
Plus ça change...
-- Vous entendez, monsieur le baron, toute la mécanique est là.  C'est

bien simple, mais il fallait le trouver.  Nous n'avons pas besoin d'un

gros roulement de fonds.  Notre effort unique est de nous débarrasser 

très vite de la marchandise achetée, pour la remplacer par d'autre, ce

qui fait rendre au capital autant de fois son intérêt.  De cette manière,

nous pouvons nous contenter d'un petit bénéfice; comme nos frais généraux

s'élèvent au chiffre énorme de seize pour cent, et que nous ne prélevons

guère sur les objets que vingt pour cent de gain, c'est donc un bénéfice

de quatre pour cent au plus;  seulement, cela finira par faire des millions,

lorsqu'on opéra sur des quantités de marchandises considérables et sans

cesse renouvelées... Vous suivez, n'est-ce pas? rien de plus clair.

-- Le baron hocha la tête. (...) -- J'entends bien, répondit-il.  Vous

vendez bon marché pour vendre beaucoup, et vous vendez beaucoup pour vendre

bon marché...  Seulement, il faut vendre, et j'en reviens à ma question: à

qui vendrez-vous? comment espérez-vous entretenir une vente aussi colossale?1
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No, this is not taken from a recent study on business practice.  It is a quote right out of Zola's Au Bonheur des dames (1883).  Part of the Rougon-Macquart cycle, Zola traces the growth of the "first" Parisien department store which today we take for granted when one evokes the name of say Galeries Lafayette, Printemps, Bazar de l'Hôtel de Ville, La Samaritaine or Le Bon Marché.  Somewhat anachronistic in parts (poetic licence), Zola presents neverthesss a remarkable case history of marketing, to say nothing of the portrayal of French society of the day.  And in answer to the baron's question: ...à qui vendrez-vous?  the answer is obvious: aux dames.  And it is just by chance that a recent INSEE survey conducted in France (1993) reveals that women outspend men when it comes to overall spending, primarily on clothes!  In the USA, a survey conducted by Women's Wear Daily (October 1994), revealed that when women go shopping for clothes, their favorite destination is J.C. Penney. Although such market research would have been unheard of in his day, the hero of Zola's novel has been nevertheless a sharp observer of his female customers, their desires and their predilections. His whole sales strategy is based on catering to the female shopper. 

 Judging by the number of copies available in the FNAC stores in France in 1991 of the Hatier series Profil Littérature/Profil d'une oeuvre - Au Bonheur des Dames Zola (No. 77-1991) Zola's major work must have been required reading for some portion of the French school curriculum.  For those who wish to have a quick overview of Zola's novel but with special emphasis on the commercial and marketing aspects that Zola describes in detail, the handy profil will prove to be a useful guide prior to a more leisurely reading of the novel which, once begun, will be difficult to put aside.

This brief exposé does not pretend to be anything more than an introduction to the wealth of literary works which have a direct correlation with the teaching of business French at the university level. Many, but not all, are literary works in which the main theme is business or the unmentionable word Argent.  As Jean Giraud states in Alexandre Dumas fils La Question d'argent (1857): "Je ne dis cela pour moi, Madame, mais je sais ce que je dis; l'argent est l'argent, quelles que soient les mains où il se trouve.  C'est la seule puissance que l'on ne discute jamais.  On discute la vertu, la beauté, le courage, le génie; on ne discute jamais l'argent.  Il n'y a pas un être civilisé qui, en se levant le matin, ne reconnaisse la souverainté de l'argent, sans lequel il n'aurait ni le toit qui l'abrite, ni le lit où il couche, ni le pain qu'il mange." (Act I, Sc 4).  Elsewhere the comment is made: "Les affaires, c'est bien simple, c'est l'argent des autres." (Act. II, Sc 7).  This brings to mind the 1978 César-award French film L'Argent des autres, starring Jean-Louis Trintignant, Catherine Deneuve, and Michel Sarrault, in which a private French bank engages in less-than-honest manipulation of investors' funds and deposits.  And how can one fail to recall that it is possibly Octave Mirbeau's bitter satire of business practice of his day that gave us Les Affaires sont les affaires (1903) and which has remained, for better or for worse, a much used expression.  And if we return to our original quote from Zola, we understand that Octave Mouret, has discovered the principle that in moving merchandise in the way he has devised, initial investment capital can be recycled up to many times a year while generating a modest but growing margin of interest.

One certainly does not wish to have the subject of money dominate our discussion but it is difficult not to mention Balzac who, throughout his life, was in constant search of the same and is perhaps, of all French authors, the most qualified and know- ledgeable to address the matter.  In the Avant-Propos to his Code des gens honnêtes (see below) he writes:   

  L'argent, par le temps qui court, donne le plaisir, la considération

les amis, les succès, les talents, l'esprit même; ce doux métal doit donc

être l'objet constant de l'amour et de la sollicitude des mortels de tout

âge, de toute condition, depuis les rois jusqu'aux grisettes, depuis les

propriétaires jusqu'aux émigrés. Mais cet argent, source de tous les plaisirs,

origine de toutes les gloires, est aussi le but de toutes les tentatives.

La vie peut être considérée comme un combat perpétuel entre les riches

et les pauvres.

Balzac's treatise, an extremely humorous exposé of the myriad ways, means, and methods used by one segment of the population to deprive the other of its money and fortune is addressed to les gens honnêtes of his day who must be constantly vigilant if they expect to protect their wealth and money.  Human nature being what it is, Balzac's treatise is as current today as when it was when he first conceived of it as a "manual" in 1825.  It was obviously his vade-mecum as he wrote La Comédie humaine.  As teachers, we note Balzac's comments about the following: "Cours de la langue italienne en vingt-quatre leçons; cours de mnémotechnie en douze séances; cours de musique en trente-deux leçons; l'écriture apprise en dix leçons, etc.  Nous ne ferons pas l'injure de commenter ces charlantaneries.”  After having included this quotation, what a revelation to read a Consumers Report (July 1993) rubric on sales  hype: Sony's new method called Natural Japanese with a brochure proclaimimg: "Learn Japanese in 3 seconds!"    



 Our aim here is to encourage students, especially French majors, to explore the considerable amount of French literature which has been sorely neglected over the years. This neglect is regrettable because there are some truly outstanding works that are a pleasure to read and study, much more so when one has an understanding of business FRench and commercial activity in general. A clue to the possible reason for this neglect, mentioned above, a sort of "quod graecum est non legitur" admonition which prevailed during the Middle Ages, and which later was applied to the works of Rabelais, can find its modern counterpart in the first American edition (Holt: 1895) of Eugénie Grandet when Professor Eugène Bergeron of the University of Chicago introduced Balzac to American students.  In a brief introduction to Balzac's other works, he has this comment about César Birotteau: "description of ambition which goes as far as monomania; hard to read on account of commercial technicalities."  This statement is truly unjustified but the message was no doubt perpetuated by those compiling anthologies of 19th century French literature.  Balzac's novel, the full title of which is: Histoire de la grandeur et de la décadence de César Birotteau, marchand parfumer, adjoint au maire de Paris du deuxième arrondissement de Paris, chevalier de la Légion d'honneur, etc. is a remarkable case history of a truly honest but naïve shopkeeper and businessman who falls prey to pride and later to unscrupulous financiers, falls into bankruptcy, but who manages to pay back every centime owed.  Balzac is so concerned with detail, it is in fact possible to draw up an accurate balance sheet showing every centime of Birotteau's assets and liabilities!  True, there are some 162 basic business terms used by Balzac, but they are as current today as when he used them frequently throughout his novel.

Those interested in learning more about Balzac's close ties with business and his complete failure with any type of commercial venture may find two studies to be of great value: René Bouvier, Balzac, Homme d'affaires. and, René Bouvier and Edouard Maynial, Les Comptes dramatiques de Balzac (1938).  The recent publication of two of Balzac's earlier treatises that have remained virtually obscured for years are his Code des gens honnêtes ou l'art de ne pas être dupe des fripons, first published in 1825 and now reprinted by Manya (1990), and Les Journalistes (1843), reprinted by Arlea (1991).  As we read Balzac's accounts of scams, petty thievery, unethical lawyers and financiers, and how to avoid being taken in or robbed, we could be reading today's headlines, so little has changed.  And as for the press and journalists in general, his contempt for the power of the printed news and conduct of self-serving journalists is shared by many today.  Again, so little has changed.

Until just recently, the teaching of business French in American schools and universities was practically non-existent. It was felt that such courses had no value, furthermore, they detracted from the true mission of a liberal arts education. Such a neglect has meant also that a respectable amount of French literature has been sadly neglected, namely those works by distinguished and established authors. Surprisingly enough, these include Balzac, Daudet, Augier, Zola. In order to read these authors, one must have not only an understanding of commercial vocabulary but also an appreciateion of the business practices of the day. This means of course that instructors of le français des affaires and their students will have a sufficient level of vocabulary to understand the events described by the author.

