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French economists at the turn of the 20th 
century 
¨  French economists are divided into three main categories 

¤  Ideologues: libertarians, and are involved with politics. They are in decline 
but they still dominate public opinion through pamphlets and newspapers. 
They teach at Sciences Po.  

¤  Law school economists: mild socialists (e.g. Charles Gide), supportive of 
mathematical economics but reluctant to consider the field as mathematical. 

¤  Engineers: the most mathematically literate economists but, very practical. 
Not much interested in building theory, even though  they will increasingly 
be led to do so. 

¨  Walras and Cournot, considered in retrospect as the most important 
French economists of the 19th century, were marginal in their time.  
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A sociological/institutional interpretation 

¨  Marion Fourcade, Economists and 
Societies, Princeton University Press, 2010.  

¨  Compares US, British and French 
economics over the 20th century 

¨  Argues that French economics is specific 
because of the role of the State and of 
the existence of Corps d‘État.  
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A new institutional setting 
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¨  Especially after WWII 
¤  War reconstruction  
¤  Managing a mixed economy – a mix of free market and central 

planning 
¤  The State is going to fund research in economics 

¨  Creation of the Institut national de la statistique et des études 
économiques (INSEE), a very important institution in the 
development of 20th century French economics.  

¨  Role of international institutions (UNESCO, Rockefeller 
Foundation) 



The Institutionalization of economics in 
France 
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¨  Until WWII, economics was taught in law school, but not as an 
autonomous subject.  

¨  In 1959, the French Ministry of education created a separate “licence” 
in economic science. 

¨  1950: Creation of a new journal, La Revue Economique and a new 
professional association Association Française de Sciences Economiques 
(AFSE).  

¨  After 1968, separation between economics and law departments.  
¨  Creation of new economics departments: more mathematical (in 

finance, especially), more connection with the business world.  



Political/methodological positioning 
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¨  Professors teaching in law faculty were mathematically literate 
¤  The econometrics society (were mathematical economists were located) had 

69 French members in 1957 
¤  But almost all of them were mathematicians or engineers, not economists 

(only 8 of them were) 
¨  Mostly liberal/right-wing 

¤  Communists, although numerous among French intellectuals, were barred 
from law faculties 

¤  Law faculties were more right-wing than the rest of French Academia 
¤  In May 1968, law school students were last to join the strike movement. 



Against mathematical economics  
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¨  Most French academic economists were adverse to mathematical exposition 
¤  Among liberals, mathematics meant that the economy could be manipulated.  
¤  Among socialists, mathematics were on the contrary an instrument of bourgeois 

economics and methodological individualism.  
¨  An instrument to bar mathematical economists from the university: the 

agrégation examination.  
¤  It is a competitive exam, which existed only in law, economics, management and 

political science.  
¤  It is an oral examination that implies rhetorical skills 
¤  Research papers and writings were traditionally undervalued.  

¨  As a result, French economics grew apart from mainstream economics.  



A “sociological” tradition in economics 
¨  There is no specific French economics tradition in the 20th 

century but more like a general idea that economics should 
be “pluralistic”. 

¨  François Simiand (1873-1935) 
¤  A disciple of French sociologist Emile Dukheim. 
¤  A critique of mathematical deductivism but also of descriptive 

(non technical) economics. 
¤  Worked on the history of wages 

¨  He thought that economics should be a part of sociology 
¤  A pioneer of what is now known as “economic sociology” 
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The Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences 
Sociales 
¨  Officially created in 1975 

¤  But it was known as the VIth section of Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes, created in 1947 with 
the help of the Rockefeller Foundation 

¨  Home of the Annales school 
¤  An interdisciplinary project built around economic 

history 
¨  One important figure is Fernand Braudel 

(1902-1985) 
¤  Civilisation matérielle, économie et capitalisme, 

xve – xviiie siècles (1979) 
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François Perroux (1903-1987) 

¨  Studied in the 1930s in Austria, and Italy, influenced by 
Schumpeter and Austrian economics. 
¤  Created the Institut des sciences économiques appliquées (ISEA) 

and the journal Economies et Sociétés 
¤  Taught at SciencesPo and Collège de France 

¨   His theory: a kind of middle position 
¤  Critical of « neoclassical economics » 
¤  Not a mathematical economists, but not adverse to formalization 
¤  Influence in development economics 

¨  Represents the typical French economist of the 1950s.  
¤  Both a theorist and a public intellectual 
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The rise of the engineer-economist 
¨  René Roy (1894-1987) 

¤  Ecole polytechnique, then Ecole des Ponts et 
Chaussée 

¤  Organizes a well-known seminar in mathematical 
economics 

¨  Engineers begin to be well-known internationally 
¤  They help create the Econometric Society 
¤  They publish in Econometrica (created in 1933).  

¨  Through these new networks, Cournot and 
Walras gain international recognition.  
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The role of the French government 
¨  After WWII, the French government was in need of economic expertise 

¤  But most university economists were insufficiently trained to address 
practical problems 

¤  So the government created a number of new institutions to use the 
knowledge of engineers: INSEE but also CEPREMAP (a research center 
created by the “planning commissariat”) 

¨  At first, these institutions were meant to provide statistical information 
and tools to direct the economy (in a Keynesian fashion).  
¤  But some of these engineers wanted to conduct theoretical research 
¤  They used their international recognition as a leverage to do so 
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Economics in action 
¨  Marcel Boiteux (born in 1922) 

¤  He is a mathematician, trained at the Ecole 
Normale supérieure 

¤  In 1949, he works for EDF (the French state 
monopoly for the production of electricity). 

¤  There he designs a formula to price electricity 

¨  This formula is an important theoretical result, 
known as the “Ramsey-Boiteux” price.   
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Gérard Debreu and the axiomatization of 
economics 
¨  Gérard Debreu (1921-2004) 

¤  He was Boiteux’s classmate at the Ecole Normale supérieure 
¤  Moved to the US in the early 1950s, and became Professor 

at Yale, Stanford and Berkeley.  
¤  He became an American citizen in 1975 and won the Nobel 

Prize in economics in 1983. 
¨  Two foundational contributions 

¤  With Kenneth Arrow, he solved Walras’ problem, showing 
that a system of inter-related markets could be at the 
equilibrium. 

¤  In his Theory of Value (1959), he derives a number of 
economic laws from mathematical axioms. 
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Maurice Allais (1911-2010) 
¨  He was a X-Mines 

¤  He taught economics to Boiteux and Debreu 
¤  He wrote mostly in French and had a late recognition 

in the United States. 
¨  Theoretical achievements 

¤  Too many to mention. 
¤  He is considered as a pioneer of mathematical 

economics, having demonstrated a number of 
theorems. 

¤  Received the Nobel Prize in 1988 for his “for his 
pioneering contributions to the theory of markets and 
efficient utilization of resources.”  
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Allais’ many paradoxes 
¨  Allais’ paradox (1953) 

¤  Imagine that I propose this alternative 
n  Having 10 000 euros for sure (a) 
n  Having a 99% probability to gain 20 000 euros (b) 

¤  Normally, people should choose (b) because the expected gain is 0.99 x 20 000 = 
19 800 

¤  Yet people prefer (a), they have a preference for certainty 
¨  Allais was both a liberal (in the economic sense of the term) and a quite 

conservative individual (he was for death’s penalty, for instance) 
¤  But he was a civil servant, working to improve economic planning. 
¤  He was also quite critical of the current economic situation, having predicted the 2008 

downturn.  
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A distinctive French engineering style?  
¨  It seems that there was a distinctive French engineering style 

¤  A mix of mathematical formalization and practical applications 
¤  Also, a lot of these economists were involved with French political 

issues 
¨  Although these engineers often published in international 

academic journals or traveled to the US, they grew quite 
critical of mainstream economics.  
¤  The disequilibrium school 
¤  The “regulation” school 
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Edmond Malinvaud and the disequilibrium 
school 

¨  Edmond Malinvaud (1923-2015) 
¤  Studied and Polytechnique, then at École nationale de la 

statistique et de l'administration économique (ENSAE, created 
in 1942). 

¤  He became an administrator at INSEE. 
n  There, he was doing mostly practical work. 
n  Legend has it that he only did research from 5 to 7 in the morning 

and on weekends. 

¨  He developed a disequilibrium model. 
¤  Idea that economics is rarely (if ever) in equilibrium. 
¤  When supply exceeds demand on the goods market, there is 

Keynesian unemployment; when the contrary is true, we have 
classical unemployment.  

¨  Was well received in the 1970s but later became 
marginal. 
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The “Regulation” school 
¨  This is a “heterodox” school 

¤  Developed by engineer-economists 
¤  Robert Boyer, Michel Aglietta, Alain Lipietz 

¨  It is a mix of Keynesianism, Marxism and institutionalism 
(historicism) 
¤  They talk about “modes of regulation” 
¤  Liberal vs. tayloro-fordist modes 
¤  Changes are affected by technology but also by class 

struggles.  
¤  The current economic downturn is explained by the search for 

a new mode of regulation. 
¨  Used to be influential in France, but marginal abroad.  
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The Americanization of French economics  
¨  An increasing number of French economists moved to the US 

¤  That was especially true of people coming from the “grandes 
écoles” 

¤  For instance, Thomas Piketty or Jean Tirole, who studied or 
taught at MIT.  

¨  They increasingly adopted the standards of US economics. 
¤  Publishing in major outlets.  
¤  Using their scientific credentials as a way to be legitimate in 

the French academic and political system. 
¨  Tirole (Nobel Prize in 2014) helped create the Toulouse 

School of Economics, which was influential in bringing the 
international standards to France. French economics became 
more “neoclassical” at the turn of the 21st century.  
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The “Enarchy” 
¨  At the university, neoclassical economics has risen 

to prominence 
¨  Yet at the political level, economics is still 

practiced by “intellectuals” more than scientists. 
¤  High civil servants are educated at Sciences Po 

and enter the Ecole Nationale d’Administration 
(ENA) 

¤  Positions in ministries and other institutions like the 
Inspection Générale des Finances (IGF) are 
generally affected to “énarques”.  

¨  These ENA economists do not generally publish in 
academic journals, but they often write books.  
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The division between ideas and numbers 
¨  As a result there is a division between “ideas” (ENA) and 

“numbers” (INSEE) that creates tensions.  
¤  On the one hand, “Enarques” are legitimized by their prestigious studies and 

feel themselves as “generalists” and “public intellectuals”.  
¤  On the other hand, university economists and engineers are legitimized by 

their academic credentials and international recognition, although they 
struggle to get listened to by the government.  

¨  To further complicate things, public intellectuals, as well as researchers 
from other disciplines (sociologists, anthropologists) are also producers of 
economic discourses, and those are quite often critical of academic 
economics. 
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Comparison with US economics 
¨  US economics is decentralized  

¤  Located in (mostly) private universities and various research institutions 
¤  Yet it shares a unity of method and practices, and the idea that it belongs to a 

“market of ideas” (academic journals) 
¤  As a result, there is a quite clear image of what an economist is 

¨  French economics is centralized 
¤  It is produced in well identified institutions 
¤  Yet it is very pluralistic in terms of practices and ideas 
¤  There is no clear image of the economist: scientist, public intellectual, administrator 

¨  The French are afraid that if they adopt practices that dominate in the US, this 
will result in a less pluralistic, more “neoliberal” economics (“pensée unique”). 
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Controversies (1) 
¨  The post-autistic movement 

¤  It was created in 2000 by students at the Ecole Normale supérieure 
¤  Tried to resist to what they perceived as the rise of mainstream economics at 

the university 
¤  Argued for a more generalist (“real-world” oriented) teaching of economics 

¨  The “Economie politique” 
¤  Along the same line, a group of dissenting economists created a new 

Association française d’Economie Politique (AFEP) in 2010 
¤  And also argued for the creation of a new branch of economics at the 

university “economie et société” 
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Controversies (2) 
¨  Two ‘mainstream’ economists reacted  

¤  Pierre Cahuc (INSEE) and André Zylberberg (Paris School of 
Economics) 

¤  Against the AFEP, they claim that mainstream economics has 
gained a higher scientific status over the past few decades 

¤  They argue that people who criticize economics are guilty of 
“denialism” 

¨  The charge is violent and has been met with skepticism 
(even among mainstream economists). 

¨  But It is very much a consequence of the divide between 
“numbers” and “ideas” we depicted earlier. 
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Conclusion 
26 

¨  As opposed to US economics, French economics is still pretty much 
divided 
¤  Mathematical/neoclassical economists are increasingly leading the 

university and are pushing for a unification of the field 
¤  Heterodox economists argue for a more pluralistic approach (more like 

Simiand or Perroux) 
¨  Even though it funds most of the research done in economics, the 

political power is still reluctant to listen to economic experts.  
¨  Economics in France is still seen as a very political field and 

ideologies are played out more explicitly that in the US.  


