France since 1958

Introduction

Chapter 2 considers the evolution of France’s political system d.uring the Fifth
Republic (1958-2016), paying particular attention to the Ferms in office of
seven presidents since 1958, The chapter combines a b'f151c chronology Yv1th
focus on the ongoing construction of the Fifth Republic through.refernng (
three distinct levels of analysis: first, individual political leaders (ma'mly, but nof
exclusively the seven presidents of the Fifth Republic); second, evidence rella
ing to the evolution of the polity (via institutions, party fortunes attnd poli
records); and third the evolution of France’s role in intematlonf’il affairs gEuro
being the subject of Chapter 13). The aim is not to offer a detal.led, archive-rich
political history, but to provide a sense of the contingeqt, evolving nature of
Fifth Republic, France’s second longest serving regime since the 1789-99 Frencl
Revolution. . .=
The events surrounding the creation of the Fifth Republic had their origi
in the Algerian crisis, which had sapped the energy of the Fourth Repubhc. Sll-l
November 1954. On 13 May 1958, rebellious military officers, backed by riotin
European settlers, finally overthrew the legal government in Algiers. The cor
spirators threatened to extend the rebellion to mainland Frapce, unless ‘Gen('e ‘
de Gaulle was called upon to lead the nation’s affairs. To reinforce their poin
French paratroopers invaded Corsica on 28 May 1958, and p.le.ms w'ere ac'lvanc
for a military movement on Paris itself. Under threat of military invasion ai
possible civil war, the National Assembly invested Charles de Qaulle as the la
premier of the Fourth Republic on 1 June 1958. De Gaulle 1mmed1ate1§_7 §
pended the constitution of the Fourth Republic and was g.ranted authority
draw up a new constitution, which was overwhelmingly ratlt.’led by refer'efld :
in September 1958. General Charles de Gaulle became the Fifth Republic’s fif

president in January 1959.

De Gaulle’s republic

The allegation of an illegal seizure of power, made by Mendeés-France, Mitterrfi
and others, deserves brief attention; de Gaulle’s ascendancy took place agaif
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the backdrop of a possible military coup d’état. Yet powerful forces within the
old Fourth Republic aided de Gaulle’s accession. De Gaulle was invited to form
a government by the incumbent president, Réné Coty, underlining that even
men who swore by respect for the Republican tradition were anxious to avoid
the prospect of civil unrest and political collapse. This move was supported by
public opinion.

The related problems of Algeria and the consolidation of de Gaulle’s authority
dominated French politics from 1958 to 1962 (Williams and Harrison 1965).
De Gaulle called referendums on four occasions between 1958 and 1962 to
appeal directly to the French electorate, above the heads of the parties and other
intermediary institutions. The transitional political circumstances of the period
1958-62 enabled the general to rule in a manner which opponents denounced as
personal rule (pouvoir personnel). By governing in such a largely personal manner,
de Gaulle created the basis for the emergence of the presidency as the most pow-
erful institution in the new regime.

Propelled to power to maintain Algeria in French hands, General de Gaulle
came to accept the case for Algerian independence. Why did this occur? We can
identify domestic- and foreign-policy explanations. In terms of foreign policy,
de Gaulle was conscious that France’s new anti-imperialist discourse (see below)
rested uneasily alongside the continuing French colonial presence in Algeria.
The prospect of Algerian independence fulfilled domestic political functions as
well. De Gaulle was determined to reduce the weight of entrenched interests
preventing the state from representing national unity (Jaume 1990). No interest
was more powerful than the army, which had brought the Fourth Republic to its
knees. The Algerian conflict was finally resolved in April 1962, when the French
electorate ratified the Evian Agreements granting Algerian independence.

The various actors involved in the crisis of May-June 1958 each assumed that
de Gaulle could be moulded to their own designs. Most deputies were convinced
they could control de Gaulle once the immediate crisis over Algeria had passed.
The French army and the settlers both believed that de Gaulle would never cede
independence to Algeria. Subsequent events revealed that each was misguided.
By granting Algerian independence, and by repressing attempts to reassert the
army’s power, de Gaulle crushed the political power of the military in French pol-
itics. With the resolution of the Algerian crisis, many politicians saw no reason to
retain de Gaulle’s services. Recognising the threat, de Gaulle provoked a conflict
with the old parties by organising a referendum to introduce the direct election
of the French president. By obtaining popular support for the direct election of
the president in October 1962, de Gaulle inflicted a severe political defeat on the
parliamentarians nostalgic for the Fourth Republic. The October 1962 referen-
dum was followed by the Fifth Republic’s second parliamentary elections, held
in November 1962, provoked by President de Gaulle’s dissolution of the National

Assembly elected in 1958. Gaullist control was further strengthened when an
overall pro-Gaullist (Union pour la Nouvelle République [UNR] and Républicains
Indépendants) majority was elected to support President de Gaulle. The events
of October-November 1962 thus reinforced the model of the strong presidency.

The October 1962 constitutional referendum on the direct election of the pres-
idency was of great importance for the future development of the regime. The
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directly elected president could now boast a popular legitimacy at least eq
that of the National Assembly. Direct election would give the president the
essary popular legitimacy to be able to ensure that other institutions fell intg |
with presidential wishes. Invigorated by a direct bond with the French pegp
the presidency was to act as the key element of legitimacy underpinning
Fifth Republic’s political system. This presidential reading of the Fifth Repyj
held sway largely unchallenged until 1986. The emergence of a strong presig,
tial leadership provided a focus around which other features of the eme
political system became organised. Paradoxically, however, by subjecting
president to direct election, de Gaulle succeeded in politicising the presidep,
subjecting the office to political competition, rather than protecting the insjj
tion from partisan rivalries.

The period spanning from June 1958-November 1962 was of fundamep;
importance in understanding the future evolution of the regime. In key areas
policy, the standard was set not only for the remaining years of de Gaulle’s py
idency but for those of his successors as president as well. By any comparati
measurement, de Gaulle must rank as the most important president of the Frer
Fifth Republic, as well as one of Europe’s leading statesmen during the post-w
period. Among the many aspects of de Gaulle’s legacy, we should mention:

the creation of a strong presidency;

the realignment of the French party system;

the resolution of the Algerian conflict;

the adoption of a more independent foreign policy;

the consolidation of the Franco-German alliance at the heart of the Europe;
Community; and

= thefostering of anew spirit of national self-confidence and economic prospetrif

At the heart of Gaullism lay a certain idea of France, with clear implications
how the political system should be organised (Lacouture 1965; Knapp 200
De Gaulle's patriotic, even nationalistic beliefs required a form of Republic
government sufficiently strong to enable France to regain international respe
after the divisions of the Fourth Republic. In de Gaulle’s terminology, this w
a precondition for France ‘being herself’. Ever since his Bayeux speech of 194
de Gaulle had consistently advocated a strong presidency, able to represent fl
interests of the whole French nation, above what he portrayed as the parti
istic interests represented by political parties. The first aspect of Gaullism
thus, a reformed political system based on a strengthened executive, embo
ied by a strong president. The presidency lay at the central core of the politi
system; all other features depended upon presidential impulsion, initiative
approval.

A second key feature of Gaullism lay in the sphere of foreign policy. At t
heart of de Gaulle’s foreign policy lay a belief in greater national independer
and a determination that France should be recognised as a great power (Viansso
Ponté 1994a, 1994b; Vaisse 1998). The decision to produce an independe
French nuclear deterrent, the attempt to reassert French national sovereign

within a ‘Europe of the Nation-States’ and the efforts to adopt a more independ-
ent, pro-Third World policy with respect to France’s former colonies in Africa
and elsewhere all testified to de Gaulle’s obsession with protecting the ‘rank of
France’ as a great power (Cohen 1986). Under Gaullism, French foreign and secu-
rity policy was much more distant from the Atlantic Alliance and the United
States. In 1966, de Gaulle announced that France was withdrawing from the
integrated military command structure of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO), the military alliance between the US and the main western European
countries (Bozo 2012). National independence was also evoked to justify de
Gaulle’s announcement in 1961 that France would build its own independent
nuclear deterrent rather than buy missiles from the Americans. These spectacu-
lar initiatives managed to fascinate and irritate France’s allies at the same time,
as did a number of rather eccentric French foreign-policy initiatives in eastern
Europe, Africa, China and South America.

The counterpart to greater independence from the US was an attempt to
strengthen France’s role within Europe. This took two forms. First, de Gaulle
attempted to strengthen the Paris-Bonn axis as the driving force of the EEC. In
1963, a Franco-German cooperation treaty was a clear step in this direction. The
other aspect of European policy was to promote France’s interests at the expense
of those of the United Kingdom, regarded as an American Trojan Horse within
Europe (Gordon 1995). De Gaulle’s vision of a dominant France within Europe
depended upon frustrating the UK’s desire to join the EEC. De Gaulle vetoed
British entry to the community on two occasions, in 1963 and 1967.

The third aspect of Gaullism was the arrival of a period of economic prosper-
ity, after the lean years of the late 1940s and 1950s. To attribute the economic
take-off to de Gaulle is unfair to the Fourth Republic, which put into place the
mechanisms for economic revival, but the figures were flattering for the French
economy. French growth rates outpaced those of every EEC country during
the eleven years of de Gaulle’s rule. Economic growth averaged 5.8 per cent in
France during the period 1958-69, against 4.8 per cent in Germany, 4 per cent in
the United States and 2.7 per cent in the United Kingdom.

May '68: the Fifth Republic in crisis

The Gaullist period is incomplete without an analysis of May ’68, which almost
overthrew not only de Gaulle but the Fifth Republic itself (Hanley and Kerr
1989). The Gaullist regime claimed three great domestic achievements to its
credit: political stability, social consensus and economic growth. In each of
these areas, however, there existed reasons for dissatisfaction. The counterpart
to political stability was the domination exercised by the Gaullist party at all
levels of the state. The accusation that de Gaulle had presided over the creation
of the Gaullist state (I'Etat-UNR) rang increasingly true with important sections
of public opinion, as well as with non-Gaullist politicians. Direct election of the
presidency aggravated de Gaulle’s problems: he had been re-elected in 1965, but
only after being forced to a second ballot which had heralded the revival of the
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left-wing opposition. Since 1965, de Gaulle had lost the aura of supra-patj
grandeur with which he had surrounded his rule, to become rather like any of
political leader. In 1967, the pro-Gaullist coalition (UNR and Giscard d’Ests a
Républicains Indépendants) scraped to a one-seat overall majority over the co,
bined forces of the left and the opposition centrists. The political edifice cq
structed by de Gaulle appeared far from being invincible almost one decade af
his accession to power.

The Gaullist claim prior to May '68 to have created social consensus was calle
into question by the May events. Economic growth had been real enough,
its fruits had been unequally distributed among different social classes, Aboy
all, however, the events of May '68 reflected the spirit of the age, the outh I
of one generation (the baby-boomers) against the social and political valy
embodied by the ruling elites (Bénéton and Touchard 1970). The radical prote
movement of May '68 was not confined to France; similar movements occy X
across western Europe. France of the 1960s was a more open society than
predecessors, more receptive to influences from abroad. Nowhere in Europe g
these protest movements overthrow existing political institutions. In France, th
events of May '68 seriously damaged de Gaulle’s authority and were followed §
his retirement one year later; but 1969 also witnessed the peaceful transition,
power to President Pompidou and the strengthening of the Fifth Republic.

What became known as May '68 was in reality a series of movements reflec
ing rather different concerns but sharing in common a sense of frustration wi
the existing order and an ill-defined expectation of change. The May '68 even
were initially a generational phenomenon; only later did they acquire obvioy
class overtones. The student events began on 3 May 1968, when police ejecte
protesting students from the Sorbonne. From 3 May onwards, confrontatio
between students and police became regular incidents; the student protest di
not die down until mid-June 1968. Of greater importance, student activism act
as the catalyst for the outbreak of a series of spontaneous strikes among workej
by mid-May, over 10 million French workers were on strike, with the count
at a standstill. The motives behind these strikes were confused. Workers as
for a salary increase, but they also demanded more power within the firm. Tt
May movement reached its height in the confusing events of 24-30 May 196
when there appeared to be a vacuum of power amid rumours of de Gaulle’s fligl
from the country. Thereafter, the radical protest movement died down, and th
conservative reaction set in. The turning point occurred on 30 May 1968, whe
de Gaulle returned from Germany, announced the dissolution of the Nation
Assembly and called fresh general elections. A vast pro-Gaullist demonstratio
on the Champs-Elysées symbolically celebrated the turning of the tide. In th
ensuing National Assembly election of June 1968, a landslide Gaullist vict
was registered, symbolising the reaction of the provinces against Parisian radica
and a humbling of the left-wing opposition parties (Audigier 2012). The eviden
from the counter-revolution of June 1968 suggested that more French peop
were appalled at the disorder manifested in May 68 than were supportive of tl
new demands formulated by the students and certain groups of workers.

The May 68 movement became a reference point, almost an ideology, f
various new social groups created, or expanded by post-war social chang

Representatives of these new social groups called into question traditional moral
values, replacing them with calls for liberty, autonomy, the right to difference
and anti-authoritarianism. The May '68-inspired movements served mainly to
place new issues on the political agenda. Many of the demands formulated by
activists in the 1960s found themselves in party programmes during the 1970s.
Pacifist, ecologist, regionalist, feminist, extreme-left and other ‘alternative’
groups assumed considerable importance during the 1970s. The election of the
Socialist Mitterrand as president symbolised the hopes of some of these various
radical movements.

The short-term outcome of May—June '68 was a victory for the party of order
over the party of movement. On a political level, de Gaulle survived for one more
year but never recovered the public esteem he had enjoyed prior to May '68. The
real Gaullist victor of the events of May-June '68 was premier Georges Pompidou,
who retained his calm throughout the crisis and organised the Gaullist electoral
victory. His barely veiled intention of succeeding de Gaulle as president hastened
his dismissal as premier in June 1968. Pompidou’s performance meant that he
was henceforth a credible successor waiting in the wings. For the first time, it
appeared as if a vote against de Gaulle would not bring down the Fifth Republic.

The 1969 presidential election was caused by de Gaulle’s resignation in April
1969, provoked by the electorate’s rejection of a referendum on the dual, compli-
cated and mainly unrelated issues of the reform of the Senate and the creation of
regional authorities. In the referendum of April 1969, a small majority of those
voting refrained from supporting de Gaulle, thereby immediately precipitating
the general’s resignation. The events of May 68, and the subsequent evolution of
the Fifth Republic revealed that even a leader as prestigious as General de Gaulle
could not retain the confidence of the French people indefinitely.

Georges Pompidou, 1969-74: the acceptable face of Gaullism?

After de Gaulle’s resignation, the Gaullist Union des Démocrates pour la
République (UDR) immediately rallied behind Pompidou, whose election as
president in 1969 helped to legitimise the transition to the post-de Gaulle phase
of the Fifth Republic (Roussel 1984; Muron 1994; Maus 2001). The apparent
ease of the succession was important for the regime, but misleading politically.
Pompidou’s political authority was contested not only by the left-wing opposi-
tion but also from within his presidential majority (Quagliariello and Modugno
2001). The problems encountered by Pompidou with his own parliamentary
majority pointed to the frailty of the Gaullist coalition in the absence of de
Gaulle (Charlot 1970). They also suggested that a president’s political authority
is only really established when a parliamentary majority has been elected to
support his action as president (Avril 1984).

Did historic Gaullism die with de Gaulle? Whatever his personal qualities,
Pompidou did not possess the general’s historic stature. Historic Gaullists sus-
pected Pompidou on account of his political past (the fact that he was not
involved in the Gaullist Resistance). Conservative Gaullists were suspicious of
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Pompidou’s choice of the reforming Jacques Chaban-Delmas as prime ministep
1969. In addition to an independent-minded premier and pressures from with
the Gaullist party, President Pompidou had to contend with the politicgl Pretey
sions of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the leader of the independgnt Repul?llcans, 0
most important non-Gaullist formation within the presidentlal_ma]onty. Giscas
d’Estaing was opposed by leading Gaullists, who suspected him of wanting:
strengthen his party at their expense. ‘

The style which Georges Pompidou brought to the presidency was may
edly different from that of de Gaulle. While de Gaulle had been shapeq by
Catholicism, his experience in the armed forces and the French Resistang
Pompdou, with his past experience in banking and industry, was' far more ope
to French business interests. In his presidential practice, Pompidou was mg
openly interventionist than de Gaulle. This manifested itszlf in several manne
a closer supervision over the ruling (but fractious) Gaullist party, a more 9 v
intervention in election campaigns and candidate selection, a close.r supervisig
over key aspects of domestic policy (notably industrial and urban policy) as well;
continuing domination over foreign policy. Presidential suprema.cy wa%s recalle
under Pompidou on several occasions, the most spectacular being his sac
of premier Chaban-Delmas in 1972 only days after the latter had fecelyed
overwhelming vote of confidence from the National Assembly. .P‘ompldou S Mo
interventionist style concealed a weaker political source of 1eg1t1m'a?y. The 19;
National Assembly elections gave the first hints of the UDR’s declm.mg popul
ity with public opinion, a tendency that became fully apparent dun-n'g the 197

presidential election. Finally, death prevented Pompidou from exercising the fu
seven-year term of his presidential term in office. . :
In key spheres of policy, the record of the Pompidou presidency was shapedi :
the legacy of de Gaulle’s eleven-year rule, although there were dep'artures hv
the Gaullist heritage as well. The main elements of continuity with Gaullis
lay in the sphere of foreign policy and interventionist economi'c manageme
Under Pompidou, France continued to enjoy rates of economic growth sup
rior to those of most of its European partners (Flockton and Kofman 1989).
major policy evolution with respect to de Gaulle lay in th‘e field of Europe:
policy. President Pompidou was far less enthusiastic than his pred'eces?sor' abo
the Franco-German axis, although he was constrained to recognise its impy
tance. Franco-German relations were soured somewhat by the difficult pe
sonal relations existing between Pompidou and the German chance'zllor, I'“Iel I
Schmidt. By contrast, Pompidou maintained a good personal relagonshlP v
British prime minister Edward Heath: one of the key decisions of his preside 5
was to remove de Gaulle’s veto on British entry to the EEC. A more sympath
attitude towards Britian was combined with a more conciliatory tone towat
the United States. Pompidou made it clear, however, that there could be no qu
tion of France rejoining NATO. ' |
The left-wing opposition was transformed during Pompidou’s presidency.

1969 presidential election had represented the nadir of the French left: the 0

cial Socialist candidate polled barely more than 5 per cent, trailing well beh

the Communist, Duclos (21 per cent). In July 1969, the old SFIO finally tr2
formed itself into the new Socialist party, Parti Socialiste (PS), which began
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revive in the 1970 local and 1971 municipal elections (Bell and Criddle 1988).
In June 1971, at the Congress of Epinay, Frangois Mitterrand, the former united
left presidential candidate in 1965, captured control of the new party with the
help of allies from the old SFIO. Mitterrand finally defeated Mollet, the former
SFIO leader, who had remained consistently hostile to the Fifth Republic. Under
Mitterrand'’s leadership, the new PS committed itself to forming an alliance with
the PCF. To achieve this alliance, Mitterrand agreed to the PCF’s demand for
a common programme of government, a detailed policy manifesto signed by
the two parties. This committed the left to radical structural reforms, involv-
ing extensive nationalisations, decentralisation and increased workers’ rights.
Mitterrand was convinced that in order to become electable the PS had to attract
Communist voters (as a credible new radical party) as well as centre voters (as
the only alternative to Gaullism). In June 1972, the PS, PCF and the Mouvement
des Radicaux de Gauche signed the common programme of government. With
the common programme, the left alliance seemed the only credible alternative
to the governing coalition. The left alliance made significant gains at the 1973
National Assembly elections, although insufficient to challenge the presidential
majority.

On balance, historic Gaullism died with de Gaulle. The pitious performance
of Chaban-Delmas in the 1974 presidential election provided the death-knell
of resistance Gaullism; Chirac’s Rassemblement Pour la République (RPR) was
a different type of organisation altogether. The 1974 presidential election con-
firmed the declining fortunes of historic Gaullism: the UDR candidate Chaban-
Delmas obtained 15.5 per cent, as against 32 per cent for his conservative rival
Giscard d’Estaing and a strong showing for the united left candidate Mitterrand
(42 per cent). Pompidou’s greatest symbolic achievement as president was to
have facilitated the peaceful transition to the post-Gaullist period, while pre-
serving the Fifth Republic. The second president also ensured continuity with de
Gaulle’s legacy in most policy areas, while modifying their contentious aspects
in a manner generally beneficial to France.

Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, 1974-81

The narrow election of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing as the third president of the Fifth
Republic (with 50.8 per cent, as against 49.2 per cent for Mitterrand) marked a
watershed in the evolution of the regime. For the first time, control over the
key institution escaped the powerful Gaullist party. Deprived of its control over
patronage, and its monopoly of the most powerful office, the UDR collapsed,
undermined by the manoeuvres of Jacques Chirac, who led a group of forty-three
rebellious UDR deputies in support of Giscard d’Estaing from the first ballot of
the presidential election (Pozzi 2007).

Giscard d’Estaing’s initial choice of prime minister was heavily influenced by
the conditions of the presidential election. The new president named Chirac
as prime minister as recompense for his assistance during the presidential elec-
tion. President Giscard d’Estaing calculated that appointing Chirac would ensure
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him of the UDR’s support while at the same time allowing him to dismang
the ‘UDR-state’. But Chirac remained a Gaullist, refused to be treated as Giscap
d’Estaing’s stooge and resigned from office in August 1976. He. then took contyg
of the UDR, rebaptised it Rassemblement Pour la République in December 197
and concentrated on restoring the party’s fortunes at the president’s expeng
Raymond Barre, a university professor with no formal party affiliation, Yvho goy
erned France until the 1981 presidential election, replaced Chirac as prime mip,
ister in August 1976. . ‘
The public face presented by Giscard d’Estaing (especially dgr1ng the earl
period) was that of a liberal reformer, determined to m.oderr.use thg F.ren
economy and society. This optimistic portrayal was outlined in c.letall in hj
1976 work La Démocratie frangaise. The president declared himself in favour g
an ‘advanced liberal society’, a synthesis between a dynamic and open capitaljs
economy and a society rejecting all forms of social exclusion and re}ymg on th
participation of all social groups. Capitalism was portr.ayed as the ideal systeg
for promoting consensus between social classes: it was 1mportant to reform cap
italism, not to replace it, as argued by the united left alliance. For sgppo’rf S
Giscard d’Estaing’s formulation provided a decent, humane and reform%st vision
For critics, however, these platitudes bore little relationship to the. reality of sp
ralling unemployment, inflation and economic crisis. Whichever m-tt?rpretati 0!
we make, Giscard d’Estaing lacked the means for his political ambitions. Fro
the outset, the political foundations of the third preside_nt’s rulfz were fra |
(Duverger 1978). Elected by the narrowest of majorities., GISCa]‘?q d’Estaing's sup
porters comprised a small minority of the pro-presidential coahtpn. T hrough
his presidency, and especially after 1976, President Giscard d’Est'alng was una o
to rely upon a disciplined parliamentary coalition to back his governmeng
Essential measures had to be pushed through by relying on the use of restricti
articles of the 1958 Constitution designed to favour the executiYe over .par ¥
ment (especially Article 49.3, which allows a government to stake its survival 0
the adoption of a particular measure). . '
During his 1974 presidential campaign, Giscard d’Estaing promised cha :
with continuity and without risk. In the course of the first tx‘lvo years of !
presidency, the third president introduced several reforgl.s tending to libera s;
French society and to modify the operation of its political systexp (Dl:ll'.la il
1980; Frears 1981; Berstein et al. 2003). After 1976, this mild reformist §pmt ‘
replaced by a cautious social and economic conservatism. The predorplnance (
conservative Gaullists within the presidential majority limited the social refo :
that could be enacted in the months following his election. The key refor
of 1974-6 (abortion, divorce, reform of the Constitutional Council). c}epen
upon the votes of left-wing deputies for their enactment. The hOSFl!lty of th
president’s conservative supporters dampened his reformist ambitions !3
1975 onwards. Several announced reform projects were never introdu.ced: ,
instance, on decentralisation, the reform of the judicial system or a modificatie
of state controls over the media. The onset of severe economic crisis after 8
oil crisis of 1973 greatly reduced the margins of manoeuvre available to Frei
governments, as to those elsewhere. After a failed economic relaunch und
Chirac, Premier Barre introduced a series of tough anti-inflation plans. O |
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comparative European level, the economic policies pursued by Barre’s govern-
ments were similar to those being carried out by governments of comparable
nations across Europe, whether controlled by conservatives, social democrats
or Socialists. Barre’s deflationary economic policy was much maligned within
France, however, especially by the Socialist~-Communist opposition, but also to
some extent by the Gaullist RPR.

The period 1974-6 represented an interventionist phase of the French pres-
idency. Continuing the practice of his successors, President Giscard d’Estaing
addressed ‘directive letters’ to his prime ministers, outlining their duties for the
following six months. The principle of presidential initiative was pushed further
under Giscard d’Estaing than either of his predecessors; no sphere of policy was
excluded from the possibility of presidential involvement. Examples often cited
included the president’s decree that the tempo of the National Anthem should
be speeded up in official meetings; the decision to intervene the halt the con-
struction of a new motorway on the Paris left bank; the decision to replace the
prefect of Paris with a directly elected mayor (Frears 1981). This latter policy
backfired when Chirac, by now a bitter rival, defeated the president’s own candi-
date for the prestigious post of the mayor of Paris in 1977.

The appearance of presidential activism under Giscard d’Estaing disguised the
fact that the political foundations of the third president’s power were weaker
than those of either of his predecessors. The more spectacular presidential inter-
ventions occurred during the early phase of his presidency, notably while he
could still rely upon the support of the Gaullist premier Chirac. From 1976
onwards, Giscard d’Estaing turned his attention to more traditional presidential
interests: foreign policy, European affairs and defence. In foreign-policy matters,
Giscard d’Estaing appeared as the least Gaullist president of the Fifth Republic.
The third president called into question de Gaulle’s commitment to the nuclear
doctrine of ‘the weak’s defence against the strong’ and moved closer to NATO's
rival doctrine of ‘flexible response’. In other areas, President Giscard d’Estaing
displayed a greater continuity of policy with his predecessors. One such area
lay in the sphere of European policy and Franco-German relations. Distancing
himself from Britain, President Giscard d’Estaing established a close relationship
with Chancellor Schmidt of West Germany. The fruits of this renewed period of
Franco-German collaboration were visible. The creation of the European Council
in 1974 provided a regular forum for the heads of EEC states to meet and take
politically contentious decisions. The establishment of the European Monetary
System (EMS) in 1979 provided a mechanism for closer European economic
and monetary cooperation that made possible later moves to Economic and
Monetary Union (EMU).

President Giscard d’Estaing overestimated the strength of his position. His
dealings with African heads of state were criticised for involving excessive ped-
dling of influence. His acceptance of a gift of diamonds from Colonel Jean-
Bédel Bokassa, the self-styled emperor of the Central African Republic, was
particularly ill advised, as Bokassa had been implicated with serious abuses of
human rights. As the 1981 presidential election approached, Giscard d’Estaing
was convinced of forthcoming electoral victory, but he was defeated by the
Socialist Mitterrand in May 1981.
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The historical importance of the third presidency lay in its :symbolic fu.ncti‘
of assuring the transition to the post-Gaullist phase of the Flf'th Republic, at
period when a majority of the French were not prepared to envisage a full-blg

left-wing alternative.

Frahgois M-itterrahd’, 1981-8: the chameleon -

Francois Mitterrand’s election as president in May 1981 was.the catalg;t for ‘
series of important changes in the political operation of Fhe Fifth Rep}l ic (Jul
1986; Ross et al. 1987; Friend 1989; Giesbert 1990; Favier anQ.MarFln-Bol{ ‘
1990-9; Cole 1994; Raymond 1994; Gaffney 2012.). The Polltlcal 1nst1tut10
of the Fifth Republic experienced a double evolution dur.mg the 19fSQs ._'
Mitterrand’s aegis: the first alternation in power between right and left in 198
the first ‘cohabitation’ between left and right in 19’86.. The Fransfer of powe
from right to left in 1981 legitimised the Fifth Republic in two 1mp9rtapt sen
It proved that the regime could withstand the demo_cratlc. alt_ernfltlo.n in pow
it represented the final rallying of the left to the presidential 1nst1.tut?ons crea‘x o
by de Gaulle. The advent of ‘cohabitation’ in 1986 was egually §1gn1ﬁcant sing
the regime did not collapse under the pressure of competing pohtlFal forlcles 1c
trolling the presidency and the National Assembly. For the ﬁrst time, .td ed :
constitution was actually applied as it was written: the president presided, by
nment governed.
the’r%l(()av;i)werml iresidency created by de Gaulle between 1958 and .1969, ar
consolidated by his successors, was initially further stre?ngthened py Mitterrand
election in 1981. By dissolving the conservative-dorr.unated National Asser.n
immediately after his election and securing the election of an absolute lSloc1 '
majority, Mitterrand was able to secure a more ‘complete gontrol_ over (tl ; etm
institutions of political power than had been en;oyefi by his two immedia te pr
decessors. During the period from 1981 to 1986, Mitterrand masteredhpo »,‘
the presidency but also the National Assembly, as well as the leade.rs ip o ;
presidential party. No president since de Gaulle had been a_ble to clax}rlr} all;s g:! |
The early years of Mitterrand’s presidency were character1§ed by a ;lg :
of presidential interventionism. As personally 'n?presentatlve of le ¢ anf ,
Mitterrand symbolised the arrival of a new political ord?r arq1d was 1an7)0 vid
many of the principal policy decisions of the early period in office. . reside
Mitterrand himself, for example, insisted that th<? g?vemment mamtfalln9 ‘
electoral commitments with respect to the nationahsaho_n Qtogramme 0 : J
rather than moderate its proposals. Presidential interventlox?lsm Yvas partic‘:lu ,
marked during the early reformist years of the Ma‘uroy premiership (19'81 {; |;
gradually Mitterrand intervened less frequently in matters of domestic p(;
His most critical arbitration occurred in March 1983, when .he opted tlTat. r s
should remain within the EMS, at the expense of abandoning the Socialist g
ernment’s Keynesian attempt to reflate the French economy.

Mitterrand was elected as president in 1981 committed to a break with c3

talism. He was re-elected in 1988 advocating the merits of consensus, natiof

unity and the modernisation of capitalism. Mitterrand came to office as a cham-
pion of the people of the left. In the French context this meant alliance with
the Communist Party, Keynesian reflationist economic policies, nationalisation
and support for traditional industrial sectors. The first two years of Mitterrand’s
presidency stand out as a period of reformist effort unprecedented in scope at
least since the post-war tripatite government of 1944-7. The reforms undertaken
by Mauroy’s government combined classical redistributive left-wing policies in
the sphere of social, economic and industrial policy with ‘quality of life’ reforms
in other areas (notably decentralisation, enhanced workers rights, various liberal
civil-rights measures). The main reforms enacted included the nationalisation of
leading industrial groups and banks, the decentralisation measures and the accom-
plishment of wide-ranging welfare reforms (partly financed by redistributive tax-
ation measures). By 1983, there had been a change of direction when economic
reflation was rejected in favour of a strong franc policy and a commitment to
European integration. The combined pressures of the international economy, spi-
ralling trade and budget deficits and a sharp increase in inflation and diplomatic
pressures from EEC partners all pressurised the French Socialists to change course.
From 1984 onwards, Mitterrand’s attentions were increasingly focused on
issues of foreign policy, defence and, above all, Europe. In appraising Mitterrand’s
foreign policy, Stanley Hoffmann concluded that it was ‘Gaullism by any other
name’ (Hoffmann 1987: 294). In key areas of foreign policy, Mitterrand was more
faithful to the model of national independence promoted by General de Gaulle
than his immediate predecessor had been: his acceptance of the strategic doc-
trines underpinning the French independent nuclear deterrent was case in point.
The importance placed by Mitterrand on bilateral Franco-German relations also
recalled that of de Gaulle some twenty years earlier. The parallel with de Gaulle
should not be overplayed, however. The Euromissile crisis of 1982-3 revealed
Mitterrand as a stauncher supporter of the Atlantic cause than past French
presidents, far less prone to idealism in relation to the Soviet Bloc countries. In
European policy, in symbolic and substantive terms, Mitterrand’s Europe was far
more integrationist than that espoused by de Gaulle (Friend 1989). From 1984
onwards, Mitterrand concentrated on portraying himself as a great European
statesman, with a coherent vision of Europe’s future. Mitterrand was genuinely
convinced of the merits of a unified Europe and proved more willing to sacrifice
elements of national sovereignty in the interests of European integration than
any of his precursors had been.

The 1986-8 ‘cohabitation’

By calling upon Chirac, the leader of the victorious RPR-UDF (Union pour la
Démocratie Francaise) coalition to form a government in March 1986, President
Mitterrand respected the democratic logic that the victors of the most recent
general election should be confided with the responsibility of governing the
nation. Any other outcome would have been undemocratic. Presidential suprem-

acy disappeared once a determined prime minister armed with a parliamentary
majority faced the president.
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During the 1986-8 ‘cohabitation’, Chirac’s RPR-UDF coalition engaged in
a radical programme of economic liberalism, combined with a strong dose of
social and political conservatism, with obvious overtones of Margaret Thatchey
in Britain or Ronald Reagan in the United States. Despite the popularity of certajp
measures (such as privatisations), in its haste to reform French society Chirag’s
government misread the state of French opinion and created the impression of
a government governing in the interests of one social class, symbolised by the
decision to abolish the wealth tax introduced by Mitterrand in 1982. Chiracly
mixture of economic liberalism and political conservatism failed in its centra]
declared objective of reducing unemployment. Assisted by the Political mis.
takes of Chirac’s government and his own clever political positioning, Presideng
Mitterrand’s popularity began to recover sharply. During the 1986-8 ‘cohabitas
tion’, Mitterrand discovered a new role: that of ‘arbiter-president’. The governs
ment was to be encouraged to govern, but, as the arbiter of the nation, according

to Article 5 of the 1958 constitution, Mitterrand reserved for himself the right

to criticise government policies by speaking in the name of the 'Frenc'h people’,
This new stance worked: Mitterrand was easily re-elected against a divided right
wing challenge in the 1988 presidential election.

Mitterrand’s second term, 1988-95

How Mitterrand won in 1988 was obvious: he attracted the support of a vita
fraction of the centre-right electorate alienated by Chirac and unprepossessed
by the other conservative challenger Barre. Why Mitterrand stood was more dif
ficult to discern. His 1988 presidential platform contained no firm proposals I
the sphere of domestic policy, limiting itself to justifications of past presidepti'
actions. The economic policy of the strong franc, pursued vigorously by Socialis
and centre-right administrations after 1983, appeared to deprive govemr.nfants d
much leeway in conducting policy elsewhere. Mitterrand was more aml?ltlous I
respect of Europe, which the incumbent president made a leitmotif of his se§o
presidential mandate. Mitterrand’s European mission, which reachec} fruitio
with the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty in December 1991, con51steq of i
steadfast vision of closer European integration, for which the French preside !
deserved much credit or blame, depending upon one’s viewpoint (Cohen 1991
At the same time, the political and diplomatic weight of the French presidev
was challenged after the historic event of German unification in 1990, whic
appeared to alter the balance of European power in favour of Germany.. 7
During his second term, Mitterrand was constrained to e'allow h1‘s fourt
premier, Michel Rocard, a relatively free hand in domestic policy-making -'A
1988 to 1991. Rocard left a robust reformist record to his credit, symbolised abo
all by the creation of the minimal income (revenu minimum d’insertion), a welf’
safeguard for the poorest members of French society. Rocard’s epforced res}
nation in May 1991 reaffirmed Mitterrand’s pre-eminence as president, but
move was misunderstood by public opinion. Under the premiership of Rocar¢
successor, Edith Cresson, President Mitterrand was forced to intervene mo!
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than he would ideally have liked, in order to support publicly his beleaguered
prime minister, who lasted barely a year, replaced in 1992 by Pierre Bérégovoy,
Mitterrand’s sixth and final prime minister (who tragically died by suicide in
May 1993). In the 1993 National Assembly election, the Socialists were humili-
ated, reduced to under 20 per cent and sixty-seven seats.

The final chapter in Mitterrand’s long presidency began with the coming
to office the Balladur government in March 1993. Mitterrand had little
visible domestic policy input during the second period of ‘cohabitation’.
Presidential influence continued to manifest itself in relation to foreign policy,
however, most notably with regard to Mitterrand’s refusal to agree to renewed
nuclear testing in the South Pacific and in his continuing attachment to certain
symbols of Gaullist nuclear policy that even RPR military advisers considered
outdated.

Mitterrand shaped the Fifth Republic more than any other president apart
from de Gaulle. France was a country rather less different from its European
neighbours in 1995 than in 1981. His main achievements were in those spheres
where his action had been least expected:

u He promoted European integration beyond the limits consented by former
French presidents.

= He contributed under pressure towards the modernisation of French industry
and financial capitalism.

= He partially reconciled the left to the market economy.

These real achievements bore only a tenuous relationship with his ‘110 prop-
ositions’ of 1981, testament to the limited margins of manoeuvre for national
political leaderships in an increasingly interdependent and global age.

Jacques Chirac, 1995-7: the abrupt presidency

The second episode of ‘cohabitation’ (March 1993-April 1995) was played out
against a background of fratricidal rivalry within the Gaullo-conservative camp,
in the form of presidential competition between premier Edouard Balladur and
Chirac, leader of the RPR. The division of the French right into two or three fam-
ilies is not new: in 1981 and 1988, right-wing divisions facilitated Mitterrand’s
victory. The original feature of the 1995 presidential campaign stemmed from
the fact that both Chirac and Balladur came from the ranks of neo-Gaullist
RPR movement. That most RPR deputies supported Chirac even when his cause
appeared forlorn is testament to the attraction he exercised over the RPR, a
movement he had built up since 1976 (Knapp 1994). The results of the first
ballot left Balladur trailing in third place, behind the Socialist Lionel Jospin and
the Gaullist Chirac. The election of Jacques Chirac as the fifth president of the
Fifth Republic (by 52.7 per cent, against 47.3 per cent for Jospin) witnessed the

recovery of the Elysée Palace after a period of twenty-one years in the wilderness
for Gaullism.
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Though Jacques Chirac’s presidency lasted for a full decade, to refer. to thy
abrupt presidency is apposite (Charlot 1995; Collovald 1999; Colombani 199 9
Elected comfortably in 1995, Chirac lost effective power two years }ater, aftgr i
dissolution of the National Assembly elected in 199.3 backfired. F’res’ldent Chirac
difficulty partly lay in the manner of his election in 199s. thrac s' clever pre
dential campaign mixed and matched themes usually ‘assoc1ated with tlhe polit
ical left (such as employment and wages) with the deS{re fo'r an end to ‘14 yeay
of socialism’. Influenced by the theses of French soc1ploglst Emmanuel Todg
Chirac diagnosed a ‘social fracture’ within French socne’fy, based on the exc]
sion of minorities, bad housing, low salaries and - crucially - unem'pIOym.e
The remedies to this situation, inherited from the harsh economic policie;
of the Socialists, involved stimulating economic growth and proposing meas
ures to fight unemployment. Promising the reduction of un_employment, .t
healing of the ‘social fracture’ and an economic rfelaunch du.nng the campaign,
once elected president Chirac attempted to naYlgate a Qe}lcate path betwe el
campaign promises and economic and internatlonal‘ reah'tles. There mlrla.s Somy
incongruity between the substance of Chirac’s campaign discourse and - 1§ nom
ination of Alain Juppé as prime minister. A highly re'spected for'mer minister 0
foreign affairs (1993-5), Juppé was named prime minlsFer ;,)artly in 'order to r_e

sure financial markets and foreign capitals, wary of Chirac’s campalgn promises
A firm supporter of European integration, Juppé reafﬁrm‘ed straightaway France!
intention of meeting the Maastricht convergence for a smgle- European curr.e .
by 1999. Though his campaign had sounded a Euro-sceptical note,_ Presider
Chirac himself made a strong commitment in October 1995 to preparing Fra i
to participate in the single European currency and aimnounced a pac'kagehoid ,
nomic austerity measures to accompany this choice. The perception ! eld b
many (especially his younger and working-class supporters) was that Chirac h
abandoned his progressive message at the first obstacle. o
This move was followed shortly afterwards by the pubhcat’lon of the -:vg
Plan to reform the health and social-security systems. The Jgppe Pla'n, addres: "
intractable core issues of health care and social security '1n.a per'lod of sle .
graphic change, was made public without any prior negouatpn w1th. the s -
partners’. By the end of 1995, the Juppé government was fighting for its surv :
With hundreds of thousands of protesters taking tf’ the streets to cc’mtest .
Juppé Plan, France reverted to one of its periodic crises. Though Juppé sur(\;i
the strikes of November-December 1995, his govemm-ent hafl tq water do .
the proposed reforms. Premier Juppé never recovered his prestige in the eyes(
. i~

pu}l))ltlfri(igrtlll:; ‘abrupt presidency’, Chirac’s main activity v‘vaS ?enugq arognd s g

positioning as an international statesman. President thraF s decision in J |

1995 that France would resume unilateral nuclear testing in the 801.1th Pacil

recalled earlier Gaullist episodes. To the extent that Chirac chose a‘hlghly symey

bolic aspect of foreign policy to make his mark, this represgnted a s.1gn of (cjo :
nuity with past presidents. In other respects, however, Pr'e§1dent Chirac madef
mark where least expected. Once the nuclear-testing'deasxon had been a-ssu g ‘

Chirac proved to be innovative in the sphere of foreign ar}d Slefence pollcg". 1

a Gaullist president should announce the end of conscription, the slashing
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defence budgets and the partial reintegration of France into NATO marked a
bolder break with the Gaullist legacy than any moves attempted by Chirac’s
three predecessors.

Why did President Chirac dissolve the National Assembly in 1997, one year
ahead of schedule? With the benefit of hindsight, the decision seemed foolhardy.
There was no obvious threat to the stability of the Republic, the president already
had an overwhelming parliamentary majority, and the reason advanced — to
qualify France for the euro - did not require the action proposed. The real expla-
nation was linked to his reading of the presidential function and the need for
a parliamentary majority to be elected to support the president. The National
Assembly elections had originally been planned for 1998, but Chirac used his
right to dissolve parliament using the pretext of preparing France for entry into
the euro. He failed. The tool of presidential dissolution is a double-edged weapon
to be used with caution. The unexpected defeat of the French right had immedi-
ate consequences, including the capture of the Gaullist RPR by President Chirac’s
opponent Philippe Séguin (aided and abetted by former premier Balladur).
Most important of all, Chirac’s abrupt presidency gave way to a new period of
cohabitation.

Jospin and the plural left coalition, 1997-2002

The government led by Jospin came to power rather unexpectedly in June 1997,
after President Chirac’s dissolution of the National Assembly elected in 1993 went
badly wrong (Cole 2002; Boy et al. 2003). The Jospin government was original in
many senses. It was the first five-party ‘plural left’ government, operating within
a novel institutional context: that of the first ‘cohabitation’ involving a Gaullist
president and a Socialist-led government. It boasted a policy record that encour-
aged emulation from certain of its European partners (Italy) and aroused hostil-
ity from others (Blair’s New Labour administration especially). Even its fiercest
opponents acknowledged that the Jospin government had engaged in original
policy experiments in economic, social and employment policy, of which the
enforced reduction of the working week to thirty-five hours was the centrepiece
(Milner 2002). The Jospin government also undertook audacious measures to
break down social and cultural blockages within French society (the civic con-
tract, Pacte Civil de Solidarité [PACS] and professional equality [parité] reforms)
and to modernise French politics. Whether in the domain of economic policy,
the thirty-five-hour week or European policy, the Jospin government believed in
the virtues of affirmative state action. At the same time, the Jospin government
adopted a reformist approach to state-society relations, marked especially by
liberal reforms in relation to gender equality and sexual preference. Opinion
polls suggested a mainly positive reception for the Jospin government and for
the personality of Lionel Jospin in particular, who was more popular than Jacques
Chirac for all but a few months of the 1997-2002 period.

From 1997 to 2002, there was a five-year long ‘cohabitation’, which confirmed
the basic rules of this form of institutional coexistence between the two heads of
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the French executive. More resolutely than during the p'revious' two eg;iodes, !
Jospin government dominated the domestic' a}genc.la, w1tl'1 Pre51dent‘ 1raF POV
erless to prevent the implementation of policies with which he was in I]:'la]ol- di
agreement (such as over Corsica). On the other ha.nd, attempts by Preerr‘xller ]os
to venture openly into the realm of foreign poh.cy x_/vere u.nsuccess ff.l ]Psp
controversial visit to the occupied Palestinian terr'ltones wplle on an o gal
to Israel in 2000 was a case in point. President Ch.lrac publicly rebuked bls Qn N
minister for supporting the Palestinian cause, s'mce he_had no ?nsgtu’uo “.
authority to do so. In the realm of European policy-making, the fil ?.re .res MT
sibility between Chirac and Jospin produced a good deal of cor; 5101111 in 0 _
European capitals, as did their inability to deﬁnt? a coherent ; (r)cz)r(l)c Mpotsm
during the negotiations leading to the Nice Tr'eaty in De.cember d hots pol
carried out during the 2002 presidential election campalg’n suggestt? t, at, oth
things being equal, the French would prefer not to have ‘cohabitation’.

Chirac's second term, 2002-7

Jacques Chirac was re-elected as president on 5 May 2002 x./vith a crusl(ljmlg 1;1 :
ity — 81.75 per cent - against his far-right rival, Jean-‘M:_me. Le Pen § 0 c;,l J
This electoral success was crowned by an overall .me%]c’)nty in s‘eatsU(I)vrI I;c e h
style presidential party (the Union pour une Majorité Popuflang [ht Wi]r)1 at
subsequent parliamentary election, the best performancg o af rlg - igep
idential rally since the heyday of Gaullism. The convgrgmg of t he Iljr:.ts tn
and parliamentary majorities and the subordinate relatlon.shlp of thela e.r : !
former appeared to signal a return to a suitably modernised but pre-eminen
i ial practice.

prelsrlldsgflei rzspects also, an interim evaluation of Chir.ac’s second tefrgle\:;
appear to suggest a return to Gaullist traditior}s. Tt}e primary fOC;lS of I <
Chirac’s activity was in the traditional pres.ldentlal sphere of' or'elgIn poli
European affairs and defence. In foreign policy, the 2902 conﬂ'lc;c1 in r?g ’
mobilised Chirac’s energies. Opposition to the war p'rov1ded a window o1 i;r)l )
tunity for Chirac to establish a direct relationship with the Frer.1Ch peop es
pure Gaullist tradition. President Chirac’s refus.al of tr}e war in Iraq wallo
whelmingly supported by public opinion. Forfelgn-pohcy convergen;e a; ] ‘T
a much closer relationship to be established with G.ermar}y and for the ..‘
German partnership to be invested with renewed vigour in other areas on s] '
Franco-German interest (notably the negotiation. of the new E.urope?.n coal
tion). A foreign policy tinged with anti-Americanism and multllattlelrablsn;;io :
vigorated Franco-German partnership, closer Europefm defer}ce collabor i
these features bore a striking resemblance with classic Qaulhsm. ' ‘.
In the domestic arena too, there were parallels with past G?ulhst é)r;ln ;
President Chirac appeared removed from the day-to-day.detalls of d(?t :
politics, content to steer the direction of government policy from a 1s
Invested with the support of over 80 per cent of Frer'lch vote¥s’ in May‘t !
President Chirac was anxious not to dispense precious political capitat
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mundane domestic politics (but also, in line with tradition, to focus on specific
areas of personal interest such as road safety and cancer). In the pure tradition
of the Fifth Republic, the Chirac-Raffarin relationship was an uneven one: the
president indicated the main orientations that the premier had responsibility
to implement. While President Chirac concentrated upon defending the rank
of France in the European and international arenas, Prime Minister Raffarin
drove the difficult, politically unpopular dossiers, such as pensions reform
(in June 2003). Raffarin publicly assumed the asymmetry in this relationship
on several occasions. He was bound by Chirac’s campaign promises, especially
in relation to tax cuts and to the prioritising of domestic economic management
over European solidarity (the Growth and Stability Pact). The one policy area
associated with the prime minister was that of decentralisation, which we con-
sider in Chapter 7.

The key blow to Chirac’s authority occurred as a result of defeat in the referen-
dum on the draft constitutional treaty of May 2005. President Chirac called on
the French people to decide upon the future of the draft treaty that had emerged
from the workings of the convention on the future of Europe, chaired by former
French President Giscard d’Estaing in 2003-4. The treaty cut across existing
political parties: if the FN and the PCF were predictably against the treaty, the
mainstream left and right parties, the PS and the UMP, were each divided. The
result was a clear no (54.5 per cent against 45.5 per cent). In the detailed opinion
analysis, the popular classes — industrial workers, low- and middle-ranking cleri-
cal workers, small business - clearly rejected the treaty, while the managers and
intellectual professions supported it. Once again, France was cut into two. The
European consequences were considerable: a rift between the French president
and the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, elected for the first time in 2005, a
weakening of French influence in Brussels and some other European capitals.
Challenged on the domestic and the European fronts, President Chirac was pow-
erless to prevent the ascendancy of his ambitious (younger) rival, Sarkozy, who
obtained the UMP presidential nomination in (late) 2006 and who was elected
president on 7 May 2007.

Nicolas Sarkozy's fast presidency, 2007-12

Nicolas Sarkozy (Fig. 2.1) pushed furthest the break with the inherited roles of
the presidential office, dispensing almost entirely with the fiction of a supra-
partisan, non-interventionist president that was the principal legacy of de Gaulle
(Emmanuel 2007; Marliére 2009; Hewlett 2011; Cole 2012; Raymond 2012; Nay
2012). As Knapp (2013) demonstrates, the Sarkozy period (2007-12) was replete
with paradoxes: of the hyper-president who undertook a thoroughgoing reform of
the institutions, or as the neo-liberal who gave a new lease of life to dirigiste prac-
tices. One interpretation of the Sarkozy presidency that recurs in most accounts
is that of the difficult fit between the inherited understanding of the presidential
office and Sarkozy’s personal style of governing. The received Gaullist presidential
style was slow, ponderous, Olympian and ecumenical. Sarkozy’s ‘fast presidency’
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i i i ference during a
re 2.1 French president Nicolas Sarkozy addressing a press con
;i;‘\";‘o summit in Strasbourg (2009). © Idealink Photography/Alamy Stock Photo.

was light years away from this model, with the consequence tl_lat the pre
dent was held directly responsible for policy failings (Na)f 2011, Qesbert 201
Part of the equation was the personal one. The 'bling-bl}ng' president engag
in personal excesses in the first few months of his presidency (from the pe
election celebration at Fouquet’s to the luxury holidays offered by close bus! ne
allies) that provoked widespread disapproval and seemed to contravene r.ecex
understandings of how a president ought to act (Cole 201.2). The first eightee
months had a lasting impact, negatively assessed in all opinion pollls, on Sarko
image (Gerstlé and Frangois 2011). More than the government’s policy pe
mance (Premier Francois Fillon remaining more popular than Sarkozy for most!
the five-year period), the consistently low poll ratings were a devastating ve .
on the president’s style of governing. On the other hand, these events celebra
material success and business values were interesting in that they rep.resent '
‘real’ Sarkozy, the former mayor of (rich) Neuilly who Valut.ad material succ
and achievement as a badge of esteem (Foessel and Mongin 2007.)' Sarkoz
open support for ‘neo-liberal’ values and symbols would‘ not be subject t;) ‘
opprobrium in all political cultures, but they were a far dlstancg from the o .'
Catholic-inspired distrust of material wealth of de Gaulle.a and Mitterrand, or
the radical Socialist provincialism of his predecessor Chirac.
Beyond his personal fitness for office and fast indiv.idual style, 'Sarl?ozyf !
the first president genuinely to ‘govern’ in accordance with .the new msptutl 0;‘
rules of the quinquennat (the five-year presidential term introduced m' 20 1
which established a clear hierarchy for the presidency at the centre of 'mt
tions. The case of his predecessor Chirac was rather different: elected with oY
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80 per cent against the FN leader Le Pen on the second round in 2002, the polit-
ical logic of the quinquennat was much less apparent than under Sarkozy. The
nature of Sarkozy’s election in 2007 embedded a clear principle of presidential
hierarchy, interpreted by President Sarkozy and Prime Minister Fillon as meaning
that the president ought to be at the centre of almost all political decisions.
There was a marked presidentialisation of the core executive and personalisa-
tion of inner-executive relations after May 2007 (see Chapter 4). If reshaping the
presidency was central to Sarkozy’s 2007 campaign message, however, by 2012
the office had tamed Sarkozy. The 2007-12 period witnessed an evolution from
the early highly interventionist president to the consciously more focused figure
seeking to symbolise national unity and crisis management. Initially ambiva-
lent to Gaullist symbols, by the end of the first term in office Sarkozy embraced
the Gaullist model as a means of restoring the authority of the office itself. As
many political leaders before him, Sarkozy looked to salvation in the European
Union (EU), in the international political economy or in foreign-policy interven-
tions (such as in Libya) to make a difference, through adopting the presidential
posture that only the head of state can assume.

Nicolas Sarkozy’s election as president of the French Republic on 6 May 2007
was clear and unambiguous. If the disillusion rapidly set in, this was in part
due to a capability-expectations gap, in the absence of a clearly defined polit-
ical programme or consistent legitimising discourse. Marliére (2009) describes
Sarkozy’s ideological syncretism in terms of an ideological theme park, with the
French president borrowing from the key Bonapartiste, Orleanist and legitimist
traditions on the French right. In one important sense, Sarkozy can be likened
to Tony Blair in the UK, sharing with the former UK premier what Garton Ash
(2007: 18) describes as a ‘post-ideological and pragmatic conception of politics,
mixing themes associated with left and right, more concerned with what works
than with ideological coherence’. In both cases, plural ideological references
were primarily mobilised to justify action.

There was plenty of action, as Sarkozy exercised explicit policy leadership.
Most of the key reforms of the 2007-12 period were directly associated with
Sarkozy; from the reforms to the thirty-five-hour week and flexible working
(2007) and the tax shield (2007), through the detailed interventions in the field
of state reform (2007-12), the universities (2007), the environment (2008), local
government (2009-10) and the pensions reform (2010) (de Maillard and Surel
2012; see also Cahuc and Zylberberg 2009 for a critical view). The pace of the
early period could be explained because the incoming president was fully vested
with the legitimacy of a decisive electoral victory. But there was no consistent
specific style associated with Sarkozy. If the state reform programme, the General
Revision of Public Policy (Révision Generale des Politiques Publiques [RGPP)),
was implemented in a top-down manner, the ambitious programme of environ-
mental reforms (the ‘Grenelle’) was conceived as part of a protracted process of
negotiation with key economic and environmental interests. And if the key 2010
reform of pensions was implemented against the bitter opposition of the trade
unions, the latter were regular visitors to the Elysée and associated with other
important changes (for example, the rules for determining which union lists
are representative in professional elections). The overall evaluation of Sarkozy’s
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reformist record, tempered by the impact of economic crisis, is rather paradoy
ical. If Sarkozy’s presidency was a reformist one, almost all of the key refory
introduced in 2007-8 had been modified or abandoned by 2012.

At the same time, Sarkozy’s presidency was gradually transformed by havig
to respond to an unprecedented economic crisis, from the 2008 c‘redlt Crun
through to the seemingly interminable sovereign de'bjc and euro crises of 201¢
12. The state of permanent crisis provided opportunities for reverting to a moy
transformational conception of the presidency - or at least offered a transform
tional moment in 2008 and 2009. Using the crisis as a persona} resourcg, Sarkoz
distanced himself from US capitalism, called for new economic regula'.uon, fiscs
coordination and a more protective role for the stat.e.' The international tup
allowed Sarkozy to reposition himself in domestic p911t1cs and to move on fror
the early portrayals of him as Gallic version of neo-liberal Ma}rgaret Thatcher,

Chapter 13 contains a more detailed discussion of Sa.rkozy S Eurolp.ean pc?li :
In foreign policy, the French leader demonstrated considerable p(:)htlcal §k111 |
mobilising the opportunities provided by crisis manager'nent:.speaﬁca‘lly 1,n rel;
tion to the events in Georgia in 2008 and the 2008 banking crisis. The ‘fast ‘“i
dential style reaped rewards in the field of interna'.cio'nal relations. Sarkozy reacte
very rapidly to the outbreak of the war in Georgia 1r} Aug'ust 2008, traYelhng , .
Moscow to meet with Dmitry Medvedev and Vladimir Putin, and agreeing a‘d; ,
that recognised Russia’s ‘right’ to defend its borders in rgturn .f(.)r forestalling

full-scale occupation of Georgia. In terms of the financial crisis, Sarkozy a ;
acted fast. At the United Nations (UN) on 23 September 2008, Sarkozy tqok
initiative to call for a G20 summit, comprising a meeting of t‘he twenty princi p
leaders from across the planet, a meeting that took place in N9vember 20 &;.
Sarkozy cooperated closely with UK premier Gordon Brown; by mid-October, ‘::
key EU countries had agreed a plan to save the banks. Sarkozy attempted to pla
the role of the transformational leader until the end. N ,
By attempting to place the French presidency at the c.entre qf cnslij -o. ;
tions, within and beyond Europe, Sarkozy renewed exphc.tly. with trz‘z 1t1<1)
French perspectives whereby French presidents. should be.1.r1t1mate1}.7 m;o
in shaping the key history-making decisions. His 2008 dec1s1qn to br1qg rlej (
back into NATO, for example, was imposed on reluctant C.}au1.115t d.eputles ( e
2010). But not even a successful and highly personal war in le}.ra in 201.1 ci :
provide relief for the embattled Sarkozy, ultimately demonstrating the limits
foreign-policy prestige in domestic politics (Drake 2013).

Frangois Hollande’s ‘normal’ presidency, 2012-17

Virtually no one would have credited the idea that Frangois Hollande wc_)ulcll
elected president when, after eleven years at the helm,. he finally ceded his p i
as first secretary of the PS in 2008. Hollande’s reputation thus far had been 0
fairly consensual leader of the PS from 1997 to 2008.

His failure to unite the party in 2005 (over the Europeaq refgreqdum)
that he was excluded as a serious player in the PS internal primaries in 2006, Wi
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Figure 2.2 President of France Frangois Hollande pictured speaking after the European
Council (2012). © Peter Cavanagh/Alamy Stock Photo.

by Ségoléne Royal, the Socialist candidate in 2007. With the benefit of hindsight,
this appeared as a blessing in disguise. Breaking the umbilical cord with the PS
organisation provided a window of opportunity. Hollande displayed a constant
self-belief in his prospects of obtaining the PS nomination for 2012 and, ulti-
mately, winning the presidential election. He declared his intentions early on (in
2009) and linked his re-election as president of the Corréze departmental council
in the 2010 cantonal elections to the pursuit of his candidacy. Surpassing this
initial obstacle, Hollande then benefited from two key unplanned events: first,
the disgrace of Socialist front-runner Dominique Strauss-Kahn after the ‘events’
in a Sofitel hotel room in New York on 14 May 2011; second, the decision to
push ahead with primary elections in October 2011 to select the PS’s presidential
candidate. The Socialist primaries mobilised almost 3 million electors and des-
ignated Hollande as the clear victor. Hollande’s 2012 presidential campaign was
fought in large part as an anti-Sarkozy referendum, designed to preserve an early
opinion-poll lead that was mainly built upon a popular rejection of Sarkozy. His
candidacy was based on his strategic political positioning as being a ‘normal’
candidate and president, a style deliberately adopted to be the counterpart of the
flamboyant Sarkozy (Raffy 2012; Cole 2013).

Once elected president, however, Hollande experienced a rapid descent
from popularity, much faster and more thorough than any previous presi-
dent. The failure to act during the first 100 days represented a lost opportu-
nity. He was trapped by the frame of normality during a period of economic
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crisis: the attraction of a ‘normal’ president who ignored ';lhe ec;@onz)c fle;?}:‘ems
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1? ;;1;13:150 involved a commitment to keep his pr}v?te lffe ou': of }t{t:)eilguglil.
tiymain but the public jealously displayed by Valérie Tne.rwel'ler, -~ é:i e's
Otwhille partner, destroyed this aspiration very early on. Tlrelrwe;l erin . ,“
ersublic embrace during the swearing-in ceremony and tweeted her zlgé)ua do
::hpe dissident opponent of Ségoléne Royal (another former .partner o o t{; |
in the 2012 parliamentary election. Hollande’s pe.rsonal- ]udgem'en ; ; |

1“11 d into question by a succession of scandals involving leadllng gtl}ies ox;.

::1 eSocialist—led government. By far the most important. scanda. v:as i at .

) eﬂ e Cahuzac, the first budget minister whose reputaFlon for 1ndegr tty J:.
{fersotl:cl)yed by ev’idence of a secret bank account in Switzerland (despite his
nials).
rep'le‘ﬁze?lgfmal I,))residency purportedly signified the attempftélo fﬁﬂﬁé ‘
- idential intervention of the
ive away from the hyper-presiden ! 2
;’e(:: t‘;;ouang;s first premier, Jean-Marc Ayrault, _surv1veddatll$:>i; ;xonzz .
. 014. President and premier agree .
e e lie dirtnn ier Ayrault, though a close all
i f government. Premier Ay : y
to be a more collective form o : mie o
hority within the gov , [
e, suffered from a lack of aut ;
o SI ::)1111: n(rlime minister was unable to control the very personal §tanFes a(:gli ,_
;n Severgl of his ministers, especially the minister for productlvi .1n.xrrlecsa )
A}r]naud Montebourg. Hollande’s reputation suffered grea.tly fro¥n ! :el 2011;
i f Socialist power. The PS victory in the g
to control the main levers o : Muivaifudotiny.

i i liant pro-presidentia j
islati lections did not ensure a comp ; [,v
lfi?;"fhz inception, President Hollande’s actions were;( c(ci)rtlltﬁi;d Ez ?-1 f%;ogg
’ rt of between marke irty a ‘
PS rebels, able to muster the suppo ! pAgail)
i ing i he government’s O j

i close to calling into question t 1 majC :
Fles' 20;1 1Iz)gvemmental cacophony was increased by the lack of d15c1p.11¥1ea:)efd )
1Inalgtiong artners. From the outset, neither the PG,nor tl'le PCF partlcg)ELv) ”
:Ic:alA aull)t government. The decision of Europe Ecologie Les Yerts (int 3

wi‘tahd}r’:«rlw from the government in April 2014 signalled a turning point,
itically and in terms of policy focus. o ‘ , .
poﬁl:suZI Valls replaced Ayrault as premier in Aprfl 2014. Hollantiiae1 1se rsleces '
remier was much less tolerant with internal diversity and open cment gf ]
Eis authority, hence his insistence on the departure from govenl1 ne Ham
two principal left-wing ministers in August 2014 gSAonte??lt;rgWhere o

i d the premier at a PS meeting. _
after both had publicly challenge . B e oo et
i Valls cultivated an image of politi g |
sought a vain consensus, ¢ e vals ol
i -France. The political bas rej
with reference to Pierre Mendes b the Greens ol
1t, however: with the :
i even narrower than that of Ayrau g wi .
i:llclepc‘lﬁlslmunists and the PG deputies in virtual opp051t1‘</)nl,1 and ﬂ:j n:::llt
i ies, the Valls gove \
i i thirty and fifty PS deputies, y
ing rebellion of between ‘ e e B ol
icti le 49.3 of the constitutio :
forced to use the restrictive Artic on —
i mbrella law containing s
tion in 2015 of the Loi Macron, an u brel . e
ic li lisation. The experience y .
lic — measures of economic libera . ‘ -
syn:el;)alllcy Valls renewed with a constant in the hlstory. of the Frte:nscl;nd :
;Izlemméntal power, challenged from its left by rebellious deputie

44 Introduction

—

extra-parliamentary party organisation and from its right by forces convinced
that the left could never govern with credibility. Valls resigned as premier in
December 2016, in order to participate in the PS primaries, and was replaced by
Bernard Cazeneuve, Hollande’s third and last prime minister.

Not saying, not doing?

I have argued elsewhere that the Hollande presidency was undermined by the
weakness of a consistent legitimising discourse (Cole 2014). It was unclear to
many what Hollande represented. There was a weakness of storytelling, the con-
struction of a coherent narrative to describe and justify governmental action.
Was Hollande a traditional social democrat? There was certainly a sustained

effort during the Ayrault premiership (2012-14) to revive a social-democratic
discourse and to give substance to this by using social-democratic instruments
such as the annual social conference between the government, the business asso-
ciations and the trade unions; the principle of negotiated solutions to labour
laws and training, and the state’s involvement in attempting to reduce unem-
ployment by subsidised jobs for young people. The first twelve months witnessed
taxation rates rise substantially, without there being much evidence that France
was succeeding in bringing down its deficit and debt levels (Clift 2014). The
core problem lay in the inability to resolve the most intractable policy issue of
them all: unemployment. Hollande’s commitment in 2013 to ‘reverse’ the rising
level of unemployment provided a hostage to fortune. By early 2016, no major
decrease of the unemployment rate had occurred, with France comparing unfa-

vourably with its main EU partners and competitors. The official optimism

of public speeches throughout the Hollande presidency was in stark contrast with

popular perceptions of failure. Hollande did not convince as a social-democratic

president, not least because of his inability to resolve the most intractable prob-

lems of domestic policy. Hollande’s European policy (Chapter 13) can also be

read in part as a (failed) attempt to take into account the social-democratic
dilemma, whereby centre-left parties are forced to operate according to the codes
of German ordoliberalism and its commitment to balanced budgets.

Was he more succesful as a ‘social liberal’? Hollande began the ‘social-liberal’
turn in 2013 (when the a governmental programme, the Crédit d'Impét pour la
Compétitivité et I’Emploi [CICE] first reduced various business taxes) faced with
evidence of France’s sluggish economic performance and the tense relations with
the business community. The main programme was the pacte de responsabilité
in January 2014: €50 billion of reductions in business taxes, against the (unful-
filled) expectation that firms would begin hiring workers again. Premier from
April 2014, Valls was much more in harmony than his predecessor with the lan-
guage of economic competitiveness, modernisation and reconciling France with
the business community (witness his ‘J’aime 'entreprise’ to the conference of
the employers’ association, the Mouvement des Entreprises de France [MEDEF]
in 2014). But the two symbols of the social-liberal turn — the Macron (2015)
and El Khomri (2016) laws, dealing respectively with business trade regulation
and liberalisation and labour-market reform — were both fierecely contested by
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ebbing and flowing of French influence within Europe and internationally, and
of economic and social modernisation and crisis. While certain commentators
favour an optimistic interpretation, others are less sanguine, pointing to the rise
of the far right, a sense of ongoing economic crisis, diminishing confidence in
politicians and widespread corruption to tarnish the reputation of the regime.
The evidence presented in the ensuing chapters might support either interpreta-
tion. It is a measure of how far the Fifth Republic has imposed itself in popular
consciousness, however, that contemporary disputes are centred around particu-

lar policies, or practices, rather than overt challenges to the legitimacy of the
political regime,
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