	Culture in Peril? Mais Oui!

The Vivendi mess makes one thing clear: Corporate efficiency and enforced culture cannot coexist. 
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	It would be awfully easy to make fun of the French just now. So let's get started. 

Pierre Lescure was running a pay-TV network in France called Canal Plus. He was doing a lousy job. How lousy? The network had not made a centime for five straight years and lost $440 million just last year. So his boss fired him. 

You might think the only remarkable angle of this story is that Lescure hadn't been fired a long time ago. You wouldn't expect citizens to take to the streets in defense of a cashiered network executive, and you certainly wouldn't expect presidential candidates to feel compelled to take a stand on the Lescure affair. But then you would be forgetting that this is France. 

To see what's going on you need two other key story elements. One is that Canal Plus, under a quirky French law, is required to be one of the main funders of French movies, or rather films, which the French regard as a national treasure and a bastion of French culture under assault by barbaric, philistine Hollywood trash. The other key element is that Lescure's boss is Jean-Marie Messier, CEO of Vivendi, who recently bought one of the principal Hollywood barbarians, Universal Pictures, and then moved his home from Paris to Manhattan. 

The instant he fired Lescure, the picture became dreadfully clear to millions of citoyens. Figuratively as well as literally, Messier had crossed over. He had become an Americanized, money-obsessed master of the universe, a force of Dumb and Dumber rather than The Grand Illusion. So puny a consideration is mere profit when the stakes are this high! President Jacques Chirac, Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, and most other candidates for president stepped forward to assure a shaken electorate they would defend the interests of the Republic. 

I don't know how the conflict will get resolved. But I know this ridiculous-sounding story represents the collision of large forces, and the result will be of historic importance far beyond France. 

The French decided long ago that there's much more to life than money, and heaven knows they're right. So they built quite deliberately an economy that would not maximize output but would yield a good-enough standard of living while protecting prized elements of essential Frenchness: native culture, family farms, and greater income equality than in freer economies. 

Trouble was, this vision of the good life actually caused a lot of human suffering. Laws intended to protect workers made hiring and firing so cumbersome that companies did their best to avoid hiring anyone, and the unemployment rate went into double digits and stayed there. Government-owned companies, which accounted for half the economy, were predictably inefficient. It began to seem terribly ironic that "entrepreneur" was a French word. 

Things got so bad that France made changes, like many other countries in the '80s and '90s. Mostly it privatized dozens of government-owned companies, injecting new competition and zip into business. Growth picked up, and the unemployment rate started to fall. Hotshot managers, suddenly given a chance to show their stuff, became global players: Bernard Arnault at LVMH, Claude Bebear at AXA, Gerard Mestrallet at Suez. One of the brightest of these took charge of an ancient water utility called Cie Generale des Eaux; this was Messier, who soon renamed the company Vivendi. 

For all the changes, France did not reform completely. Generous welfare benefits abound, and industries most essential to Frenchness, such as farming and film, still get heavy government support. Labor rules are still unfriendly to business, and an extraordinary recent one limits the workweek to 35 hours. Not the best way to make a country competitive, but then there's more to life than money. 

All of which sets up a conflict that finally can no longer be avoided: enforced Frenchness vs. efficiency and competitiveness. Every major economy has become thoroughly global. Every major company competes everywhere. Vivendi is a global company that must deliver value to global shareholders. That's why Lescure had to be fired, and if France feels a cultural treasure--or, on a larger scale, its tradition of living right--is threatened by the country's participation in global capitalism, it will have to decide which is more important. In its recent election, the shocking strength of the nativist, antiglobalization candidate Jean-Marie Le Pen suggests consensus is far away. 

Much of Western Europe will have to make similar choices about capitalism in the next decade. So will Japan and, eventually, China. No one wants a homogenized world culture, but then no one wants to fall behind in economic advancement. Right now no one wants to admit those wishes are in conflict, and something's got to give. 


