while right-wing nationalist leagues staged large and violent riots outside the Palais Bourbon. Under the postwar Fourth Republic, a movement of small shopkeepers and artisans from the provinces, led by an accomplished agitator, Pierre Poujade, had a significant electoral impact for a few years. Though they played the parliamentary game and participated in several governments immediately after the Liberation of 1944, the Communists spent most of the Fourth Republic positioned on the margins, under orders from Moscow and able to wield the blunt weapon of strikes through their control of the country’s biggest trade union federation.

  In the United States, Richard Nixon is the only postwar president to have won the White House after having run unsuccessfully as his party’s candidate in a previous election. In contrast, the occupants of the Élysée between 1981 and 2007 were men who had failed in their earlier attempts to achieve the supreme prize, but who did not let defeat deter them. François Mitterrand, the first leader of the Fifth Republic elected on a left-wing platform in 1981, was an ultimate survivor who had entered parliament in 1946 and became a minister for the first time the following year. He held a string of government posts under the Fourth Republic before running unsuccessfully for the presidency against de Gaulle in 1965 and against Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 1974. Jacques Chirac, Mitterrand’s successor, became a minister for the first time in 1967, Prime Minister in 1974 and Mayor of Paris in 1977 before finally entering the Élysée in 1995; his long pursuit of the top prize and the number of official posts he held earned him the soubriquet from a former editor of Le Monde of the ‘Resident of the Republic.’

  With a ministerial career that began only in the 1990s, Nicolas Sarkozy set himself out as a new broom when he became President in 2007. His backstory was, however, suitably lengthy. Elected Mayor of the prosperous Paris suburb of Neuilly in 1983, he became a National Assembly deputy in 1988. After being named Budget Minister in 1993, he deserted his original patron, Chirac, to side with Edouard Balladur, the rival candidate for the Gaullist presidential nomination in 1995. But after Chirac had beaten off Balladur and won the Élysée Sarkozy returned to his first mentor’s camp and made his mark with tough law-and-order rhetoric as Interior Minister in charge of the police and fighting crime, though some of his outbursts, such as the need to ‘Hoover up’ (or vacuum up) delinquents in immigrant housing projects earned him an unsavoury reputation.

  His successor, François Hollande, was more of a newcomer, at least as far as government was concerned, having never held national office before he became President. But he had been First Secretary of the Socialist Party for eleven years and a classic backroom operator whose career as an adviser dated back to the early Mitterrand era of the 1980s. And, as Hollande stumbled to record low opinion poll ratings, the talk was of a comeback by his predecessor, a man nobody thought was ready to count himself out despite the rejection of 2012.

  The new Socialist administration of 2012 was, inevitably, filled with fresh faces, since the party had been out of government for more than a decade and had not held the presidency since 1995. Few people had heard of the Prime Minister, Jean-Marc Ayrault. Most ministers were newcomers to power on a national level. But one member of the government kept alive the old tradition of longevity and an ability to bounce back from reverses that would have been terminal in many other countries.

  The debonnaire Laurent Fabius first held ministerial office (for the budget) under Mitterrand in 1981, thirty-two years before he became the second-ranking member of the Ayrault government as Foreign Minister. In 1985, Mitterrand had appointed him as Prime Minister at the age of thirty-seven. He was replaced when economic problems, notably high unemployment, led the Socialists to defeat in legislative elections the following year. His spell at the Matignon was dogged by two major scandals. One involved French agents sinking the Rainbow Warrior, a ship crewed by protestors against French nuclear tests in the Pacific; the government admitted responsibility and the Defense Minister resigned. The other was over allegations that the government had allowed doctors to give haemophiliacs transfusions of HIV-infected blood; a judicial inquiry acquitted the former Prime Minister of personal responsibility.

  Becoming First Secretary of the Socialist Party, Fabius led it to a big defeat in parliamentary elections in 1993, but came back to government as Economics Minister for two years in the Socialist government at the turn of the century. Along the way, he spent two spells as Speaker of the National Assembly before going on to head the successful campaign against a new European Union constitution in a referendum in 2005. That got him dismissed from the Executive Committee of the Socialist Party, which had campaigned for a ‘yes’ vote. In the primary vote for the left-wing candidate to oppose Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007, he finished third, but bided his time and gained his reward in 2012. Though loyal to the new head of state, Fabius marked his status as an elder statesman by referring to Hollande by his name rather than as Monsieur le Président, as was usual among ministers.

  On the other side of the spectrum stands an equally urbane figure, Alain Juppé, long-time Chirac lieutenant who was appointed as Prime Minister in 1995. By coincidence, both men showed a receding hairline from early on in their political careers. Known as ‘the computer,’ who lacked human feeling as he set out to impose drastic reforms to boost the market and cut state spending, he aroused such unpopularity that the right crashed to defeat in 1997, ushering in the cohabitationist Socialist government of Lionel Jospin, a one-time Trotskyite whose own record in senior positions reached back to having become First Secretary of the Socialist Party in 1981.

  Juppé hit a roadblock in 2004 when he was handed a fourteen-month suspended jail sentence and barred from holding political office for a year after being convicted of abuse of public funds as Chirac’s principal aide at the Paris City Hall. Undeterred, he bounced back in 2006 to win election as Mayor of Bordeaux, a long-time Gaullist fiefdom, and entered the Sarkozy administration, first as a Minister of State and then as Minister of Defense and subsequently Foreign Minister. After the left’s victory of 2012, he was spoken of as a possible leader of the centre-right if another figure who had tasted defeat—Nicolas Sarkozy—did not try to stage a widely expected comeback.

  Nothing keeps politicians like Fabius and Juppé down, and they bring with them bags of experience. But, exemplars of upper-drawer survival as they are, they hardly stand as signs of the regeneration French politics needs as voters look for new directions away from the self-confirming political class of successive republics.

  The permanence of the ruling caste in France is bolstered by the education system, which is designed to produce an elite ruling class for the republic. Those on top ensure that this is perpetuated, without much apparent concern for those who may be unable to keep up with the high-pressure learning involved. Discussion of change swiftly runs into opposition from teachers’ unions, who are wedded to the approach honed over more than a century. ‘The result is inevitably conservative,’ educational expert François Dubet has observed, ‘since each element in the system fears losing its position if the system is changed.’

  The link between the education system and the depressed state of the employment market is evident, as Hollande acknowledged when presenting his televised message to the nation for 2014. ‘A key focus is the need to ensure that the country’s education system and professional training infrastructure provide people with the right skills to succeed in a globalised economy,’ the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) wrote in a report in 2013. One prominent French information technology entrepreneur, Xavier Niel, has taken matters into his own hands by setting up a college in northern Paris where students work on computer programmes with little or no supervision, following their own paths to innovation.

  But the educational establishment has shown every sign of rebuffing reform that would make it more flexible and adapt it to the changing world. Teachers can be sure of consideration from Socialist governments since they constitute one of the party’s big electoral battalions, and their powerful unions, which are adept at appealing to republican values to block change, intimidate administrations of the centre-right. Access to universities is free, so students do not have to incur the kind of debts common in the United States and Britain, but the drop-out rate is higher, and the OECD judges the French educational system as one of the most unequal among developed nations because of the gap between the performance of good and weak students. It has also found that the impact of the socio-economic background of students on their performance is one of the highest among rich countries. As a former minister has reflected, ‘We make fine speeches about equality of opportunity, but France is the European country where the selection of elites is the fiercest, and the division between good and bad pupils perpetuates the cleavage between social classes.’

  Only one President of the Fifth Republic, Georges Pompidou, came from a really modest social background in the village of Montboudif in the Auvergne, though he went on to a leading lycée in Paris and then achieved worldly success as a banker at Rothschilds and a patron of the Parisian cultural scene. Traditional national pride in the education offered by the Republic is, thus, sadly undermined by the realities of what it offers the mass of students, especially those most in need of the state’s help.

  This is evident at the top of the educational tree in the super-colleges, known as the Grandes Écoles, which produce the men and women who run the nation. At any one time they have around 65,000 students. Only 5 per cent of students finishing high school get into the preparatory classes for admission to them; most are youth from the middle and upper classes who have time to devote themselves to study and whose social and cultural environment melds with what the examiners require. The irony is that the selection process which is meant to serve republican values ends up favouring the children of the existing elite, who apply the same thought processes when they come to administer France.

  The apex of the system is to be found at the École Nationale d’Administration, known by its initials as ENA. Only one hundred students graduate each year from ENA, a high-octane elite that includes Presidents Chirac, Giscard d’Estaing and Hollande, who met his long-term partner, Ségolène Royal, when they were in the same class at the college. The roster of Prime Ministers runs through Michel Rocard, Edouard Balladur, Alain Juppé, Laurent Fabius, Lionel Jospin and Dominique de Villepin. Other Énarques become senior civil servants, including the powerful prefects who administer France’s departments or top executives of companies ranging from oil groups and automobile makers to aerospace, steel and chemicals, defence, transport and banks. Some head international organizations such as the European Central Bank or the International Monetary Fund.

  Set up after the Liberation by de Gaulle’s fervent follower, Michel Debré, ENA aims to produce an irreproachable mandarin sect whose only duty is to serve the nation above and beyond partisan politics or personal advancement. As the General told the students of 1959, ‘You are called by your vocation to exercise the most important and most noble function which exists in the temporal sphere—I mean, the service of the state.’ A report drawn up for another elite college, the École Normale Supérieure, took a less lofty view: ‘ENA creates a self-reproducing caste which has completely conquered the key political positions and confiscated the apparatus of the state, making politics very technical with the same approach by left and right,’ it declared.

  ‘The big failing of top civil servants is their superiority complex towards ministers,’ a former minister observed. ‘Their class, made up of technocrats and technicians of governments and administration, only really respects the President of the Republic.’ They are the experts—so why search any further, why prize practical experience over abstract reasoning at the highest level? ‘When one looks for people who can understand industry, public finance or the reform of the social security system,’ noted a former chief of staff at the Prime Minister’s office, ‘one quickly turns to the pool which provides the administration—forever.’ When the Prime Minister of a neighbouring country expressed concern about the zigzags of Chirac’s European policy, a French elder statesman reassured him that, whatever the politicians might say in public, the officials had laid down the unalterable tracks for the future behind the scenes—and so it proved.

  As an unelected elite, the Énarques personify the importance of central planning in France. Under the Fourth Republic, Jean Monnet, the ‘Father of Europe,’ headed a government agency that laid the foundations for the modernization of French infrastructure, which was put into effect under de Gaulle and his successors. The motorway, the telecommunications network, the nuclear energy industry and the high-speed train were among the results, along with less successful outcomes such as the soulless suburban projects that are home to much of France’s social tensions. But the basic criticism is that the elite knows how to work out logical solutions that seem good on the computer screen or on printouts, but which do not connect with the real world and everyday demands of a population that has its own ideas about where it wants to go and increasingly distrusts the governing class.

  ‘The idea is that brightest kids in the class can go on to run the country, but it doesn’t work,’ says Peter Gumbel, a Paris-based British author who has made a study of the French education system and who lectures at the Sciences Po, a college in Paris. ‘Those in this elite come from much the same upper middle-class backgrounds and they are not running the country well. They may be smart and swots and get grammar and maths but they don’t have experience, or necessarily ability.’ The Énarques, as one jibe goes, are like super-intelligent aliens who have landed in a strange planet, France. A joke runs like this:
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