
The Long Presidency: France in the Mitterrand
Years 1981-1995

France witnessed a remarkable era of transformation and political stability during
the lengthy presidency of François Mitterrand from 1981 to 1995. Mitterrand's
leadership left an indelible mark on the nation's history, shaping it both
economically and socially. This article delves into the key moments, policies, and
legacy of the Mitterrand years, analyzing the reasons behind his continuous stay
in power and the impact his initiatives had on France and the international stage.
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A Socialist Revolution

Mitterrand's ascent to power in 1981 marked the first socialist presidency in
France since World War II. With a strong commitment to combating inequality and
advancing social justice, Mitterrand initiated sweeping reforms across various
sectors. The nationalization of key industries, the of a 39-hour workweek, and the
implementation of a universal healthcare system were just a few of the
groundbreaking policies that came to define his socialist revolution.
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Economic Challenges and the Euro

The Mitterrand years weren't without their difficulties. France faced multiple
economic crises, including skyrocketing inflation and high unemployment rates.
However, Mitterrand's determination and strategic thinking led to significant
reforms and structural changes within the French economy. One of his greatest
achievements was France's participation in the creation of the Euro, a single
currency that aimed to foster economic integration across Europe.
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Mitterrand had a strong vision for France's role in the world. His foreign policy
and commitment to European integration contributed to the success of major
international events, such as the signing of the Maastricht Treaty, which paved
the way for the European Union. Additionally, Mitterrand played a key role in
mediating conflicts and promoting peace, notably in the reunification of Germany
and the resolution of the Yugoslav Wars.

Cultural Renaissance

Under the Mitterrand presidency, France experienced a cultural renaissance.
Mitterrand's passion for the arts led to the creation of numerous cultural
institutions, such as the Louvre Pyramid and the Opéra Bastille. His commitment
to preserving and promoting France's rich cultural heritage revitalized tourism and
reinforced the country's reputation as a global cultural hub.

Mixed Legacies

The Mitterrand years left a mixed legacy in France. While his socialist policies
initially generated hope and enthusiasm among supporters, some argue that the
economic and social changes fell short of expectations. The implementation of
austerity measures and the failure to create a more equal society led to
disillusionment in certain quarters. Nevertheless, Mitterrand is remembered as a
transformative figure who brought about lasting changes in French politics and
society.

François Mitterrand's presidency shaped France in profound ways, leaving an
enduring impact on the nation's politics, economy, and culture. His unwavering
commitment to socialism, his contributions to European integration, and his
efforts to enhance France's global standing make him a pivotal figure in French
history. By reflecting on the Mitterrand years, we gain valuable insights into the



challenges and possibilities of leadership, the complexities of governance, and
the potential for lasting change.
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"A balanced, yet critical, review of Mitterrand's fourteen-year presidency. Friend
has crowned a long career as an expert on French politics with this astute
analysis and assessment of a decisive chapter in the history of French Socialism.
This is contemporary history at its best." —Richard Kuisel SUNY, Stony Brook
"An intelligent and highly readable account of the Mitterrand years that, Friend
argues, have changed the political landscape of France. ... A very good example
of instant history" —Fritz Stern Foreign Affairs In this informed and balanced
treatment of recent French history, Julius Friend analyzes the changes,
successes, and failures in the long and checkered record of the former French
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president, Francois Mitterrand. Extensive interviews with French politicians and
intellectuals complement his original research. Mitterrand was in office longer
than any other democratic president, but Friend asks lis to consider the legacy of
such a term. Elected in 1981 on a platform of radical reorganization of the French
economy and society, Mitterrand was compelled to change policy within two
years. Conventional austerity replaced socialist measures, and his second term
was spotted by scandal and weakened by illness. The Mitterrand era saw the end
of French hopes to be first among equals in Western Europe; instead, Mitterrand
inaugurated a partnership with unified Germany in the European Union.
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