The anti-state crusade: A form of populism also affecting France
News analysis
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French politicians on the right and far right are engrossed with the methods of Argentine President Javier Milei and US billionaire Elon Musk.
Published on February 5, 2025, at 4:00 am (Paris)  3 min read Lire en français
The chainsaw was a fake. A scale model, that looked like a plastic toy. But it was enough to strike a chord. On Tuesday, January 21, Eric Ciotti adopted a theatrical approach to get people talking about him, at a time when pollsters are observing a massive disinterest of the French public in politics.
At the House of Latin America in Paris, Ciotti, the former president of the conservative Les Républicains (LR) party, who last year defected to the far right, brandished the fake chainsaw to mimic the sweeping cuts in public spending he dreams of making: €600 billion over five years, the disappearance of a third of state agencies, including the French Biodiversity Office, the Agency for Ecological Transition, the Audiovisual and Digital Communication Regulatory Authority...
The scene delighted the media, providing further proof of the evaporation of the boundaries between politics and entertainment. But Ciotti's stunt also tells us that what seemed unthinkable even six months ago is becoming reality: The brutal methods of Argentina's president, Javier Milei, wielding a chainsaw during his campaign to illustrate massive cuts in public spending, are inspiring some of France's political leaders.
"A wind is blowing. A conservative and liberal revolution is about to take hold," said one of Ciotti's advisers. Paris is in no way comparable to Buenos Aires, whose economic shipwreck has been dragging on for a quarter of a century. But the Argentine leader, who was elected comfortably in November 2023, has some French politicians on the right and far right fantasizing, as does the so-called Department of Government Efficiency run by US billionaire Elon Musk, crusading against the civil service and its mismanagement.
Slimming down public power
"I dreamed it, Musk will do it," wrote Valérie Pécresse, LR's 2022 presidential candidate, on X, back in November 2024. The president of the Paris region, who proposed in her presidential campaign to create an "axe committee" to chop up public spending, has publicly stated her admiration for the far-right libertarian. Her counterpart at the head of the western Pays de la Loire region, Christelle Morançais, who has cut her region's cultural budget by €100 million, also said Musk is "brilliant" (that was before his raised arm).
David Lisnard, the LR mayor of Cannes who is running for president in 2027, is building his identity on this same desire to slim down public power, describing it as sclerotic because of the bureaucracy, norms and useless civil servants. "We need to put an end to the technocrats' regime and put the state back where it belongs," Lisnard has said.
Is this a form of exaggeration? A passing fad? Economist and historian Jean-Marc Daniel observes that accusations of a bloated, inefficient and overspending state crops up at regular intervals. The term "axe commission" first appeared under King Louis XV, in the 18th century, to put an end to the abuses of the clergy. After the Second World War, Prime Minister Paul Ramadier in 1947 chaired a "guillotine committee" tasked with slashing spending.
And what about the neoliberal wave of the 1980s led by Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom, which culminated in France with the major privatizations of 1986? Today, observes Daniel, "the ground is ripe" for this desire to "slim down the mammoth" to flourish once again, as former minister Claude Allègre once said of the French Ministry of Education he headed.
'Chainsaw massacre'
It's true that the French people, especially in the working class, are very attached to a protective state. The far-right Rassemblement National (RN), whose electorate is largely made up of modest households – and civil servants – is therefore observing the utmost caution with regard to this liberal wind. "Colbertism is a French tradition. The US is overwhelmed by the forces of money," said Jean-Philippe Tanguy, one of Marine Le Pen's lieutenants. But, he said, "The French can see that the obese state is coasting."
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The interminable political crisis, the inertia of public action and the country's colossal debt, coupled with the feeling that the state is failing in its missions, are fuelling resentment and the desire to "clean up" the public service. It's time to "kick out" those who are seen as obstacles to the nation's new-found glory. "Afuera," as they say in Argentina.
"The 'chainsaw massacre' promised by certain politicians is based on a current impulse, on this desire for disengagement," said Thierry Pech, director general of the Terra Nova foundation. "It can please," said Frédéric Dabi, director of the IFOP polling institute, noting that the French public has "expectations of efficiency that have been disappointed a thousand times by politicians."
Looking to enthuse a public tired of empty slogans, politicians are resorting to radicalism, sometimes outrageousness and mockery, to win over the crowds. "When you take the Courtelinesque side of things, you seduce opinion," said Daniel, referring to Georges Courteline, author of Messieurs les ronds-de-cuir, a 1893 satirical novel mocking 19th-century civil servants (literally the "leather circles," a nickname alluding to the fact that they allegedly spend their days sitting on an office chair).
In the US, the "bubble bath bureaucrats" scandal – based on a 2024 Senate report describing civil servants going golfing or taking bubble baths instead of working from home – paved the way for Elon Musk. In France, in early January, it was because of beaver protection that farmers expressed anger at the French Office for Biodiversity and the standards it tries to enforce. Could it be the start of a wider movement?

