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MUSIC: NON, JE NE REGRETTE RIEN (Edith Piaf) 

 

PEDDER: “It’s wonderful, but you can’t go on forever providing three course meals 

with starters for two year olds!” 

 

SEGUE:  

 

DANIEL: There is a very famous French woman during the French Revolution, La 

Comtesse du Barry, and she told “Before killing me - give me five more minutes! And 

a lot of comments about the French policy is we are in a Madame du Barry policy: 

give us five more minutes!  

 

KIRBY: How many times could you hear that old song before you got sick of 

it?  It was performed by Piaf in 1960, bang in the middle of Les Trente 

Glorieuses, that hallowed three-decade post-war period of bountiful growth and 

high employment, and to the French, it smacks of optimism, of triumph, of les 

beaux jours … the good old days.  
  

But it’s a tune that’s grating on Brussels’, Berlin’s and Washington’s ears.  

  

I’m Emma Jane Kirby, former BBC Paris correspondent, and I’ve been in love 

with France for as long as I can remember. I still partly live there and for years, 

every Saturday, I’ve been meeting a group of Parisian friends at my local market 

to talk - well to argue really - about French politics.  

 

But something’s changing. My heinous Anglo Saxon views, once so rigorously 

rubbished, are now rarely shouted down. My French friends know the tills are 

empty. They just want to know when someone’s going to admit it and to do 

something about it.  

 

In Paris, there’s no plan to shrink the state; merely reduce the pace at which it 

continues to grow. Its public spending levels soar above its neighbours - at 57 per 

cent of GDP, state spending is the highest of any in the Eurozone. Its bloated 

bureaucracy remains stubbornly untrimmed - by law, a fifth of the workforce 

must be employed by the state. And while the rest of Europe wearily plods on 

towards 65 or 67 before taking retirement, the French are popping on the carpet 

slippers at just 62 and settling down to the most generous pension provisions in 

Europe. 

 

In this week’s Analysis we’ll be asking whether France can reinterpret its history 

in order to free itself for the future.  

  

As for the nostalgia … isn’t it time to change that record? 

  

MUSIC: EDITH PIAF UP AND OUT 

  

EXTRACT JACQUES ATTALI: FRENCH TELEVISION PROGRAMME 

KIRBY: An Anglo Saxon economist cast as the punch bag in a French TV show 

about the state of the country’s finances.  



 

 

 

PEDDER: France considers it carries a sort of universalist message. And you hear 

this all the time with politicians. They talk about you know France is different, France 

has a duty to history - extraordinary sort of conceptual phrases. 

 

KIRBY: Sophie Pedder, author of France in Denial and Paris Bureau Chief for 

The Economist, says France has historically viewed itself as that little bit apart 

-l’exception francaise - but in an age of economic crisis can there be exceptions to 

the austerity rule? 

  
PEDDER: Public spending and the concept of the welfare state, it’s I think very 

linked in the French mind to a sort of concept that history is all about progress; and 

even if you go back to the French Revolution, you know that’s when in France they 

consider that the modern era began. If you go into a primary school, for example - a 

trivial example - but you’ll see sort of timeline wall charts that are pinned up on the 

wall of the classroom, and 1789 is when the modern era began; that’s a fact. And I 

think that you know it’s a small example, but that’s very much part of this sort of 

concept of progress - of progress towards an ideal society, a better society and a 

society that will always involve a better life. If you try and input the idea of spending 

cuts or pension cuts or any sort of difficult you know public policy decision into that 

framework, it becomes incredibly painful because what you’re really saying is ‘no 

you can’t always work a shorter week’, ‘no you can’t always retire earlier’. Actually 

those things are all going to have to start going into reverse, and that goes against that 

concept of progress.  

  

KIRBY: And not everyone will benefit from the hallowed social model, warns 

Gaspard Koenig, former speechwriter for IMF chief Christine Lagarde, and a 

self-confessed free marketeer.  

  
KOENIG: What we call the ‘French social model’ is in fact a model that benefits a 

certain generation, which is a generation of the boomers. And if I may exaggerate a 

little bit, they got it all. You know they got the sexual revolution, they got 

employment easily, they got very high benefits, social benefits, and then they got very 

generous pensions at a very early age. That increased the debt burden and that also 

divided the country in a two-tier system where you have insiders who have good 

protected jobs and outsiders who have to basically pay for them. And I think the 

country is split now along those lines, which are very much generational lines. 

  

KIRBY: The rest of Europe of course has a similar generational divide but 

France is a country where resentment quickly spills over onto the streets and so 

even if the tills are empty, public spending continues to increase to keep at least a 

semblance of truth in the old adage of “liberte, egalite and fraternite.”   
  

PEDDER: Part of that French model does work very well. I mean if you look at 

things like nursery schools for France, they spent a lot of money and they have a great 

result and that’s an element of the system that works well. But in lots of other ways, 

they overspend; it’s not sort of value for money.  There isn’t even a phrase in French 

for ‘value for money’. It’s wonderful, but you can’t go on forever providing three 

course meals with starters for 2 year olds!  It’s these sort of elements of French life 

that makes it both wonderful but sort of ultimately unsustainable. 



 

 

 

SEGUE:  

  

DANIEL: You know the French are very proud of their 18
th

 century, of their 17th 

century, and it’s very difficult to explain them that Napoleon is dead, that Louis XIV 

is dead, and that Rousseau is dead. 

  

KIRBY: That’s Professor Jean Marc Daniel - a rare breed, a non-statist who 

clearly enjoys his provocative post as a columnist in the left-leaning newspaper 

Le Monde. His articles proclaim that competition is the only way to growth. By 

his own admittance, he cuts a rather lonely figure in French academic circles, 

and he points the finger of blame partly at a new nostalgia sweeping French life. 

It runs like this …  

  
DANIEL: We have to stop with free trade, we have to stop with liberalism and free 

trade economy and we have to create a very strong French economy based upon the 

car industry, steel industry, all workshops with a lot of workers you know like in the 

19
th

 century - coalmining, car industry and the railway system with a lot of 

workers. And they go to their workshop early in the morning, just there, and they 

belong to the communist party, and we have to go back to the years of General de 

Gaulle. 

 

KIRBY: But that has to be a fairytale. Do the French people believe that fairytale is 

possible? 

 

DANIEL: They don’t believe that fairytale. They remember that at that moment it 

was a period of full employment.  

 

KIRBY: There’s a real sense of needing the past in France - of needing to be 

reassured of historic Gallic greatness. I remember being slightly incredulous last 

year when the Government announced it was funding a new tourist attraction to 

rival its already thriving Disneyland. It turned out to be a Napoleon theme park.  

Sophie Pedder warns this ‘nostalgie’ is doing serious damage to France. 

  
PEDDER: I think that somewhere at the back of a lot of French minds lurks this idea 

that they kind of know it can’t go on forever. They have this wonderful lifestyle that’s 

been financed by debt and they sort of know that. It’s the political class that isn’t 

prepared, I don’t think, to really state sort of honestly and fairly to the French you 

know ‘this is how bad things are’, ‘this is why we can’t afford to keep going the way 

things have been’.  Instead, there is a nostalgic sort of attempt to go back to the way 

things were - we need more industry, we need more factories, we need more 

production in France. Nothing wrong with any of that, but what actually France needs 

is to create the next ‘Google’ or create the next ‘Twitter’.  

 

 

KIRBY: But the future may not look too appealing. France is sitting on a 

mountain of debt. At 95 per cent of its gross domestic product, it’s nearly as big 

as the entire French economy. The UK isn’t managing much better, but the 

difference seems to be that policymakers in Brussels and Washington say France 

simply isn’t doing enough to reduce it and divert a crisis which would see the 



 

 

money markets demand much higher interest on the money it lends to the 

French state to pay the bills.  

 

Jacques Attali has been advising successive French governments on economic 

reforms since Mitterand’s presidency in the early 1980s, and he warns France 

cannot continue to leave its debt untamed. 

  

ATTALI: France is so wealthy that it can sink slowly. Nothing serious except in a 

scenario where the markets say oh-la-la, French! The key criteria will be debt to GDP 

ratio. If the debt to GDP ratio is going to more than 110 per cent, then the vicious 

circle of the crisis will come back. As I believe that we are not out of a global crisis in 

the world and that we used to avoid the consequence of the last crisis the weapon of 

increasing the deficit, now we cannot anymore because the debt is too high. Therefore 

if another round of crisis comes - and it will come - France and other countries will 

have to face a much more difficult situation than in 2008; and, as far as France is 

concerned, it may happen in 2015.   

  

KIRBY: If I could have interviewed just one man for this programme, the one 

person I think who could explain why France is so attached to this notion of 

dirigisme and all powerful state which must steer the economy, then it would 

have been a man called Jean Baptiste Colbert. Unfortunately he wasn’t available 

for interview because he died in 1683. Colbert served as Finance Minister under 

Louis XIV and captured the economy for the state.  

 

At the end of 1945, as it tried to rebuild itself post-war, France returned to that 

rigid Colbertist mindset that the economy of France should serve the state; that 

the state should direct, butt the state should have all the answers. David Thesmar 

has just published a new book in which he challenges these ideologies which still 

colour modern France. His book’s a cri de coeur for more markets, less state. 

 

THESMAR: Colbertism is the idea that the French government can plan for the 

future, can find or can help industries to flourish and create jobs and foster growth. 

But it would be wrong to assume that France has always been a Colbertist country. In 

the first part of the 20
th

 century, the French administration and the French political 

consensus was actually against state intervention in economic life. The railways were 

privately held, the electrification of the country was done on a purely decentralised 

basis. And then it all stopped a little bit before the Second World War, okay, with the 

nationalisation of Air France, with the beginning of the consolidation of the aircraft 

industry, but it was really something that really emerged during the war and during 

the Vichy government. 

 

KIRBY: So does there need to be a reinterpretation of French history? Has 

France religiously tied itself to a concept and a political tradition that it actually 

misunderstood? Could Colbertism be read a little more flexibly? 

KOENIG: Colbert was not a Colbertist! ‘Colbertism’ is something that’s been 

invented by those who pretend that interventionism is a French tradition. It is not! 

  

KIRBY: In March this year, Gaspard Koenig founded a free market think 

tank,  Generation Libre, to counter Gallic received wisdom. 

  



 

 

KOENIG: I was a philosopher, or at least a philosophy teacher, so I went through all 

the philosophy curriculum in France. And after five or six years of philosophy studies, 

I hadn’t heard of classical liberalism. It was not taught. When I went to Columbia in 

New York for a one year exchange, I discovered French authors that were never 

taught to me in the French educational system.  

 

KIRBY: Let’s just go back to one of those points you made - that France hasn’t 

always been a Colbertist society. 

 

KOENIG: Yes, absolutely not. 

 

KIRBY: I mean we make a joke of it, but the words ‘laissez faire’, the words 

‘entrepreneur’… 

 

KOENIG: Absolutely! 

 

KIRBY: … are French words? 

 

KOENIG: They are! And in fact if you look back at French history, especially in the 

period from maybe the second empire to the Second World War, France was one of 

the most liberal economies in society in the whole world. So clearly you have the 

basis in France for a very, very liberal economy, and I think France in its DNA is a 

very business oriented country.  

  

SEGUE: 

 

GRANJON: The politics, they don’t like very much entrepreneur; and people, they 

don’t like very much people who succeed. 

  

KIRBY: That’s Jacques-Antoine Granjon, director of Vente Prive, an online 

designer-brand flash sales business which has made him one of the biggest 

entrepreneurial success stories in contemporary France. His success comes 

despite having to stay on the right side of a 3,000 page labour code and levels of 

tax which he claims punishes his competitiveness with his European 

counterparts. 
   

GRANJON: Vente Prive, which is a young company, thirty years old - I created eight 

years, nine years of profitability - I pay more taxes than Facebook, Amazon, Google 

and I think even Apple in France. Altogether, I pay more. Is that normal? No. The 

rules are not the same for French people and politics don’t understand that. They 

don’t understand that they have to support their entrepreneurs and to support their 

companies. 

 

KIRBY: How should the government be supporting their entrepreneurs and their 

companies? What should be done now? 

 

GRANJON: For me, they should just make the laws that apply to other company in 

their own country the same in France. I don’t want to have special rules for me to 

have easier life; I want to have the same rules for companies in Europe. But if the 

taxes are too high people … You know Europe is easy - you go, you take a plane, 



 

 

you’re in London in one hour. It’s very easy.  

  

KIRBY: You’re listening to Analysis on BBC Radio Four. I’m Emma Jane 

Kirby and I’m asking whether reform a la Francaise is enough to stop France 

sinking.  

 

French businesses are currently burdened with a higher payroll tax than any of 

their major competitors - where an employer in the UK will pay social insurance 

contributions of around 10 per cent for each worker, in France that figure is 

over 30 per cent. Taxes have gone up by 60 billion euros in the last three years. 

Over the last two years, the government has introduced more than 80 new ones. 

 

Journalist Christine Ockrent  is one of the longest serving surveyors of the 

political scene. Although Belgian herself, she’s very much penetrated the French 

inner circle. Her partner is Bernard Kouchner, many time government minister. 

Although on the inside of the Parisian elite, she brings an outsider’s perspective 

and wonders whether the elite knows what it’s doing.   

  
OCKRENT: They all studied together at the same school for years. None of them has 

any business experience; they know nothing about business. These are extremely well 

trained professionals of the French State! But when it comes to globalisation, when it 

comes to trying to start the economy again and talking about competitiveness and all 

of that - they know that from textbooks. So there is a great deal of mistrust between 

the business community and political circles. And that’s traditional; it’s not 

particularly new with this socialist government. It was just as true with Sarkozy and 

the conservatives because don’t ever believe that French conservatives are liberals. 

They are not. They are quite cautious about the market economy. The State, capital 

‘S’, is what matters. 

  

KIRBY: Does entrepreneur Jacques-Antoine Granjon agree that France’s ruling 

class is the issue? (to Granjon) Do you think that is a problem, a big problem in 

France - that from left and from right most politicians have never been in 

business? 

 

GRANJON: It’s terrible, this is terrible. They shouldn’t talk about this without 

knowing what’s inside.  

 

KIRBY: What happens if France again doesn’t decide to do anything, puts off 

reforms? 

 

GRANJON: It will be a big problem because the debt will grow, there will be more 

poverty in France and everything will decline. No, no, we have to do that. In France, 

we think that the state and the government will save us, but we can’t afford it this way 

anymore. So what can we do? Pay less taxes. If you don’t pay taxes, what do you do 

with your money? You invest in machine, you invest in labour, you create jobs. 

That’s good. That’s a long-term view and the government, they don’t have a 

long-term view. 

  

EXTRACT: PRESIDENT HOLLANDE ON A TELEVISION DEBATE 

PROGRAMME:  



 

 

  

KIRBY: On a heated TV debate programme last year, President Hollande 

boasted repeatedly that he didn’t like the rich. (Extract fades up again) 

 

KIRBY: Presidents who admit liking money aren’t much liked by the French 

people, so better to play to the gallery and publicly disclaim any allegiance to 

wealth. Economic reports on reform are regularly commissioned by the 

government, but it’s not really in their interest to implement the proposals. How 

do they get re-elected if they suggest, for example, cutting the very civil servant 

base which supports them or deregulating the very professions which return 

them to power? Christine Ockrent again. 

  

OCKRENT: The State with a Capital ‘S’ being the referee and the ultimate organiser 

of all things that the French share is also of course protecting its own interests and its 

own servants, and it’s very difficult to ask civil servants to organise change that 

would be detrimental to them in the first place. So you do have intellectuals - ‘des 

intellectuels’ - you know which is a breed which doesn’t really exist anywhere else. 

So you have these extremely intelligent people - I won’t name names - but I think 

you’ve interviewed some of them. So they actually work on these very, very 

intelligent reports as to what should be done and these reports get published you know 

quite regularly - brilliant stuff. Never applied or hardly ever, except marginally. And 

so they get dissatisfied until they are asked to write yet another one. 

 

KIRBY: I think we all know we’re talking about Attali!! (laughter) 

  

KIRBY: Government adviser Jacques Attali has written successive reports for 

French governments on economic reform. 

  
ATTALI: France is a country that never reforms - we go from one revolution to 

another. The last three revolutions was 45 after the war, 58 with de Gaulle and 81 

with Mitterrand, and I must say that since 86 nothing happened. What is wrong with 

France is that France is a too wealthy country and the fact that even as an individual 

or as a group, when you are wealthy you don’t feel the threat and then you say well I 

have time, I can rely on my resources and no need to take difficult decisions. 

 

KIRBY: But are you frustrated that France isn’t going as fast as you think maybe it 

should do? 

 

ATTALI: I try to help as much as I can to push French people to understand that we 

need to reform more, but I understand that politicians have their own agenda. The 

problem is that when a doctor gives recommendations to his patient, he expects that 

he takes all the pills simultaneously and not once upon a time when he wants to. 

  

KIRBY: Take, for example, a report Jacques Attali delivered in 2008 in which he 

suggested the taxi industry should be deregulated. If you’ve ever tried to get a 

cab late at night or in the rain in Paris, you’ll know why: there’s a chronic 

shortage of taxis. In fact, there were more in the 1930s than there are today. But 

the service has been monopolised by just two companies and it’s against the law 

to set up a mini cab firm to compete with them. Gaspar Koenig was working for 

the then finance minister, Christine Lagarde, when Attali made his proposal.  



 

 

 

KOENIG: Whenever the government wants to confront this monopoly, they go on 

strike, they have powerful lobbies within the parliament, and then the government (as 

Sarkozy did in 2008) has to back down. And that’s exactly what happened, I 

remember, with the Attali commission. I was working at the treasury at the time and 

Attali had come up with a number of sectors that needed some form of deregulation or 

opening up, and the taxi services were among them. The treasury decided to confront 

the taxes first to make an example. And as soon as the taxis went on strike, Christine 

Lagarde wanted to continue the fight and quickly the order came from the Elysee that 

we had to backtrack because municipal elections were looming and taxi drivers are 

considered to be a strong opinion vehicle. So that’s how this country is not reformed - 

by lack of political courage or willingness and by lack of understanding of market 

mechanisms. 

  

KIRBY: Yet, lest we forget, France is the fifth largest economy in the world and 

out performs the UK in productivity.   

  

ATTALI: France is not in a terrible situation.. France is always grumbling. And now 

it’s visible that it’s grumbling, but I would be more worried if I was British or 

German than being French. The British have a huge problem of productivity, which is 

not improving, and Germany has a huge problem of demography, which is not the 

case of France. I’m in the long-term much more optimistic for France than for any 

other European country. 

 

KIRBY: What happens if France doesn’t reform? 

 

ATTALI: France is so wealthy that it can sink slowly.  

 

KIRBY: But hasn’t France been sinking slowly for a very long time now, 

weighed down by its ever increasing debt? It’s true that France has the highest 

birth rate in Europe, but if nothing is done, if reforms continue half-heartedly a 

la Francaise, are we just counting down the days before the markets tire of 

indulging the French exception and respond by whacking up the cost of 

borrowing?  

 

Italy’s failure to reform, of course, prompting the ousting of Silvio Berlusconi 

and the installation of a technocratic government. Liberal think tank founder 

Gaspard Koenig is impatient for change and believes a serious debt crisis may be 

just what’s needed to trigger the political rupture which saves France from itself. 

 

KOENIG: We are so bad at  reforming without going through crisis and there has 

been one regime crisis every fifty to sixty years on average in the recent French 

history. The last one was in 58. So my point is it wouldn’t be that bad if the thing you 

know blows up a little bit and then we are forced basically to be … we are humbled 

first. We have to acknowledge that our system is not working - you know what we 

pretend to be proud of, which is our social model, is just not working. It’s failing.  

 

KIRBY: Jean Marc Daniel, while also impatient for change, fears that France 

will simply carry on tinkering around the edges. Reform yes, but definitely a la 

Francaise. 



 

 

 

DANIEL: I think that the French people know the truth, but you know it’s very easy 

to wait. You know there is a very famous French woman during the French 

Revolution whose name is La Comtesse du Barry, and she was about to be killed and 

she told, “Give me five more minutes! Before killing me, give me five more 

minutes!” And a lot of comments about the French policy is we are in a Madam du 

Barry policy: give us five more minutes. 

 

KIRBY: Does France have five more minutes? 

 

DANIEL: I don’t think so. But maybe we need a Thatcher, but we are convinced that 

five minutes before Mrs Thatcher. 

 

KIRBY: Whenever a shift towards liberalism and a more minimal role for the 

state is suggested by daring French economists, there’s a sense that to do so - to 

move closer to the Anglo Saxon model - would be like a betrayal of history, an 

act of disloyalty to France’s past.  

 

But if Colbert, whose statue still sits imposingly in front of the Assembly 

Nationale, wasn’t really a Colbertist and he didn’t really believe the state should 

step in at every turn, then would a reinterpretation of French history make it 

more comfortable, more permissible to start implementing some serious 

reforms? Could France wean itself off Colbertism and become nostalgic instead 

for another of its ideologies: the ideology of laissez faire? 

 

Last Saturday, I was at my local market in Paris talking to my French friends 

about making this programme. One of them, a business man and former activist 

in the Socialist Party, said to me, “We don’t need a Mrs Thatcher to save France. 

We need someone much tougher than that!”  

 

MUSIC: EDITH PIAF/NON, JE NE REGRETTE RIEN 


