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Welcome by: 
Dr. John K. Glenn 
Director of  Foreign Policy, The German Marshall Fund of  the United States

Session I: The Issues 
11:00-12:00
What’s at stake in this election? What are the key issues facing France?  Is the campaign refl ecting these is-
sues, and what are the candidates offering?  What do people expect from the campaign, the election and the 
potential winners?  Are they likely to be satisfi ed?

Speakers:
Dr. Patrick Chamorel, Visiting Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford 
Ambassador Bob Hunter, Senior Advisor, Rand Corporation (moderator)
Dr. Simon Serfaty, Brzezinski Chair in Global Security and Geostrategy and Director of  the CSIS Europe 
Program 
Dr. Ken Weinstein, Chief  Executive Offi cer, Hudson Institute

Lunch and Luncheon Address
12:00-1:00
Tony Blinken, Democratic Staff  Director, Senate Foreign Relations Committee
Moderator:  Mr. Nicholas Dungan, President, French American Foundation

Session II: The Players 
1:00-2:00
What are the key differences in the personalities, experiences of  the candidates and their visions and pro-
grams?  What are the differences in campaign strategies?  What is likely to change after the election if  Sar-
kozy or if  Royal wins?  What does the third man François Bayrou bring to the table – could France be ready 
for a “Grand Coalition” like the one in Germany and if  so, could the two parties agree on a foreign policy? 
What would be the new political balance between and inside the political parties and the legislative elec-
tions?  What is the difference between the governing style of  the candidates and what would be her his/her 
fi rst decisions?  What should we expect their approaches to be towards European and foreign policy?

Speakers:
Ambassador Bob Hunter, Senior Advisor, Rand Corporation (moderator)
Ms. Corine Lesnes, Washington Bureau Chief, Le Monde
Dr. Charles Kupchan, Senior Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations and Professor at Georgetown Uni-
versity
Dr. Sophie Meunier, Research Scholar in Public and International Affairs, Princeton University

Closing Summation: Ms. Anne Gantén, Executive Director, Atlantic Partnership

Program of the day

“What Impact will the French Elections have on US-European Relations?” 
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Executive Summary

France’s upcoming presidential elections represent 
a watershed moment for the country’s political land-
scape. With no incumbent candidate on the ballot and 
millions of  new voters registered, the run up to the 
April 22 election has proven both compelling and dif-
ficult to predict.

Issues ranging from unemployment to France’s rela-
tionship with the European Union and government 
corruption are expected to shape the outcome of  the 
election, which remains hotly contested between the 
top three candidates. Nicolas Sarkozy, the head of  the 
conservative Right-leaning Union for a Popular Move-
ment, and Segolene Royal, the Socialist Party’s candi-
date and the first woman to represent a major French 
party in a presidential election, have remained close in 
the polls. Francois Bayrou (Union for French Democ-
racy, a centrist party), who is campaigning for a broad-
based collation government similar to Germany and is 
calling for an end of  the traditional bipartisanship that 
has been shaping French politics over the last decades 
has gotten within striking distance of  knocking Royal 
out of  the first round of  balloting, which would force 
a runoff  election with Sarkozy.

In their appeals to voters, all three of  the main candi-
dates appear either to be in the center or at least mov-
ing towards it in an effort to pluck support from their 
rivals’ camps. The campaign has blurred party lines, 
leaving the voters in the midst of  a personality-driven, 
polarized election cycle.

Yet, the emphasis on such looming social issues 
coupled with the close polling of  the candidates has 
caused several observers to describe the election as a 
situation “very conducive to change.” A disenchanted 
electorate – about 80 percent of  whom believe France 
is in a downward spiral – are ready for something dif-
ferent than what many see as typical French politics, 
highlighted by government scandals and a lack of  true 
choice in the voting booth.

Interest in the election has risen not only in France, but 
also across Europe because the next president must 
contend with the country’s rejection in May 2005 of  
the European Constitution, which also failed to gain 
approval in the Netherlands. France’s relationship with 
the European Union is at a critical juncture given the 
French’s electorate’s apparent refusal to take the next 
step in integrating with its European partners, an is-
sue that will likely surface again in the not too distant 
future. 

The elections are also being closely watched by US of-
ficials given the recent rift between the two countries 
over the war in Iraq. There has been little to no debate 
on the subject of  Iraq and France’s potential role in 
the future of  that country. The effect the elections will 
have on US-French relations largely hinges on who the 
voters decide to put in the Élysée palace. However, the 
next French president will be tasked with regenerating 
the country’s alliance with America in an era marked 
by such forces as continuing globalization and interna-
tional terrorism.
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Session I Highlights - The Issues: 

In introducing the panelists, Ambassador Robert E. 
Hunter remarked that France’s elections are of  “sig-
nal importance” to not only the future of  France but 
to all of  Europe and the European Union, which re-
cently celebrated its 50th anniversary. Hunter also 
mentioned that the elections are significant for US-
French relations, which hit a low point in 2003 over 
the invasion of  Iraq. The next French chief  executive 
“is going to be tested from 
this side of  the Atlantic” 
over whether he or she will 
adopt policies that advance 
common purposes. 

Dr. Patrick Chamorel, who 
recently returned to the 
United States, was struck by 
the level of  interest this elec-
tion is generating around the 
country and even the world.  
He likened the upcoming 
election to a “horserace” 
with interest being driven by 
lack of  an incumbent; inter-
esting candidates; shifting 
dynamics of  the campaign; 
and very little certainty of  
outcome.  He also felt that 
this election is taking place 
against a backdrop in which the great majority of  the 
French electorate is disenchanted with their leaders 
and feels the country is in decline. Chamorel poised 
the question, “Will the election play a part in the recov-
ery of  the country?”, and felt that the answer would 
depend on the outcome of  the voting.

Sarkozy has redefined France’s political Right, and in 
doing so has emerged as a new leader, bringing “all 
kinds of  new ideas to the table and really altered the 
terms of  the public debate,” according to Chamorel.

One of  the positives of  this election is the national 

debate that has taken place on sensitive topics. Sub-
jects that once were taboo are now being discussed, in 
part, because of  the almost universal feeling of  dismay 
over the direction the country is heading. Immigration, 
crime, social integration, work, family and national 
identity “are at the heart of  this campaign.”

There is a great expectation for change with the next 
president given the spirited 
debate and the fact that there 
is no incumbent running. 
Chamorel felt that while the 
three mainstream candidates 
are moving their policies to 
the center to please more vot-
ers, all of  the candidates are 
espousing an “anti-system” 
rhetoric, which is an explicit 
rejection of  current Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac. Sarkozy, 
who advocates a free-market 
policy, and Royal, a social-
ist, have been moving away 
from their political bases to 
the center, leaving no clear 
choice between the UMP 
and Socialist Party.

Chamorel questioned wheth-
er there is a deep shift in French politics towards con-
servative values and thought that there was finally a 
great tectonic-like movement in French politics, with 
a strong anti-liberal block forming. The Left is polling 
at about 35 percent – the lowest rating since Francois 
Mitterand, who as a member of  the Socialist Party gov-
erned France from 1981 to 1995. Chirac, Mitterand’s 
successor, had moved the government to the Left, but 
with the current president not seeking a third term in 
office, the pendulum is now swinging back and the 
entire political spectrum is moving toward the Right. 
Chamorel felt that Sarkozy and Royal both come from 
the right-wing camps of  their respective parties.

Ambassador Robert E. Hunter
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Session I Highlights - The Issues: 

“Just six months ago we thought that there was the 
candidate of  change who paradoxically is the candi-
date from the incumbent party versus an archaic So-
cialist Party whose whole program was about keeping 
the status quo,” Chamorel noted. “I think that this 
has now changed. We’ve seen that Sarkozy has moved 
to the center because he realizes you cannot gather a 
majority just on free market ideas which are quite un-
popular in France as we all know. Seeing reactions, he 
moved to the center. Segolene Royal also moved away 
from the traditional So-
cialist Party line. So ba-
sically instead of  a very 
clear cut choice between 
Socialist the old style and 
more free market policies 
and Right versus Left, 
what we have today is all 
the candidates moving to 
the center.”

Dr. Ken Weinstein noted 
that France’s presidential 
race is turning out to be 
the most Americanized election in history. While seri-
ous issues like social integration, French identity, high 
unemployment, foreign policy, an absence of  positions 
on Iran and a lack of  a coherent Middle-East policy, 
Weinstein pointed out that the candidates are stressing 
slogans and personality more than the actual issues. 

Sarkozy has highlighted on two themes: work and na-
tional identity. France continues to face high levels of  
unemployment, which remain around 9% across the 
country, but closer to 25% for young people new to 
the work force. Royal on the other hand is focusing 
less on programs and more on pushing the method of  
participatory democracy. 

Bayrou is the wildcard in this election. His sudden rise 
in popularity has shocked the pundits and pollsters as 
he emerges from relative obscurity to trailing not far 

behind his frontrunner rivals, fueling speculation he 
might push Royal into third place and therefore out of  
the running for the second round of  balloting. Bayrou 
has focused much of  his campaign on denouncing 
what he sees as a “bipolar” political system.

Weinstein felt that integration will be one of  the major 
campaign issues, following the fall 2005 suburban riots, 
which reflected the frustration of  France’s immigrant 
population, largely marginalized by society. “Finding a 

place specifically for Islam in France, and determining 
what it means to be French, will both be challenges for 
the next president,” he added.

While the French presidential campaign is riddled with 
uncertainty, there is one area where it appears clear 
France will see a change: foreign policy. Weinstein not-
ed that the winner will be confronted with international 
challenges that will force him or her to change, at least 
in part, a cornerstone of  French foreign policy: the call 
for France to act independently of  the United States. 
Since Charles De Gaulle, France’s president from 1958 
to 1969, the country has proudly served as a political 
counterweight to the United States.

For example, France led the opposition to the United 
States’ 2003 Iraq invasion, building a coalition that ob-
jected to the war with Germany, China, Russia and Syr-

(from left to right): Mr. Nicholas Dungan, Dr. John K. Glenn, Ms. Anne Gantén
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Session I Highlights - The Issues: 

ia. However, with international terrorism on the rise 
and other threats to security looming, the global cli-
mate is changing, leaving both France and the United 
States with a vested interest to work together to meet 
common challenges.  The next president will have an 
opportunity to renew the transatlantic relationship so 
long as post-Chirac foreign policy objectives do not 
obsessively try to act as a counterbalance to the United 
States. Weinstein proffered that one area where this 
will be necessary is with Iran’s nuclear program. 

Dr. Simon Serfaty cautioned that “we should not over-
state the importance of  this election.” Every presi-
dential election since 1965 has been critical, each for 
reasons of  its own. The clash between Chirac and U.S. 
President George W. Bush was reflective of  the na-
tional patterns that have been known for the past 60 
years, and will not magically disappear with the arrival 
of  a new president on either side of  the Atlantic.

In many ways, this is an American-style election where 
the candidates themselves have become the issues. The 
three main candidates are “American politicians with 
French passports,” Serfaty declared.

Yet, the “novelty” of  the main candidates—one a 
woman and the other the son of  a Hungarian immi-
grant—leave  the French voters with a certain sense of  
liberation. For at least the past three decades Mitterrand 
and Chirac have been the “boomerang” politicians of  
French politics. The electorate has been left with feel-
ing there is no choice, as political leaders appear to be 
recycled from one election to the next.  Serfaty felt that 
the upcoming election should change that. 

“This election is not as unpredictable as many believe,” 
Serfaty observed. There are two main candidates, Sar-
kozy and Royal. It is doubtful whether Bayrou, who 
is mostly running on the platform that he is neither 

Sarkozy or Royal, could win because he is not in a po-
sition to put together a coalition that would allow him 
to govern. “He is not a solution, but a question and an 
illusion,” he added.

Serfaty thought that Royal, too, would find it diffi-
cult to put together the coalition needed to win the 
run off  on May 6.  He felt that she lacks stature, and 
the “memories” of  past presidents, beginning with de 
Gaulle, both of  which will affect the voters’ judgment 
of  her experience. 

Serfaty felt that Sarkozy is “a man of  ambition” who 
“won’t allow his beliefs to get in the way” and can move 
to the Left or, more likely, to the Right where he will be 
able to gain much support from Le Pen’s declared or 
undeclared followers. 

“Both Sarkozy and Royal will make it to the second 
round, when the race will move away from the center 
and back to their respective political bases.” After 12 
years in office, Chirac  is leaving France largely the way 
he found it, with deep social rifts, insufficient growth, 
and a pressing need for reforms.  Serfaty posed the 
question, “Are the voters better or worse off ?” He be-
lieved that the answer is probably neither, and who-
ever wins the election must be prepared to attend to 
a domestic agenda of  economic growth, institutional 
renewal, and societal reconciliation without delay.  

Serfaty felt that another issue facing France is the risk 
of  isolation following the rejection of  the European 
Constitution, a move that sent shockwaves through-
out the European community. The next president will 
have a “blind date” with German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel at the EU Summit in June, a few days after the 
legislative elections. He or she must address the need 
to bolster European institutions and salvage whatever 
can be from the European Constitution.
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Session I Q & A:

1. What will be the “one issue” that determines the election?

Serfaty answered that all candidates tend to have the other candidates as the main focus, 
but added that hidden concerns over immigration would probably prove decisive in the 
run off.   Weinstein and Chamorel said they believed the main issue would be combating 
national decline.

2. From an American perspective, Royal appears to have strong socialist credentials yet 
she has been described as moving away from that ideology. Why is that?

Chamorel commented, “We are in France. The standards are different. Royal’s language 
is much less ideological than was Mitterand’s. She speaks about creating jobs through 
small business, which is not a tenet of  France’s Socialist Party, and therefore, is really 
breaking with the old socialist discourse.”

3. How do you explain both the high level of  interest in the election and the high level 
of  undecided voters?

According to Chamorel, most French voters would say that they do not recognize 
themselves as part of  the Right or the Left because few people believe that these 
categories are still relevant. Also, many on the Right do not like Sarkozy, and many on 
the Left do not like Royal so the question is “where do they go?” 

4. Why would Royal advocate for Turkey’s membership in the European Union despite 
the overwhelming majority of  French voters’ distaste for the idea?

Serfaty posited that there is not a coherent reason for her to advocate for Turkey, and 
her positions lack consistency given her limited background in foreign affairs. Chamorel 
noted that he fi nds it “puzzling” why she is now speaking out for Turkeys’ membership 
and speculated she may be pandering to the far Left, which “is kind of  into third world-
ism.”
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Luncheon Address Highlights:

Mr. Tony Blinken, who spoke in a personal capacity, 
opened his speech by asking, “What does the change 
in the French leadership – and ultimately the change 
in US leadership – portend for the relationship of  the 
two countries?”  

The French elections will, on one level, allow for the 
United States and France to open a dialogue to revive 
their partnership on strategic issues. The pair must fo-
cus on the fundamental security issues that they both 
face. “When you cut away everything despite all the 
differences – especially the differences in approach 
– at heart there really is a common purpose in today’s 
world that should unite us,” Blinken noted.

That common goal is ensuring that the United States 
and France come together to prosecute “the struggle 
between the freedom we represent and the funda-
mentalism that is challenging that freedom in differ-
ent parts of  the world including most particularly in 
Europe right now.” The two nations should also work 
in tandem to ensure the most dangerous weapons are 
kept out of  the hands of  the most dangerous people.

•  Alliances: After the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, the 
United States adopted a go-it-alone foreign policy, de-
ciding it would act if  it saw a threat to its security re-
gardless of  the international community’s reaction. Ac-
cording to Blinken, the logic behind the move towards 
a foreign policy that relies less on alliances is this: “if  

you believe the single most important tool in interna-
tional relations is military force, and you have more of  
that than anyone else in the world, anyone or anything 
that stands in the way of  using it becomes more of  
a burden than a benefit.” However, that pendulum is 
now swinging back. How far it will swing back remains 
to be seen, but most of  the challenges being faced – be 
they the rise of  radical fundamentalism, the spread of  
weapons of  mass destruction, international terrorism, 
economic dislocation or global climate change – do 
not have any respect for borders. 

“The main enemy that we face is a diffuse web of  ex-
tremist groups that can tap into a growing supply of  
dangerous weapons,” Blinken said. Terrorism has its 
own networks, and the nations combating terrorism – 
a group that includes more than just the United States 
and France – must form a network of  their own to 
synthesize ideas, information and resources.

Blinken felt that dealing with Iran’s nuclear program is 
the new test case for the partnership. Thus far it ap-
pears as though France and the United States are work-
ing together to keep the pressure on Iranian President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s government to keep the 
country from developing nuclear weapons.

•  Conditions for the use of  military force: The doctrine 
of  preemption, which has dominated the theoretical 
underpinnings of  America’s security strategy over the 
last few years, is giving way to an approach based more 
on prevention. Preemptively striking at threats was a 
“one-size-fits-all” policy that created more instability 
because it said to rogue regimes that the best insurance 
against invasion was to get weapons of  mass destruc-
tion as quickly as possible. It gave countries like India, 
Pakistan, Israel and its Arab neighbors a model based 
on shooting first and asking questions later.

Blinken felt that there is a movement in the United 
States to refocus on diffusing problems before they 
rise to the level of  requiring military force. There will 

Blinken outlined three areas where the United States 
and France need to recalibrate their strategic rela-
tionship:
•  Finding new approaches to their alliance and in-
ternational organizations
•  Redefining the conditions for the use of  military 
force 
•  Thinking about how we can work together to 
promote democracy and to bolster failed states 
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Luncheon Address Highlights:

be a renewed emphasis of  securing 
loose nuclear weapons, building up 
allies’ capacity to disrupt extremist 
groups and reforming the interna-
tional non-proliferation system. On 
the other side of  the Atlantic, the 
French must rethink their own ap-
proach to the use of  force in the in-
ternational arena and take a tougher 
stance with rogue regimes because 
we have “a responsibility to protect 
ourselves against terrible acts of  de-
struction and if  force is necessary to 
do that it needs to be on the table 
hopefully collectively.” 

•  Bolstering failed states: The Unit-
ed States, Europe and France have 
profound common stake in showing 
the poor, disenfranchised masses 
that there is an alternative to hate 
and terrorism. Blinken felt that we 
must join together to engage in the 
long-term work of  building up the 
political institutions of  failed states, 
whether that means developing po-
litical parties, unions, an indepen-
dent media or a judiciary. He noted 
that this would also mean fostering 
education, providing micro fi nance 
and empowering women.

With the United States embarking 
on a much more thoughtful policy 
of  building democratic institutions, 
our European partners have to get 
over the cynicism that some societ-
ies are beyond transformation. 

(from left to right): Dr. John K. Glenn, Ms. Anne Gantén
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Luncheon Address Q & A:

1. How do you see the balance of  dealing with France as a nation state and the European com-
munity as a whole?

Blinken said the short answer is America must do both. Partly, this is out of  our hands. The 
European construction process is in neutral, and this process will play out over the next few 
years. We have a profound stake in a united Europe. When Europe is divided and fi ghting 
against itself, it is harmful for everyone.

2. How can we encourage collaboration between France and the United States as well as other 
European countries?

The collaboration at the working level over the last fi ve or six years has actually been superb. 
For example, these countries worked together to foil the Heathrow bomb plot. Much of  work-
ing together is a matter of  symbols; so the question is how do you turn those symbols around? 

One of  the things that perplexes Americans is they see the threat terrorism is to Europe and 
the rise of  fundamentalism there, but there is not a shared expressed concern over these issues. 
That disconnect will be what we have to work through.

3. What are your predictions for the French election?

From America’s perspective it would be wrong to pick favorites especially since, on strategic 
issues, the candidates appear to have similar positions on most of  the big issues. None of  the 
candidates are fond of  the Iraq war, and all three advocate for taking a tougher stance on Iran.

4. Can you explain why the Advanced Democracy Act did not pass?

It almost passed the Senate a few weeks ago, but as things often do in the Senate, it mysteri-
ously fell apart. It will be picked up again. There is a kitchen sink feel to it, which may make it 
more diffi cult to pass, but there will be a clear effort to do so. We’re likely to get at least large 
pieces of  it in something.

5. What is the end game in Iran?

It’s diffi cult to predict how the current situation in Iran will end. America’s policy towards Iran 
over the last fi ve years has stalled because of  the fi ghting between those in the Bush adminis-
tration who argue the United States should not engage rogue nations and those who feel some 
level of  dialogue is needed. The result of  this paralysis was the Iranians got closer to the bomb. 
At the end of  the day, the administration decided that results are what count so it, in conjunc-
tion with its European partners, has begun talks with Iran. The allies have ratcheted up sanc-
tions slowly and kept everyone on board, which in turn keeps the pressure on the Iranians, who 
do not care if  America disapproves of  its decision. They do care if  the international commu-
nity condemns their actions.
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Session II Highlights-The Players:

Dr. Sophie Meunier discussed why globalization is not 
a topic at the forefront of  the 2007 campaign. Five 
years ago, France was “completely obsessed” with be-
ing anti-globalization. José Bové, a sheep farmer who 
gained notoriety after he destroyed a McDonalds in 
1999, became a national hero. Top government and 
political figures were competing to attend the World 
Social Forum in Porto Alegre, which was billed as 
the alternative Davos. Anti-globalization books were 
literally flying off  the shelves. After law and order is-
sues, globalization was the second hottest topic in the 
2002 presidential campaign with approximately half  
of  the votes in the first round going to candidates 
who were overtly anti-globalization.

France remains wary of  globalization, as shown by 
a recent study that revealed the French are the most 
pessimistic about the impact of  globalization on the 
labor market, especially in comparison to their Eu-
ropean neighbors. France is also the only European 

country to have a majority that prefers protectionism 
over free trade. 

“So why then has the issue “all but disappeared” from 
the 2007 campaign?,” asked Meunier. Bové, who is a 
presidential candidate, has found neither public sup-
port nor media interest. French politicians are no 
longer rushing to the World Social Forum because 
they are busier showing off  their patriotic credentials. 
“Nobody seems to care anymore,” she also noted.

These three cases were all self-inflicted domestic jolts 
that are now providing the framework for the 2007 
presidential election. The result of  these events is an 
“extremely inward-looking” campaign focused on the 
theme of  national identity, Meunier stated. All of  the 
issues – from what does it mean to be French to can 
communities coexist within France without weaken-
ing national identity and is the current political sys-
tem working – in this campaign refer back in some 
way to this theme. 

Dr. Sophie Meunier

Much of  the debate in this election is being shaped 
by the “three shocks” to French domestic politics, 
which are:
•   The 2002 presidential election in which the vot-
ers eliminated Lionel Jospin, the socialist candidate, 
in the first round, instead vaulting the National 
Front’s Jean-Marie Le Pen to the second round of  
balloting
•   The May 2005 rejection of  the European Con-
stitution after a captivating and divisive national 
debate
•   The Fall 2005 riots which took place in the poor 
suburbs with a heavy immigrant population
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Session II Highlights-The Players:

Meunier described globalization as a major political 
challenge and said it is important because French at-
titudes toward it will determine how the country re-
lates to Europe and the United States. It is no longer 
uniquely a US-led phenomenon, as it appears that both 
Europeans and Americans are increasingly “in the same 
boat with respect to the rise in power of  the Chinese 
and Indian economies.” 

France’s debate on globalization took place two years ago 
during the European Constitution referendum, which 
was as much about the openness of  France as it was a 
debate about the direction of  Europe. Given this, the 
three main candidates have remained vague about their 
stances on globalization, creating a dialogue that can be 
seen as both a handicap and opportunity for France. 

The Socialists, who have long demonized globalization, 
are seeing a split within their party. The 2005 referendum 
on the European Constitution revealed that while Royal 
voted yes to ratify the treaty, more than half  of  the So-
cialist Party sympathizers did not. Meunier felt that Royal 
must reconcile the fundamental distrust of  globalization 
– a hallmark of  her party’s platform – with a more so-

cial-democratic orientation; otherwise, she risks giving up 
ground to Bayrou. Royal’s strategy, therefore, is to mar-
ginalize globalization as an issue in this election.

Sarkozy is also ambiguous with respect to globaliza-
tion. In a speech last fall, he said his goal was to make 
France one of  the winners of  globalization – a process 
that cannot be stopped anyway. Yet, Sarkozy may not 
be the Anglo-Saxon, neo-liberal that his opponents of-
ten portray him to be. His economic instincts often 
appear to favor a protectionist state that can centrally 
manage the economy.  

Bayrou may be the least ambiguous of  the three on the 
issue of  globalization. Bayrou is a pro-European can-
didate and did not participate in the collective anti-glo-
balization hysteria over globalization five years ago. He 
seems to be as close as what France has to a social dem-
ocrat and a Blairite – even though he comes from the 
Right and not the Left. His official platform is that of  
a “social economy,” which advocates for compensating 
free enterprise and competition with social policies. He 
has tried to steer the debate away from national identity 
back to what he believes is the central question, how can 
France become compatible with globalization?

Ms. Corine Lesnes remarked that Sarkozy and Royal are 
neck-and-neck in the polls while Bayrou is not far be-
hind. Roughly thirty percent of  those who declare sup-
port for one candidate or another say they could still 
change their minds. Which way will those that voted 
“no” on the European Constitution vote? Will the sub-
urbs vote for Bayrou or Royal? Both have spent a great 
deal of  time there. Additionally, there are close to 2 mil-
lion new registered voters. Given these variables and the 
great number undecided voters, the election is too close 
to call, according to Lesnes. 

The central theme of  the election has been national 
identity, which has worked in Bayrou’s favor. A son of  
“farmers”, Bayrou has been able to paint himself  as 
France’s candidate, using the symbol of  the tractor to 

Though questions of  national identity appear to be 
at the forefront of  this election, they are not the 
most important. The five challenges that are facing 
the next generation are:
•   Restoring trust that has been broken for some 
time in France’s politicians and political institutions 
•   Reducing unemployment and trying to sustain 
the welfare state
•   Integrating the young generation of  immigrants 
or second-generation immigrants, mostly from 
North Africa, mostly Muslim, into the French econ-
omy and society
•   Reforming the university system and enhance the 
research and development capacities of  France
•   Reconciling France with globalization
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connect with voters. He has also been able to draw sup-
port from the extreme Right by arguing France’s relation-
ship with the European Union should be decided by the 
people, not by the Parliament. He has also been engaging 
teachers, who are traditionally in the Socialist Party camp. 
While it is true that he has no real party, he is from a fam-
ily that is well known. In the context of  national identity, 
for Bayrou the image is there, but it remains to be seen if  
the votes will be.

Lesnes noted that there is no mention of  Iraq in the 
French debate. You do not hear any thought on what 
should be done, leaving one to wonder whether America 
will miss Chirac who was opposed to the Iraq invasion 
but has helped in the Congo, Syria and Lebanon. Will the 
next French president even go that far? Or will the next 
president focus more on France’s problems and the issues 
with the European Union? In the eyes of  the French, the 
war is an American problem. If  the United States turns 
to France or the European Union for help, it might not 
be so willing to come to America’s aid. Many of  these 
countries warned against invading Iraq in the first place 
and were met with derision. 

Another issue is France’s peacekeeping role. The French 
have deployed 14,500 peacekeepers to other countries, 
which has stretched the force quite thin, according to 
Lesnes. All of  the candidates have expressed a desire to 
reduce those commitments.

Dr. Charlie Kupchan noted that the French election is 
“really part of  a broader set of  developments that are 
affecting the liberal democracies of  the west.”
•   There is a sense of  revolt against the political estab-
lishment by a disenchanted electorate. “I think we are 
seeing this in spades in the French campaign.” Voting 
no for the European Constitution was as much a “no” 
to the French political establishment as it was for the 
Constitution. “It’s no accident in my mind that the three 
candidates at the front of  the pack all represent outsiders 
to some extent,” Kupchan commented. Sarkozy has an 
immigrant background; Royal is a woman, and Bayrou 
does not have a typical career that follows the trajectory 
of  punching his ticket at the elite institutions.

On this side of  the Atlantic, one could say the same 
about the Democratic Party’s frontrunners, a female and 
an African American. These developments are part of  a 
bigger challenge that electorates are making to the tradi-
tional political establishment. It has led to angry, polar-
ized electorates in American and across Europe where 
governments are weak and hanging on to power by a 
thread. Leaders do not have clear mandates. This trend 
is in some respects advantaging Bayrou because the 
voters are dissatisfied with the two-party system. The 
electorate is fed up with the center-left and center-right, 
represented by Royal and Sarkozy, respectively, which 
creates an opening for a third-party candidate.

It has been said that we are seeing the return of  the 
center, but that’s not the case. “I think we are witnessing 
the hollowing out of  the political center in France and 
in the United States and in Western Europe in general 
largely because of  the dual forces of  immigration and 
globalization,” Kupchan noted. Immigration is pushing 
center-right parties to the Right, forcing them to glom 

Ms. Corine Lesnes
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onto the issue of  national identity because of  the per-
ceived threat to a traditional way of  life, he added. In 
France, this can be seen with the burgeoning Muslim 
population. In the US, this dynamic can be seen with 
Hispanics immigrants.

•   As for globalization, Kupchan felt that the topic is 
not being debated head-on, but it is forcing Royal to 
shift away from her attempts to move to the center and 
back to the Left to appease her base.

Both Royal and Sarkozy are moving away from the cen-
ter because they realize that they need their party base to 
be energized and voting in order to make it to the sec-
ond round. Bayrou is able to capitalize on this shifting.

•   With respect to foreign policy, there is a lack of  vi-
sion within the campaign. There is almost nothing of  
consequence being discussed with the exception of  a 
few points here and there about Iran or the Middle East 
peace process.

“Where’s the big talk about Europe?” asked Kupchan. 
“Europe is getting virtually no attention. Europe is al-
most flat on its back, no wind in its sails.... No one is 
really saying here’s my vision for Europe.” This is dis-
quieting because, if  one accepts the fact that Europe is 
in trouble, there is no one to take the lead in fixing the 
continent’s problems.

There is also a deafening silence coming from France’s 
potential leaders about transatlantic relations. Chirac’s 

principle of  building up Europe as a counter balance to 
the United States is “dead in the water.” There is no talk 
of  either creating a new vision of  partnership or break-
ing up old alliances.

Given that lack of  discussion, does the United States 
have a vested interest in who wins France’s presidential 
election? Kupchan was firm in his view that Americans 
should not care who is victorious so long as the next 
chief  executive emerges from the election with a strong 
mandate. One of  the problems facing the United States 
today is the fact that Europe is adrift, which can be ex-
plained in part by the fact that “France is nowhere to be 
seen.” He felt that the rejection of  the European Con-
stitution effectively paralyzed the French government.

“What the US really needs and what Europe needs is a 
France that is back up on its horse governing,” Kupchan 
said. “It doesn’t matter all that much which way it gov-
erns as long as there is leadership.” However, because 
of  the candidates close standings in the polls, it is more 
likely that there will be a closely divided electorate that 
fails to send a clear message from the voting booth.

There are three basic issues in this election:
•   A declining trust in the institutions of  gov-
ernment and dissatisfaction with the political es-
tablishment
•   The impact of  globalization and immigration
•   Foreign policy drift across all of  our countries 
from Western Europe to North America

Dr. Charles Kupchan
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1. Is there a lack of  leadership? What can the United States do to work with France?

Lesnes remarked that she disagreed that the idea of  Europe as a counterbalance to US 
policy is dead. All of  the candidates feel that way, but perhaps they do not articulate it 
because it is obvious to everyone. It is unclear, however, whether the United States can 
help France because this is a very “inward looking” campaign. Meunier agreed that there 
is very little the US can do in the near term because they will have to wait for the second 
round of  voting to conclude and then wait another month until the legislature is elected. 
Assuming that Bayrou wins, we will really have to wait to fi gure out with whom he will 
govern. Perhaps the only thing America can do is to change presidents, but that will not 
happen for another two years. 

Meunier also mentioned that the French electorate is tired. They are tired of  the same 
cast of  politicians being recycled in each election. Even the frontrunners in this cam-
paign have been around for decades, though they have qualities that make them seem 
like outsiders. French voters are also tired of  bipartisanship. France is not a bipartisan 
country like the United States as it has twelve presidential candidates. However, every 
French election for the past twenty years has boiled down to the opposite party taking 
power. It’s a pendulum that swings back and forth. In the last election, the French voted 
for extremes, which is why Jean-Marie Le Pen was able to knock out Jospin out in fi rst 
round. What the French seem to be doing in the current election is experiment with a 
different type of  breaking the mold and voting for the center.

Kupchan commented he agreed with the idea that France still sees itself  as a counterbal-
ance to the US, but that the issue is “not being used for political gain in the same way 
that it was” a few years ago. 

2. Can Bayrou split the Socialist Party and siphon some support away from Royal? 

Meunier noted that there are many defectors from the Socialist Party that are openly 
supporting Bayrou. 

continued on following page
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3. Why does France need a ministry to handle something like national identity?

Kupchan stated that, in many respects, national identity is going to be the make-or-
break issue for France. The diffi culty that mainstream Europe has had in integrating 
Muslims is going to be a huge challenge. In France, there is a distinction between 
someone who is of  French stock and someone who is a citizen but not French. Immi-
grants will forever feel like second-class citizens, which perpetuates a vicious cycle of  
antagonism. Neither the Left nor the Right has an answer to this in the near term, but 
the issue should be at the top of  everyone’s agenda.

Meunier pointed out that establishing a ministry to handle a problem is “a very French 
response.” Sarkozy is not the Anglo-Saxon neo-liberal bent on forcing France into 
jungle capitalism that his opponents paint him to be. He has a strong disposition to-
ward central government. When there is a problem, as there is in this case with nation-
al identity, a ministry is established. The controversy was that the ministry for national 
identity was lumped together with immigration. Could such a ministry succeed? If  
it defi nes national identity in a very narrow sense, maybe there are some issues that 
it could solve, but right now all the issues facing France could be massed under the 
umbrella of  national identity. If  that happens, it is likely the ministry will not get much 
done.

Ms. Anne Gantén thanked all of  the participants and audience members for a thoughtful 
discussion on the upcoming French presidential elections. She noted that the vote would be 
a defi ning moment for not only France, but also Europe and the United States.

Gantén reiterated that there are many important domestic issues – from immigration to 
unemployment – surrounding this election. There has been little debate on foreign policy, 
especially with respect to Iraq. The next president will have to deal with France’s tenuous 
relationship with the European Union following the countries solid defeat of  the European 
Constitution two years ago. 

While some may disagree over the certainty of  the outcome, the three main candidates – Sar-
kozy, Royal and Bayrou – have engaged in a personality-driven campaign style, and in this 
way, the French are starting to mimic the American model.

Whoever wins the French presidential election, there will be a chance to renew the country’s 
strategic partnership with the United States and to work with their transatlantic allies to de-
feat terrorism across the globe, Gantén also noted. The two nations have a vested interest in 
sharing each other’s resources to fi ght the problems that threaten their collective security.

Session II Q & A:

Closing Remarks:
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