French political culture
Representations and realities

Political culture in France: the traditional reading

Concentrating upon some of the most inﬂuen_tial Flrench, Am.ericanfagd }?ﬁ
studies, Chapter 3 introduces the reader to various 1r}t.erpretat10rlls o 1t ; rteli
polity, namely those based on the revolutionary t.radltlon, subcultural iden dlit
centre-periphery relations and patterns of authf)rlty. The chapter uses 3 I:}llo :
definition of political culture as an interpretative gulde to undertan 199@6 1 6
tional underpinnings of contemporary Frer}ch society. For MCMlllan ( : 6
‘to study political culture is to study the beliefs, \.fah'les, as‘sumptl(}nS ,(s%? : reln : “‘
unspoken) and modes of action to be found w1th}n a glven po 1ty1. s hg
definition, to talk of French political culture, especially in the singular, 1(s1 .“
ambiguous. The cultural portrayals of France have a tendenc.y to vtz:ry erp;e (
ing upon the cultural preconceptions of the ol?server: Am'en'can ok si:rw; rén
instance, have provided some of the most stimulating insights into Fre
culture, but these are not always those highlighted by French analys:ls, fin. pa
because of different normative standpoints adopted (for 1r'15tance, the ;f;n 1
of what constitutes civic behaviour). Furthermore, t_here is a vgry real 5 t
in measuring cultural attitudes, especially in the period preceding the adven |
ini olls. :
Opftlo\grplous stages in recent history, political culture has been‘ad.vancefd
explain a range of rather different obstacles to tl}e smogth funct10r1111ngr::a
French polity. Those studies undertaken before or 1mmed1ate;1y aft'er t g-; ‘
of the Fifth Republic looked for cultural causes of French political mstfh 1t tF};.a |
prevailing idea present in texts written in the 195054 and 1’9605 was tha Cco‘
had been prevented from becoming a ‘modern’ f)r stable. couqtry on 1? 3
of its uneven historical development and its idlosyncra}tlc na.t1ona1 C l:arn
As Safran (1991: 44) points out, ‘American social sc1en'$15ts pc.)mt.ed toh ra
reluctance to marry her century — to the habit of 1deolog}({al thmkmg, the pt _
lence of class distrust, the tendency to excoriate the political estat?h.shn'len :
absence of civic mindedness and an underdevelopfed e'.chos: of part1c1patlon. '
Even though France developed democratic political 1nst1tutlf)ns, and a sc;gt ‘
ticated socio-economic infrastructure, certain analysts ‘contlnued jco re‘m
France as a ‘delinquent’ society, one marked by tax eva_s1on, a%cohoh;rln,
ciplined motorists and a general lack of civic behaV}qur’ (Pitts ;9 ).h
‘delinquent’ traits raised the question of the ‘governability’ of the French, €¥
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though, as Hoffmann (1994: 13) concedes, ‘most of these uncivic cultural traits
no longer stand up to serious scrutiny’.

As formulated by classic political culture theorists such as Gabriel Almond
and Sidney Verba in The Civic Culture (1963), the concept of political culture
has had difficulties in explaining political, or socio-economic change. In the
French context, the cultural norms detected in the 1950s or 1960s often appear
ill designed to describe France of the 2010s. A forteriori, the above remark applies
even more forcefully to cultural stereotypes derived from the nineteenth century
or earlier. The cultural perceptions developed when France was a static, eco-
nomically inward-looking society are likely to be of limited assistance in under-
standing how French politics and society have mutated under the impact of the
economic, social, political and demographic changes of the post-war period.
For political culture to be a meaningful concept, it has to transcend the cul-
tural representations present at any one point in time. It has also to admit the
importance of subcultures, either in addition to or against a prevailing national
culture.

Representations of French political culture that prevailed during the early
years of the Fifth Republic were influenced above all by two innovative surveys,
In Search of France edited by Stanley Hoffmann (1965) and The Stalled Society (La
Société bloquée) by Michel Crozier (1970).

In In Search of France, Hoffmann contends, among other arguments, that
relations between state and civil society are far more closed and less pluralis-
tic than in the Anglo-Saxon countries. In Hoffman’s opinion, French political
culture combined extreme individualism and authoritarianism. On account of
their individualism, French people were reluctant to participate in voluntary
associations, such as political parties and interest groups. When they did join
groups, such groups were weak, fragmented and ill-disposed for compromise. In
order to resolve inevitable disputes, they appealed for arbitration to the state.
This provided the impetus for the development of a powerful bureaucracy to
arbitrate disputes. There was a weak bargaining culture of negotiation between
the competing groups themselves, and between groups and the state. In a cri-
tique of this portrayal, Vincent Wright (1989) demonstrates that relationships
between pressure groups and the state were far more subtle than implied by
Hoffmann.

Perhaps the most widely diffused exposé of the pessimistic appraisal of French
culture was that provided by Michel Crozier, in two highly influential books,
The Stalled Society (1970) and The Bureaucratic Phenomenon (1963). The essence
of Crozier’s thesis was that the French were afraid of ‘face-to-face contact’ and
that they are ‘unable to cooperate’. In order to resolve disputes, individuals
appealed systematically to those in positions of higher authority, especially
representatives of the state, rather than attempt to negotiate, bargain or com-
promise among each other. This induced an exaggerated sense of hierarchy but
at the same time created the conditions for rebellion against this authority if
unwelcome arbitrations were made. Thus, French political culture combined a
measure of routine authoritarianism with sporadic rebellions against authority.
Underpinning Crozier’s analysis is the belief that French people are torn between
submissive subordination to the state and insurrectional outbursts against it.
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In normal circumstances, such cultural traits normally produce a bureaucrag
i tality and a lack of initiative.
defg;::l‘;;(f)lrllez) bott};l Hoffmann’s ‘static society’ and Crozier’s ‘stalled soci.ety'
the idea that the French nation was afflicted by numerous blockages, Whlch Pre
vented a normal democratic functioning of its polity. These blockages’ includeg
habit for overly ideological and abstract thinking (iI-IdUCed by France’s Cartesig,
education system), the persistence of class rivalngs, -a pencpant _f(?r unci'
behaviour, a deeply ingrained anti-political strain within public oplnlon., a di
trust of those in authority, an inability to compromise or to cond}lct Civilige
face-to-face negotiations and a weak sense of political efﬁc§cy, leadlgg to alg
level of participation in voluntary organisations such as Pohtlcal p'artles or. Dre:
sure groups. Such cultural portrayals partly influenced elite behaviour. This i
true for General de Gaulle himself, for whom the French were an unruly bung
of individualists who could never agree on anything and whp needed ﬁm¥ Teag
ership to overcome their disunity. The belief that French society 'was archaic a
conservative and that only the state represented the general will (_)f tpe / eop
was a powerful motivational force behind the state-l.ed ‘moderm.satl.on d
from the late 1940s onwards. Given these cultural barrlers., mpdermsatpn cou
only be carried out by a neutral, innovative and interventzloms't state. Fifty yez
later, ‘declinologists’ such as Baverez (2003) continued to 1dent¥fy c.ultural blo y
ages within French society that prevent tl(le nte)cTssa)ry modernisation and ad d
i hanging global environment (see below).

tatllcl)lrlldt::)r:t;ndinggs ifg French political culture have long peen overshadowed,
the work of Hoffmann and Crozier. At best, they described f\spects of Fren
society at a particular stage of historical development. Ijlven if we accspt e
initial premises, which are difficult to substantxatef or dlspr'ove, Frenc soci j,
has moved on since then. Critics of Crozier’s thesis in particular ha‘.Ie point
to the development of voluntary groups and new forms of collective actic
which point to a culture of negotiation and comprom1§e. For Mendras (1989),: (
instance, Crozier’s viewpoint is inadequate in analysmg contemporary Fran
The opposition between us and them depicted by Crozier no longer z:iccura e
represents the structure of French society nor the ‘norm to be adopte 'tod il
authority. The creation of new social groups during the post-war pen_o ,
‘new middle classes’, which insist upon a bargaining model of aut}lonty,
whose values are broadly post-materialist, has weakened the au?honty pa -a .
evoked by Crozier. These developments are eloquently summanse'd by 1Ga u.‘.
(in Gaffney and Kolinsky 1991: 18) who refers to a co-nvergence of lifesty ei, 3
rations and social outlook, an assumed growing political conse;nsus, a develo u“
urbanisation and the importance of a diffuse cultural liberalism as symbolisi
the cultural identity of the new France.

A dwwted France? PostffeVOl-ﬁtionavry bolitical cultUre(s)

The traditional portrayal of French political culture pointed to the persistef

of cleavages inherited from the French Revolution. The divisions occasioned
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disputes over church, state and nation remained pertinent 150 years later: even
today they continue to provide the backdrop to many assessments of contem-
porary France. In their analysis of political culture, for example, Hanley et al.
emphasise the legacy of the French Revolution, the special status of Paris in
French history, the slow rate of industrialisation, the role of the Church and anti-
clericalism, the closed relationship between state and civil society and nation-
alism as ‘the constants of French political culture’ (1984: 109). These variables
undoubtedly are of critical importance in understanding the evolution of French
history, though they present a rather static portrait of contemporary France. The
traditional portrayal of French political culture has emphasised the revolution-
ary tradition, the role of the state as an instrument of national unity, a tendency
for uncivic behaviour and various characteristics attributed to France’s status as
a Catholic country.

A revolutionary tradition?

The revolutionary tradition, a major marker of French Republicanism, can have
several meanings. At its most basic, it involved support for the French Revolution,
avowed even by conservative Republicans during the nineteenth century. For
more radical Republicans, the revolutionary tradition signified that French citi-
zens had the right to overturn an unjust government, if its institutions betrayed
the ideals of the republic and democracy. For the left during the early twentieth
century, the revolutionary tradition involved a commitment to provide a social
and economic counterpart to the political revolution of 1789: in other words, to
replace capitalism with socialism, as 1789 had eventually replaced the monarchy
with the Republic. This interpretation of the revolutionary tradition strongly
characterised the activities of the PCF during the inter-war years. A fourth version
of the revolutionary tradition was that promulgated by the central state itself,
channelled through the national education system. The revolutionary tradition
was a justification for the actions of Republicans in overturning monarchist
governments during the eighteenth and nineteenth century. French children in
state schools are saturated with the feats of their Republican ancestors; an offi-
cial revolutionary and Republican tradition was inculcated by an interventionist
state. Republican regimes have claimed the French Revolution of 1789 as the
foundation of their own legitimacy; the presence of the 1792 Declaration of
the Rights of Man and Citizen as the prelude to the 1958 Constitution is a good
example of this.

The French Revolution initially produced a divided political culture in France:
for or against the Republic, the Church, the lay state (Hayward 1982). Whereas
the French Revolution eventually came to be accepted by most of the politi-
cal elite, left and right continue to argue over whether the 1848 Revolution
or the Paris Commune of 1871 were justified expressions of rebellion against
unjust authority or not. The French revolutionary tradition is still contested
by elements of Rémond’s (1982) counter-revolutionary right. The official cel-
ebrations of the bicentennial of the French Revolution in 1989 were marked
by counter-demonstrations by those contesting the legitimacy of events two
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centuries previously: Le Pen’s FN represented a powerful counter-revolution
i asion.
fOf;s;; tr}(;:l:l)i(x:lcs of this revolutionary tradition in contempora%ry France? Ung
recently, the main left-wing parties (the PCF anq the PS) coptlnugfi to ref'er.
the French revolutionary tradition as a iustiﬁcatlor} fOI"thEII‘ political activigy
For the PCF, the notion of revolution formed an 1pde11ble part of ‘the party
own political culture, however shallow that c'ommltment revealedfltselé to 2
in May '68. In practice, ever since its creation in 1929, the PCF has foug lt 9:1 .
tions like any other party and has eschewed an.y. serious atten}ptlagt‘lfvo utio !
ary upheaval, even when events appeared pl‘(')PltIOLlS, such as 1n'd t., ?r 196
Despite its opposition to the ‘personal power” it acc1'lse.s the p_re51' erz‘ ia sy;ter
of promoting, the PCF in reality accepted to work within t'he lnStltuhlol?Ss 9 !7
Fifth Republic rather than attempt to bring about a ¥evolut101'1. For tﬁe ), it
sufficient that the PCF claimed a revolutionary heritage fc.>r it to define its ow
mission in terms of a revolutionary transformation of society (Grunbef:g 2.01
Invigorated by their own myths, the Socialists attempted to portray their v1ct
in 1981 as being more a change of regime than a mere ch'an.ge ?f gqve{nnfle
Such illusions did not last for long. The failur'e of thfe Sgc1a115jcs ra;(hca; frte 0 1
programme of 1981-2 destroyed maily remaintm%1 ?S;ranons: it took a left-
nally to bury the revolutionary tradition. -
gmgrrln:l si?gthtily lg;s exaltZd level, the French‘ r.evolutionary tra%dxtlon I}(ast be
invoked to explain the propensity of Frencl'l c1t1z.ens to take their ]?rcc)ltes s to !
streets as part of a collective-action repertoire (Tilly 1984, 19§6). t gei‘fg
that certain social groups, such as farmers, ﬁsherm'en, lqrr):-drlvers an ; : e !
have used the tactics associated with past ’revolu'glonarles .to for.ward t e1: hor v
corporate demands, though this is scarcely ind?catlve of their d'esuj:jl to qv;ar : ;
existing society. Henceforth, street demonstrations from unsat1s‘ﬁe1 §oc1ar gcg
are openly attempts to press for concessions rather than mﬁhlca_ 1nls;18r6e :
aimed at overthrowing the government. Student dem.onst}‘a.tlons in 1 t,
1995, 2006 and 2016 were indicative of this new public spirit. The revolutiona
tradition has thus become a somewhat mythical aspect of French demoir:
is unclear what it signifies today, apart from a rather bland atte'xc'hrrllen t;)o
slogans of the French Revolution and an instrumental use of political symbols;

Provincialism and the state

A celebration of provincialism is the counter.part of an exc.essively cer}tra;)ll
state apparatus and a concentration of politlco-ad@1nlstrat1ve powzrdu:1 ”:
Provincial distrust of the state and of Paris is certainly deeply e;mjoe de F.ra,
distrust might be interpreted in terms of the.process of state—bullfilng ;ne o
which took place by means of the incorporation and the suppr.e'ssmn od reg
identities. La France profonde has always distrusted the centralising and corrtj
ing i Paris. . |
mgltllnt?:(i;‘lcicce)zr?afl, pre-’68 accounts of French political c'ultu're, emph:asm wase ‘\
laid on the importance of the central state as a cohesive idea holdlngt t((i)gas
French society. As surveyed in Chapter 1, modern France was create
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extension of the central state. This process had begun under the ancien régime, as
the monarchy attempted to impose its control over feudal barons. The process
of state-building was considerably strengthened by the Revolution, which
smashed the autonomous power of the aristocracy and imposed the will of Paris
on the provinces. After the revolutionary upheavals of 1789-99, Napoleon pro-
vided a further impetus towards the creation of the centralised nation-state: the
emperor relied on autocratic personal rule, backed by unrivalled control over
military force, to impose a powerful and efficient type of state machinery, key
features of which have remained unaltered until the present. A highly organ-
ised and regimented bureaucracy (selected by means of a centralised and elitist
system of national education) was the key legacy of the Napoleonic period.
Throughout the 100 years following the Revolution, the central state attempted
to ensure the lasting subordination of unruly provinces to its rule. The nom-
ination of central state representatives (prefects) in France’s ninety-six depart-
ments was a testament to the state’s centralising mission (Machin 1976). But
this affirmation of central authority went alongside a reality of regional vari-
ation (Cole 2011). Research from various disciplines — and at various stages of
French history - has revealed a rich provincial diversity surviving beneath an
officially regimented system. Sociologists have emphasised the diverse patterns
of kinship and family structures as well as varying types of authority structures
in different French regions (Todd 1988; Le Bras 1995). Linguists have revealed
the survival of regional dialects in spite of efforts to subordinate them in the
nineteenth century. Social historians and geographers have insisted upon the

importance of territorial identities in explaining lasting regional political alle-

giances. Political scientists, finally, have illustrated how the state machinery

(the prefectures, notably) has functioned in specific manners in different parts

of the country. These findings reaffirm that provincial diversity is the coun-

terpart to centralisation. Indeed, the traditional strength of the French state
might be directly related to the endless variety of regional variations public
policy-makers have to take into account. This accounts in part for the highly
codified nature of the French legal system. This is in part because regional var-
iation was so strong across the nation that the state had to take positive action
to affirm the revolutionary principle of equality.

Challenges to the French state have come from several directions:

from the EU and the process of European integration (Chapter 13);
from decentralisation (Chapter 7);
from developments in the education system (Chapter 12); and

from the globalising pressures of the international economy and develop-
ments in public policy (Chapter 11).

Certain of these developments run against the grain of a dirigiste state tradition.
The French state is far from omnipotent. The importance of the state as a ref-
erence point of national identity remains more marked in France than in most
other European nations, however, alongside a tradition of central state innova-

tive action and a particular conception of public service that relies heavily on
affirmative state action.



French political culture

An uncivic nation?

Critical observers have diagnosed French political culture as being re:sponsi
for a weak sense of civic responsibility. This is typified by a deeply ingraing
anti-politicism and a pervasive distrust of politicians. Tha.t there fi).(lStS a deep djs
trust of most politicians might be verified even by occasional visitors to_Fran
This might be explained in terms of political culture, but other exPlanfit_lons an
equally valid, notably those relating to political performance: antl—pohtxcal' en
timents within the French electorate are particularly marke'd when the politig;
and economic systems are not performing as effectivel}f a:s it should be, such g
during the Fourth Republic or since the mid—19§Qs. It is 1fnportant.n(?t to tak
such developments in isolation: strong anti-political sentiments within pub
opinion have not been limited to France but hav.e been a more general phe
nomenon throughout western Europe and the United States. .In.deefi, by man
comparative measurements (such as the degree of ele(3toral parhc1Pat1on), Frang
is a model of civic pride. Moreover, while politicians in general mlght.be subje
to criticism, one’s own representative is usually spared from excess_lve OppIg
brium. This is revealed by the rate of re-election of sitting mayors. in the sj
yearly municipal elections, even in circumstances of mayors being involved
iminal trials, as in the 1995 contest. .
Cm:lll(:; level of political participation and an excessive penc.ha‘nt f_or individ 7
ism were classically highlighted as evidence of incivisme. This is dl.fﬁ.cult to sut
stantiate. It sits uneasily with the proliferation of voluntary associations whi
have emerged during the post-war period; the fact‘ is that 9ne—half of Fren
people claimed to belong to voluntary associations in the_ q11d—}9893, a cor'n
rable figure with other European countries. Levels of partlc1pat1_on in election
where even municipal contests can attract three-quarters of registered .vc.)tem;
cast a ballot, are among the highest in Europe. As measured by part1c1pa
rates, the French electorate would appear to have a prefereflce for Fwo Wes
election: the municipal and the presidential. The presidential election involv
a direct communion with a national leader; the municipal contest allows clg
ith recognised local spokesman. -
COI'}:Zts‘:lnst;ciong:f incivisme I()a lack of civic behaviouf) went a.long51de :
absence of the regular alternations in power between soFlaLreformlst and .:
erate conservative parties, of the type diagnosed in Bri.tam, the Federal Repu
of Germany or the United States. In the politica} c11:'c1.1mstances of' pltl)st- ‘
France (the unstable coalitions of the Fourth Republic, giving way to a right- 3
monopoly from 1958 to 1981), political discourse as§1}med a radical edge, a co i
terpart to a lack of face-to-face contact between pohtlc‘al' groups themselves.
importance of ideology as a means of political competltnqn can be related hto ‘
late development of an industrial working class, to thg rivalry between t ;1 :;
left-wing parties, to the structure of the French educa'flon system and., ata 1
ent level of analysis, to the strong influence of Marxm.n‘ on French. intelle !
(Judt 1986; Hazeersingh 1994; Chabal 2015). The traditional left—nght cleaf ,,
that sustained such ideological competition is in decline. The exp.enence (;1 .
left in government after 1981 and the collapse of the B§rhn Wall in 1990 ‘
critical effect upon what remained of traditional ideological frames of referend
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There is little firm evidence of a weaker incidence of anti-civic attitudes in
France than in comparable democracies. Safran (2003) points to the alleged
French tendency for tax-dodging as evidence to underline the lack of a civic
culture in France. This is disingenuous. While no one might like paying tax,
the high incidence of French tax evasion is more likely to reflect the structure
of taxation system rather than anti-civic attitudes. Viewed as a whole, the Fifth
Republic appears as a regime that for long enjoyed a high degree of political
legitimacy. While political choices divide French elites, the Republican form of
government is less contested in contemporary France than at any period since
1789. Catholics have become fully reconciled to the regime, even more so than
during the short-lived Fourth Republic (Donegani 1982). Republicanism has
become banal, losing its mobilising force, but no longer inspiring intense hatred
(Kriegel 1992). Even the FN’s historic leader Jean-Marie Le Pen, while courting

with the symbols of counter-revolution, and openly contesting 1789, was careful
to portray himself as a Republican.

A Catholic identity?

Certain cultural attributes have been attributed to France’s heritage as a Catholic
nation. A distinction must here be drawn between the cultural legacy of
Catholicism stricto sensu and its impact upon political culture. In social terms,
practising Catholicism appears to be in decline in France, as elsewhere in Europe,
although France remains an overwhelmingly Catholic country in nominal terms.
In terms of political culture, France has never been a culturally homogeneous
Catholic society. Indeed, the divisive and bitter struggle between Catholicism
and anticlericalism helped to shape contemporary political identities.

In political terms, the heritage of Catholic anti-Republicanism retarded the
emergence of a modern Christian-democratic movement as a federating force
of conservatism. The rallying of the Catholic Church to the Republic during
the 1890s did not represent a fundamental compromise with the theological
foundations of Roman Catholicism, which continued to refute the legitimacy of
the Republican form of government until after the Second World War. Catholics
excluded themselves from the Republic until the emergence of French Christian
democracy, in the form of the MRP and its participation in the post-war progres-
sive tripartite alliance. The failure of French Christian democracy in the Fourth
Republic stemmed in part from its ambiguous political message: MRP voters were
far more conservative than its progressively minded leaders, who espoused social
Catholicism and class solidarity. It also suffered from being a regime party of the
Fourth Republic, with the ultimate discredit that this implied. Even before the
fall of the Fourth Republic, organised political Catholicism had to cope with
the emergence of Gaullism, as an alternative, pro-Catholic, federating force of
French conservatism.

The influence of Catholicism might best be understood in subcultural terms:
the existence of a powerful Catholic political subculture undoubtedly had a struc-
turing effect on the political behaviour of France’s most dedicated Catholics,
rather similar to that exercised by the PCF over the industrial working class.
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This subculture was particularly present in the‘French countryside, esglecian
in certain departements and regions such as Brittany, Normandy, Vgndee ang
Alsace-Lorraine. The weakening of this subculture I}as been closely‘tle to the
decline of rural France, and the process of urbanisation, accelerated.ln ‘tc111e pos
war period. In fact, as early as 1943, doubts were cast as to the real 1n;1 erllge .;
religious practice and belief among a majority of Fren(.:h .Clt'lze‘ns (M(;..n ras f 89).
The decreased incidence of religious belief and the.dlmlnl.sh%ng saliency o reli.
gious-based political cleavages has reduced the differentiation between pioug
Catholics and other members of French society. o b
Certain causes continue to provoke the powerful mOl?11152i’t10n of pract1§ g
Catholics (Donegani 1993). In the 1980s, the defence of free' schogl§ provld
one such cause to mobilise Catholic opinion (z-md conseermve oplllr}l(?n gener.
ally) in defence of its identity. Deeply rooted in French hlsts)ry, fcl 1§ 1s;u§ ‘
an instrumental appeal that mobilises middle—clgss parents primari y 1nt efence
of the quality of education received by their chlldre.n'rather tha11.n 111 te}:ms .
evangelisation. More recently, the opposition of practising Catho 111CS 0 'e g;
marriage law passed under the Hollande presidency revealed that t e capailty o
mobilisation was intact. Religious identification also has a marked 1mgac uPc
voting behaviour. Michelat and Simon’s classic study (1.97_7) reyealefi that Jon g
patterns were closely associated with the degree of rehgloyts 1der_1t1ty ar}(. I?fa
tice. Regularly practising Catholics consistently suppoFted rlght—'w.mg pTeE 1esl,
strongest support for the left came from those pr(.)fessmg. no religion. 115 cleay
age remained the most important indicator of votlpg ch(.)l'ce on the secon l:iou
of the 2012 presidential election (Ryan 2012). While reyglous .1dent1ty ;o? nue!
to matter at the margins, most French citizens are neither pious Catholics n

firm anticlerical non-believers.

The weakening of the proletarian subculture

The above point is reinforced by the importance of supcultures, 'Whlih elyfae;cel .)
far tighter influence over their members than‘ a more diffuse nationa cud . '
possibly achieve. In several instances, analysis of §u‘bcultures has pro;zebcu1 |
in explaining the persistence or otherwise of p0111.:1ca1 ph‘enomena. lu o .
analysis is essential for understanding the role of 1ndust.rla¥ workers l1)n1 ;
itics of the PCF and the trade-union movement, a's I will 111ust.rate e oYv. @
use of subculture might also prove useful in appra%smg the social organis?'n
of France’s immigrant communities, notwithstanding state-led efforts a ;ﬁ
gration’ which go beyond those attempted in mosf c?ther European 'coluno )
The weakening of subcultures has reduced differer%tla.tlon bejcwec_en socu;.oﬁ ]
and strengthened individualism, without necessarily increasing integrati
i ional culture. ‘ ,
: u”i"llllgex(/iv;?:r)lrilng of the proletarian subculture is of considerable 1m1139c1>.r(t:a b
in understanding the decline of the PCF. Throughout the Fourth Rept; 1C,1
PCF acted as a counter-community, in opposition to the ¥est of Frenc hso
in some senses a mirror image of the Catholic Churc_h (Kriegal 1985). T eé) ;
was a highly organised community, which offered its members the emotiof

58 Introduction

satisfaction of belonging to a cohesive, well-organised counter-society, with
its own norms, duties and satisfactions. At its height, the PCF was a genuine
tribune of the industrial working class, articulating better than any other party
the demands of alienated workers. The PCF’s obsession with ouvriérisme reflected
its own position within the political system. Most of the party’s electoral support
came from industrial workers. With its conquest of the Confédération Générale
du Travail (CGT) in 1947, the PCF was the only party that could lay a genuine
claim to be able to organise the working class politically. Communist Party cells
proliferated in industrial areas throughout France, especially in the larger fac-
tories, the mines and the docks. The role of the Renault factory at Boulogne-
Billancourt in the Paris ‘red belt’ was of particular symbolic importance. The
decline of this tightly organised and cohesive subculture began in earnest in the
1960s. The diminishing importance of traditional manufacturing industry, the
enfeebling of class solidarity, the rise of unemployment, the breakdown of a spe-
cifically proletarian lifestyle and identity have all contributed to weakening the
Communist subculture to the point of its extinction.

The interaction of leading subcultures with overall society can have a dynamic
effect on both. The breakdown of specific subcultures increases the fluidity asso-
ciated with the prevailing values within wider French society, such as individu-
alism. Evidence suggests that the integrative character of subcultures can be lost
once they no longer control their members. Is it any coincidence that the FN has
prospered in former working-class bastions controlled by the PCF, today polar-
ised between the remnants of an indigenous proletariat and a high presence in
the local population of third-generation immigrant families (Tiberj 2008)?

Exceptionalism, decline and revival

This final section reviews debates since the 1980s on the highly contested notion
of the French exception. A disclaimer is probably necessary. For comparative
political scientists, the claim of French exceptionalism is tautological. Each
country can lay a claim to its own form of national distinctiveness. As Spotts
and Weiser recalled in their 1986 work, Italy was ‘a difficult democracy’. In the
ensuing decade, it became even more difficult, as the Italian republic collapsed
amid popular revolt against generalised corruption and political instability that
far surpassed anything witnessed in France. For British prime minister Margaret
Thatcher (1979-90), the whole of the European continent appeared out of step;
the powerful coalition of heads of the major European states against the Iron
Lady suggested that the UK was really the exceptional power. Similar judgements
could be reached with respect to other European nations, as well as the United
States, whose presidents routinely celebrate American exceptionalism. If each
country is distinctive, logically none is exceptional.

These objections make good sense, and yet a good deal continues to be
written about French exceptionalism, including in the first two editions of
this book (Hewlett 1998; Lovecy 2000; Collard 2001). We take as our starting
point Lovecy (2000), who distinguishes between two faces or readings of French
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exceptionalism, involving two alternative normative discourses, centred gp
sistance to change.
Cha’ll"r;lgeef?;?srcehool, writing in %he 1980s, talked of the end of the Frenc}} excep.
tion and looked to an optimistic future whereby peaceful ar_ld gr‘adua% interny]
change would fundamentally modify the conflict-ridden society inherited .!—‘
the French Revolution. Mendras (1989) referred to a Second French Rev.olutl )
an endogenous process that had overhauled the norms of French society ang
reshaped French institutions (the family, the army,.the Chu¥ch, even the l?c 4
Furet, Juillard and Rosanvallon (1988), associated with a partlcylaf gl:oup wit |
the PS, proclaimed the advent of the republic of the centre, SIgmfylng tl'1e. e ‘;1‘
of ideological politics, changing political discourses (le'ss rooted in trac'iltlo al
ideological referents) and the acceptance of new paradigms of economic co -
petitiveness and social modernisation. The message was taken up by centre-lef
politicians, from Rocard in the 1980s to Valls in 2015, the latter who called fo;
the PS to be supplanted by a new centre-left reformist party. The message o
these revisionist political sociologists and centre-left reformers was thoed
rather different terms by legal constitutionalists, who pointed to t.he tmfmph 0
the rule of law and the institutional embedding of legal norms in qules such
as the Constitutional Council (Cohen-Tanugi 1990). France wa§ moving close;
to other democracies — European and American — in so far as it h'ad a'ccgp
the rise of constitutionalism as a governing ethic and embedded it within
own institutional practices. As similar processes were going on at the EU ley l
there was a goodness of fit between France and the emerging _Eur.opea_n'pon y
These writers were innovative in that they established a revisionist critique ol
the French Revolution itself and cast French exemplarité (leading by example)
a flawed model. _ |
The debate on the end of French exceptionalism soon produced a vigorot
reaction on the part of those who sought to defend the French model, endlessk
reinvented for political or intellectual purposes. There were, broadly spea' i
three assaults on the ‘end of the French exception’ thesis. The first wa's ‘polm .
In response to republic of the centre, politicians from aFross the- political spe
trum (from the left [Jean-Pierre Cheveénement] or the right [Cl?lra.c]) defend 4
the ‘French model’, phrased in terms of defending national capitalism, "w.\:,
ing the social-welfare model under attack from global forces and suppom'ng i
integrative model of citizenship. In a major recent study, Chz'lbal -(2015) identi
fies the emergence of a powerful Republican national nartatlve' since the mid
1980s, transcending left and right (though especially influential on the le’
built on the ruins of the end of Socialist ideology and Marxist orthodoxy. In thi
new national-Republican narrative, Chabal argues, the naﬁ9n and the rep ]
lic have replaced the more traditional markers of the left—r'lght'cleavage § '*
as social class or centre—periphery conflicts. National Republicanism ljlaS spr .
beyond the ranks of Socialist and Gaullist politicians ‘to encompass philosophe
(such as Alain Finkielkraut, Régis Debray and Dominique Schnapper),‘derrril
raphers (Patrick Weil, Hervé Le Bras), economists (Jacques Sapir) and historiaf
(Mona Ozouf, Bernard-Henri Lévy). '
The second, more sustained attack was intellectual. It found its re§onance
the writings of those such as Todd (1995) who argued that a deep social fra
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had opened up in French society as a result of social and economic modernisa-
tion and the imposition of ‘external constraints’ on French society. Deepening
European integration, in particular, had created a new cleavage within French
society that separated the haves from the have-nots. The referendum on the
EU treaty of 2005, analysed in Chapter 13, revealed a clear social and territorial
fracture between the winners and losers of European integration. One decade
later, Todd was joined in a slightly different register by controversial writers such
as Eric Zemmour (2014), whose Suicide francais (2014) defends the thesis of a
steady weakening of the French nation-state since the 1970s under the influ-
ence of immigration, multiculturalism and a lack of resolve of French elites. For
their part, contested philosophers such as Alain Finkielkraut or Régis Debray
edch defend a traditional version of the French Republican model threatened
by economic globalisation, multiculturalism and a weakening of state capacity.
The third attack on the optimistic framing of the end of French exceptional-
ism came from liberal political economists; not so much challenging the foun-
dations of the French model but drawing fundamentally negative conclusions
from the defence of an unsustainable social model and linking performance to
the persistence of defensive attitudes and positions. The emergence of a powerful
liberal critique of the state, and of a widely diffused and persuasive economic lib-
eralism, is the counterpart to the national-Republican narrative (Chabal 2015).
Nicolas Bavarez’s best-seller La France qui tombe (2003) was explicit about the
linkage between the debates on French exceptionalism and the decline of France.
In La France qui tombe, Baverez speculated upon whether ‘there exists a French
exception, or specificity that condemns attempt to reform to failure’? In this
construction, French exceptionalism signifies the survival of an archaic, statist
political model that is synonymous with decline and France’s refusal to marry
its century.

For Baverez, reform has always been difficult in France, the French Revolution
ensuring political instability for over two centuries. The legacy of the Revolution
continues to make itself felt: reforms have been possible only at moments of
national crisis, the result of upheavals sometimes resulting in changes of regime.
The French Revolution has had a lasting impact. It embedded a deep culture of
illiberalism as a result of Bonapartism on the right and the revolutionary tradi-
tion on the left. It produced the destruction of corps intermediaries and instilled
a lasting suspicion of civil society. It erected the Jacobin state into the fount of
all political legitimacy and initiative. In the Jacobin state, the centre has always
piloted reforms, and there has been a weak civil society. As described by Baverez,
the French model is entirely defensive, with France attempting to defend its new
Maginot Line, defined in terms of the triptych of a multipolar world, the cultural
exception and defence of public services (Baverez 2004, 2016). In this model,
change has been framed as being external and unwelcome; the duty of gover-
nors is to define national responses, be they nationalisations, hard cores or the
policy of industrial patriotism. And, as change is external, France has deliberately
dragged its feet in transcribing EU directives.

These themes were taken up by other writers in the decline frame. For Crozier
and Tillette (2000), France remains a blocked society, headed by outmoded and
out-of-touch elites. The law is used as a tool to undermine the patient work of
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contracts determined by negotiations between social partners. Civil society.
greatly weakened by the continuing interference of the 'state. The hostility g
a flourishing business community is more deeply ingrained tl.lan ever. Othg
writers challenge Baverez’s belief that the politicians are primarily to blame fg
this state of affairs. If politicians are reluctant to reform, this is because they feg
the conservatism and corporatism of French society (Picq 2004). Politicians ae
with prudence because they fear political extremes. '
From these rather contradictory accounts, the French model is alternatively
portrayed by supporters as a fragile edifice to be defended against its ener'nies .
a source of powerful thick-ish universalism, providing cohesion and §on51sten 0y
for French society to affront the modern age. But the thrust of the liberal argy
ment is that French society has not been well prepared to face the challenges f
this model. By criticising the centralising state, a blocked society, an i'nbtfilt fea
of change and the failings of the political institutions, the ’dechnolog‘lsts rengy
with some deeply ingrained traditional beliefs about political culturej in Fran
This detour via the ‘French exception’ has had the merit of stimulating
debate about the nature of the French polity and society and has ‘ph.rased. ,
in implicitly comparative terms. We must acknowledge the Qescnptlve utlli
offered by the French exception. Notions of the French exception have a usefy
heuristic value in so far as they describe an assortment of features — some contra
dictory within their own terms of reference — commonly associated_with a mr‘
tional model of French politics and policy. They also elucidate a particular type
political discourse that remains deeply embedded within Francc?. The ?ather pal
adoxical alchemy of exceptionalism (France as unique) and umversahty. (Fran
embodying human values applicable everywhere) describes the perception t
many French institutions and actors have of their role.

Concluding remarks

Traditional portrayals of French political culture should be treated wiFh cautio
France in the mid-2010s is, above all, a pluralistic society which contains a broa
range of political orientations and cultural practices within its mids.t. Social an
political change has been pronounced throughout the post-war perl_od (Berstet
et al. 1994; Berstein 1999; Bréchon et al. 2000). With the weakening of trad
tional structures of power, there has been a move towards a greater autonom
in all strata of society, a move facilitated by the weakening of the influence <
traditional institutions such as the church, the state, political parties, the mik
tary and the extended family (Mendras and Cole 1991). The birth of new .s Cié
classes during the post-war period has been accompanied by a transformation
attitudes towards hierarchy and authority. Crozier’s stalemate society nq lon
corresponds to an accurate portrayal of contemporary France. Although }t fail
as a political movement in the short-term, the longer-term c1.11t%1ra1 51g_n1ﬁC 4
of May 68 should not be underestimated. The egalitarian, ant1-h1e'rarch1cal t_%th
present in May ‘68 has had a profound impact upon French attitudes towait

hierarchy and authority.

Introduction

The image of a French nation reconciled with its political system needs to be
tempered. Older cultural representations have resurfaced in the discourse of the
flourishing far-right movement:

w the distrust of representative democracy;

m the corruption of existing political elites;

= the moral decadence of modernity; and

u the rejection of outsiders (in the form of immigrants).

All have their roots in past representations of French culture. This underlines the
fact that French culture - including French political culture - has always been
multifaceted. France has become a European society similar in most respects to
its neighbours; this is eminently more important than its cultural specificities,
which nonetheless continue to provide a sense of national identity that gives the
French a distinctive place among Europeans.
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