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Introduction


Emmanuel Macron knows that the world of the twenty-first century is changing with unforeseen rapidity. From the start of his presidency, Macron’s strategic independence was evident. The first head of state that he invited to France for an official visit was President Putin. And Europe is central to Macron’s vision of an effective multilateral world order. In this respect, he exhibits similarities to Charles de Gaulle, who challenged American hegemony within NATO and strived to make France an independent European power. Macron is more diplomatic, more nuanced, and more modern, but like de Gaulle, he aspires to make France an independent, humanist, European power; one that is a global force for good within the limits of its ability and influence, without unrealistic objectives, without overreach, without making the mistake of trying to solve all the world’s problems. 

The United States’ recent ignominious withdrawal from Afghanistan — after 20 years and almost $3 trillion in expenditure — was a watershed moment in history, one that will not be lost on Emmanuel Macron. The American failure in Afghanistan serves to reinforce the overwhelming lesson of the past 75 years since World War II, that military solutions are rarely if ever a successful long-term answer to political conflicts, even when there is short-term success. The use of military means to make other sovereign regimes, foreign cultures, and different civilizations conform to a particular world view — whether under the guise of spreading democracy or dressed up as nation-building or masquerading as a force for common good — never was, and never could be justified. Macron knows that too.

Shortly after his election, he took an early and emphatic stand on the U.S.-led offensives against Iraq and Libya, stating that: “Democracy is not built from the outside without the support of the people. France did not participate in the war in Iraq, and it was right. And it was wrong to wage war in this way in Libya.” 

Few would now doubt the wisdom of Macron’s position on the conflicts in Iraq and Syria. Democracy may be the most desirable form of government but it cannot be ‘imposed’ from the outside, let alone by military force. And it is not necessarily practicable or appropriate for every country. The variety and diversity of the world’s cultures, political systems, and civilizations defy ready categorization, let alone simplistic ones. Many political systems and forms of government may not meet our approval. Some are positively distasteful; others egregious; a few iniquitous. And many forms of folly and malevolence masquerade as democracies; while many authoritarian regimes are benign and others far less so. There are no simple solutions. Emmanuel Macron understands that.

After decades of American unilateralism culminating with President Trump’s ‘America First’ mantra, France and Germany, guided by President Macron and Chancellor Merkel respectively, have been active in promoting the return of a multilateral world order, based on a framework of international cooperation underpinned by strong and effective institutions, in which Europe plays a key role. In Macron’s vision of a future world order, the best guarantee of global security and prosperity is a multilateral rules-based order, not exclusively a U.S.-led rules based order. For Macron, one consequence of the diminution of the power, prestige, and authority of the United States is the need for a strengthening of international institutions and increased global cooperation. In the new and unfolding world after Afghanistan, American power and influence will remain significant, although not as pervasive or pre-eminent as it has been, while the European Union, Russia, China, and the United Nations Security Council will also be important cornerstones of a multilateral world order. The European Union, China, and Russia are all working, for example, on ways of challenging the primacy of the U.S. dollar as the world’s dominant reserve currency, including, in the cases of China and Russia, on the adoption of new financial instruments and digital currencies.

The recent diplomatic contribution of France in the war-ravaged Middle East, provides another insight into how the future might look when there is a lighter American footprint. As the United States military presence in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria ends or is reduced, diplomacy is returning. The recent Baghdad Conference for Cooperation & Partnership hosted by Iraq — which Macron was instrumental in organizing — was a remarkable historic victory in itself. America was not invited to the table. The conference brought together friends and foes: Iran and its sometime enemy Saudi Arabia; Qatar and its recent adversaries the UAE, Egypt and Kuwait; as well as Turkey and Jordan. All participants agreed to support Iraq in preserving security, reconstruction, and economic reform and stressed the necessity for regional cooperation in dealing with common challenges. King Abdullah of Jordan noted that Iraq was the priority of all participants. The conference — for which Macron can take much credit — was a significant step for Iraq towards a post-American era in the region.

Similarly, European Union diplomacy, especially from France and Germany, has been instrumental in maintaining engagement with Iran — despite Washington’s vilification of Iran, the painful provocation caused by the unilateral withdrawal of the United States from the nuclear deal, its re-imposition of sanctions, and its assassination of Iranian General Qasem Suleimani. On this issue as well, Macron has placed France at the center of the negotiations. The European efforts are providing a bridge for U.S.-Iranian re-engagement, which may regrettably still come to nothing given the bitterness of some hardliners in the Iranian regime. But the prospect of normalized economic relations with Europe provides an incentive for Iran to commit to some form of reconstituted deal limiting its nuclear weapons aspirations. France is playing an indispensable role.

In relations with China also, Macron has shown pragmatic leadership in contrast to the binary and often antagonistic approach of the United States. Europe has its disputes with China — currently reflected in subsisting mutual sanctions — but France and Germany in particular are careful to avoid demonizing China. President Macron has warned that ‘ganging up on China’ would be ‘counterproductive’ and that it is necessary to ‘find the right way to engage’. The ratification of the China-E.U. trade treaty is currently on hold but each is the other’s largest trading partner and analysts believe that the agreement will eventually come into force. An economic resolution between China and Europe seems more likely than any resolution with America.

When necessary, Macron is realistic and firm with China. He is not afraid to criticize Beijing but he avoids unnecessary confrontation. His forceful response to the constant clamor for action over the treatment of Uighurs in Xinjiang, was icily direct: “I am not going to start a war with China on this subject.” The Uighur issue is a troubling domestic question, unique to China, that arises inside a sovereign country. Macron knows that there are other ways of attempting to influence China’s behavior. He also knows that it is a mistake to conflate moral issues with strategic concerns; and that human rights abuses and moral objections to them do not provide a legitimate basis for invasion and war.

In the Indo-Pacific, Macron has grand ambitions. France was once a colonial power in the region and Macron clearly aspires to increase its strategic presence there in the future. In fact, France was the first European Union country to embrace the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept in 2018. By 2021, the French Navy’s operational activity in the region had become particularly intense. Macron wants France to be a mediating, inclusive, and stabilizing Indo-Pacific power, striking an equilibrium between the importance of balancing against China with the need to avoid an escalatory posture towards Beijing; promoting a stable, law-based, multipolar order in the region, and not one solely focused on America’s perceived security interests. France’s Indo-Pacific stretches from Djibouti on the Horn of Africa to Polynesia in the South Pacific and covers a larger area than that over which the United States seeks to extend its influence. Through France’s extensive territorial presence, its growing naval projection capabilities, and its active diplomatic engagement, Macron seeks to make France a committed regional actor and a moderating force that serves as a bridge to Europe.

Diplomatic engagement is key. In France’s relations with the major powers, it seeks balance, not uncritical ideological alignment with anyone. Under Macron, France is a friend and ally of the United States but will not allow itself to be systematically aligned with Washington on all issues regardless of the subject matter. Macron is however on good terms with President Biden and shares much of his outlook. His preference is to deal with all parties rather than to slavishly support one of them. In general, Emmanuel Macron’s personal disposition is towards accommodation over confrontation, negotiated solutions to ultimatums, and diplomacy to war. He does not have that cast of mind that defines international reality as basically military and which tends to discount the likelihood of finding a solution except through military means. Yet when the circumstances require it, he has acted, and has shown he will act, firmly. His stated choice is to enforce red lines when they are set, which occurred when France joined the coalition airstrikes directed at Syria’s clandestine chemical arsenal.

Emmanuel Macron is nothing if not clear-eyed. Fundamentally, he is a pragmatist — a non-ideological political leader, influenced by the values of the Enlightenment, who eschews a binary approach to international relations. Americans tend to hunger for a simple storyline with heroes and villains. But such thinking — good (us) versus evil (them) — is the antithesis of Macron’s way of dealing with foreign states and leaders. He understands better than Washington has historically demonstrated, the need for consensus, the importance of pragmatism and the desirability of being willing to compromise. Macron’s language is that of diplomacy and negotiated solutions in preference to military responses. And he adds a certain idealism to his realistic pragmatism, reflecting to some extent the romanticism of Charles de Gaulle, who famously said that France’s vocation since 1789 has been “to serve the cause of man, the cause of freedom, the cause of human dignity.” It is a refreshing change. 

Macron’s younger, more modern, more independent, perspective is evident in other ways as well. He has positioned France to be a global champion in the fight against climate change. And he has opened the Palace of Versailles, which has traditionally been used for the most important state visits by the kings, popes, emperors and tsars of yesteryear, to a cavalcade of business leaders from the world’s most significant Asian, American, and European companies. The CEOs of Coca-Cola, Netflix, Google, Hyundai, Samsung, Toyota, Cooper Pharma, Rolls Royce, and many others have all been welcomed. Perhaps partly as a result, France was the most attractive European country for investors in both 2019 and 2020.

In the domestic arena, Emmanuel Macron has made no secret of his admiration for the Swedish model as a means of achieving both economic prosperity and social justice. Success has been harder to achieve in practice given the nature of French politics and the disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, but during his presidential campaign, references to Sweden and the Nordic model were a recurrent theme in Macron’s speeches. He was in good company. Franklin Delano Roosevelt often cited Sweden as a model to be admired — “a royal family, a socialist government and a capitalist system all working side by side” in a system that maintains a well-functioning market economy and private ownership while ensuring an equitable redistribution of wealth. 

A key feature of the Nordic model is pragmatism, combined with transparency and a certain tough-mindedness. Through his policies and actions, Macron has exhibited similar characteristics. They have helped to contribute to his position as the first French political leader who is independent of the policies and ideologies of both the left and the conservative side of politics. In fact, Macron’s pragmatism is his main argument, his most important weapon, and his greatest distinguishing feature. It is a mark of his independence from the entrenched and dogmatic left/right divide in France and it is the reason for his independence — where necessary — from Washington and London in international relations.

Emmanuel Macron is a lesson for the rest of the world. He is a student of philosophy who believes in the importance of pragmatism in dealing with conflicts, especially in international relations. Pragmatism, as a philosophical concept, is the antithesis of an ideological approach to the resolution of conflicts. An ideological approach lies behind the ascendant American attitude to China — advocating that the United States and its allies engage in a great Manichean struggle with China that will define the next century. Former Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, described it as a conflict “between tyranny and freedom.” President Biden sees it as a struggle between authoritarianism and democracy. It should be nothing of the sort. Macron understands that. 

After Afghanistan, America’s next crisis is China. A pragmatic approach to China involves recognition that the satisfactory resolution of the disputes and differences with China requires a mutual accommodation that permits all affected parties to coexist in relative peace and prosperity, despite those differences. Conflict with China is not a zero-sum game. Unlike the former Soviet Union, China does not threaten to attack or invade the American homeland. Nor does it seek to export its ideology or system of government — Taiwan being a notable historical exception. Many, perhaps most, differences with China will never be resolved. But there are many areas that are ripe for cooperation between China and the United States, and many areas where their economic and technological competition can only advance the interests of humanity. President Macron’s pragmatism provides a model. If he is re-elected for a further five-year term in 2022, Macron’s friendship and influence might just steer President Biden in the right direction. The world wants accommodation between China and the United States, not confrontation. Macron’s story is fascinating. He is a man of the times.

 

Michael Pembroke

Author of America in Retreat (2021) and
Korea-Where the American Century Began (2018)

 




Chapter 1
Seduction


On the 2nd of June, 2017, a young French president, sworn in several days before, released a video criticizing and mocking Donald Trump, the president of the United States of America. In this video, he explained why the U.S.’s decision to withdraw from the United Nations’ Paris Agreement on climate change was a mistake and finished with “Let’s make the planet great again.” It was a parody of Donald Trump’s campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again,” and certainly not the best way to initiate a friendly relationship with the American president.

To European viewers, this video triggered memories of another parody targeting President Trump’s motto, “America First.” Humorists from The Netherlands’ Zondag Met Lubach late-night show launched the “Who wants to be second?” video campaign in January 2017. The satirical promotional video mockingly appealed to Mr. Trump, urging him to declare the Netherlands second, after America. Soon after, an online group called “Every Second Counts” invited satirists worldwide to produce similar videos proving their countries deserved second place. The campaign went viral — hundreds of videos were made, some of them seen by more than 215 million viewers. 

So when Emmanuel Jean-Michel Frédéric Macron used another of Trump’s slogans to attack the American president’s decision to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, it was a bold and dangerous move from a beginner without any experience in international relations, even if it improved Macron’s reputation with green activists. 

Things were already bad between Macron and Trump. Just days before, at the G7 Summit, White House pool reporter Philip Rucker described their handshake as a tense affair, writing, “Each president gripped the other’s hand with considerable intensity, their knuckles turning white and their jaws clenching and their faces tightening.” It was a moment during which everyone present felt awkward — until Trump loosened his fingers. Trump, known for a bizarrely long and domineering handshaking style, had already trapped Japan’s prime minister, Shinzo Abe, in a marathon nineteen-second handshake but was not the winner in his encounter with Macron. 

There were other incidents of tension between the two men during that summit, for instance, when Trump allegedly tried to prevent Macron from bypassing him to say hello first to German Chancellor Angela Merkel. 

It may not have been notable, except that Macron spoke about the handshake in the French press, explaining that “My handshake with him is not innocent, it was... a moment of truth. We must show that we will not make small concessions.” It did not go over well with Donald Trump. According to the Washington Post, who quoted unnamed White House aides, Macron’s words “irritated and bewildered” the U.S. president. 

Relations between the men seemed to go from bad to worse when Arnold Schwarzenegger posted a short video on Twitter where he, along with Macron, took jabs at President Trump, again using the slogan, “Let’s make the planet great again.” The ten-second clip runs for its entire duration with the caption: “With President Macron, a great leader!” something that certainly did not make the American president happy.

Yet, less than three weeks later, on the 14th of July, a miracle happened. Donald Trump accepted Macron’s invitation to participate in the French National Day Parade to commemorate the centenary of the United States’ entry into the First World War. On the first day, a smiling Donald Trump declared that Paris was “one of the most beautiful cities in the world” and intended to return there. He added, with Macron smiling near him, “Everything will be all right, your president is tough, and he is not someone who will be let down or be tolerant of outlaws.” At the event, Trump was beaming, frequently on his feet and applauding the French troops, tanks, and fighter jets. White House observers stated that it was the happiest they had seen the American president in months. 

At the end of the visit, the BBC reported that an unlikely friendship had been born. This friendship was communicated through speeches — after all, the two are politicians — and physical gestures. Trump often put his hand on Macron’s shoulder. Another time, Macron placed his hand on Trump’s back. The two men shook hands frequently during the visit. At a press conference, the American president declared: “France is America’s first and oldest ally. Many people don’t know that [...] It was a long time ago, but we are together. And I think together, perhaps, more so than ever. The relationship is particularly good.”

For Emmanuel Macron, it was a big win, even though Donald Trump was not popular with the French people. Macron was the first ally Trump found among the foremost European leaders. The American president did not seem very interested in a “special relationship” with the United Kingdom, and his relationship with German Chancellor Angela Merkel was tense.

This explains why Emmanuel Macron was the first head of state invited to the U.S. for a state visit — a visit where, according to NBC News, “President Donald Trump and his French counterpart Emmanuel Macron put their warm bromance on full public display... engaging in frequent personal displays of affection at the White House that revealed how friendly they had grown since a tense meeting last spring.”

After this peak of what journalists called a “honeymoon,” the same scenario played out repeatedly: everybody expected a clash between the two presidents before they met, but only positive meetings and exchanges followed.

For example, in November 2018, Macron pushed for creating a European army. Mistaken by a bad transcription of an interview, Donald Trump (who was en route to Paris) posted the following tweet: “Emmanuel Macron suggests building its own army to protect Europe against the U.S., China, and Russia. But it was Germany in World Wars One & Two — How did that work out for France? They were starting to learn German in Paris before the U.S. came along. Pay for NATO or not!”

The two presidents then met in Paris, where Macron explained that his declaration was a push to increase Europe’s participation in the continent’s defense. A happy Trump tweeted: “I appreciate what you are saying about burden-sharing.” The relationship was saved until the next tweet.

A more serious incident happened toward the end of 2019. During the previous months, Macron blocked the E.U.’s expansion into the Western Balkans, proposed stricter rules for participating in the E.U., and tried to develop the dialogue between Iran and the U.S. In an interview with the Economist in November 2019, he warned European countries that they could no longer rely on America to defend NATO allies, adding, “What we are currently experiencing is the brain death of NATO.” He stressed what he saw as a waning commitment from its biggest guarantor — the U.S. — and criticized the U.S. for not consulting NATO before pulling forces out of northern Syria. He explained that Europe stands on “the edge of a precipice” and should start thinking strategically as a geopolitical power, or it would no longer be in control of its destiny.

These comments did not go over well with Donald Trump. 

During NATO’s seventieth anniversary summit, held in London at the beginning of December, President Trump complained that the French leader had been “very disrespectful” to other alliance members. He added, “It is a very, very nasty statement. I think they have a very high unemployment rate in France. France is not doing well economically at all... It is a very tough statement to make when you have such difficulty in France when you look at what is going on. They have had a very rough year. You just can’t go around making statements like that about NATO. It is very disrespectful.” 

The situation worsened when Paris approved a levy on up to 3 percent of revenues earned by digital technology companies in France. International efforts had failed to find a new model for taxing revenues earned through online sales and advertising. Technological companies often paid little tax in countries where they have no physical presence, even though they generate significant income. Washington said the tax singled out U.S. companies such as Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Netflix and threatened retaliatory import duties of up to 100 percent on French cheeses, yogurt, sparkling wine, handbags, and cosmetic products.

According to journalists, President Trump arrived at the NATO summit in London in a fighting mood, and his target was President Macron. Journalists prepared for the clash of the year.

And here are the first words of President Trump when meeting the press after twenty-five minutes with Macron: “It’s great to be with President Macron of France. And we have had a fairly long relationship and a very good one... And we will be talking about a lot of things, including NATO, and including trade. We do a lot of trade with France, and we have a minor dispute. I think we will probably be able to work it out. But we have a big trade relationship, and I am sure that, within a short period of time, things will be looking very rosy, we hope. And that is usually the case with the two of us. We get it worked out. We have had a lot of good — a lot of good things. We have done a lot of good things together, as partners.” 

It was not the expected bloodbath, and Trump was right: even though there are still unresolved problems, the men agreed to make changes to NATO. 

If we look at the long-term relationship between the two men, President Trump summarized it quite well in the summer of 2019: “We’ve been friends for a long time. And every once in a while, we go at it just a little bit — not very much. But we get along very well. We have a very good relationship — sort of, I think I can say, a special relationship.”

But how does that working relationship — and some element of a friendship — characterize the relationship between two leaders who are so different? And what does it say about Emmanuel Macron?

Some theorized that the leaders bonded because they were dark horses — elected against all odds. That may be correct. One year before the election, nobody took either of them seriously. In the U.S., Chris Cillizza from the Washington Post ranked the top ten Republican candidates for the nomination on the 10th of May, 2015, without mentioning Donald Trump. When Donald Trump announced his candidacy on the 16th of June, almost nobody believed he would actually run, and the idea of him winning seemed laughable. Nearly everyone thought it was a publicity stunt.

The same goes for Macron. On the 16th of November, 2016, six months before the election, Emmanuel Macron was thirty-nine years old, had never been elected before, and yet was a candidate to become the next French president. Contrary to his predecessors, Macron was neither a leader nor a member of any of the main political parties. A leader of the Socialist Party said in Le Monde1 something that everybody thought in France: “Macron will learn that, in this old country called France, one cannot be elected President of the Republic without a strong political apparatus, or important support in the regions.” Macron, though popular, was lagging in the polls in the third or fourth positions during the first round of the election. It seemed unlikely he’d have any chance to go to the second and last round, where only the first two candidates could participate. He also made several mistakes during his campaign.

Yet, he won.

When Macron met Trump for the first time, there was no sign that the fact that Trump and Macron were, as some American media put it, “two political mavericks” could compensate for their differences. Donald Trump supported Macron’s populist rival, Marine Le Pen, and Macron received last-minute endorsements from former U.S. President Barrack Obama. 

Trump and Macron were so different that nobody had expected anything like friendship, let alone “bromance.” How did it happen? Why did Emmanuel Macron — a man of culture, a philosopher who wrote his doctoral dissertation on the German philosopher Hegel, a modern leader fighting for human rights — push to develop a closer relationship than was strictly necessary with Donald Trump, a man who supported his opponent, was negatively perceived by 82 percent of the French, and seemed more interested in business than in philosophy and culture?

Macron is not the first French president to try to earn a privileged relationship with their American counterpart. The U.S. is considered the world leader, so it is expected (and strategically advantageous) that the president of an allied country attempts to befriend U.S. leadership. Previous French presidents — Nicolas Sarkozy and François Hollande — had tried to develop good personal relationships with their American colleagues, but they were unsuccessful.

From the 2nd to the 18th of August, 2007, just weeks after his election, Nicolas Sarkozy decided to take a vacation in Wolfeboro, New Hampshire. He pushed to get an invitation from President George W. Bush, whose family’s summer residence was in Kennebunkport, Maine, just a hundred kilometers from Wolfeboro. The American president agreed to invite the new French president and his family to an informal family picnic at his retreat. Sarkozy arrived forty-five minutes late, and his wife was unexpectedly absent, blaming a severe throat ailment that prevented her from making the one-hour trip from the Sarkozy’s’ rented villa. However, she was seen the days before and after the picnic shopping with friends. It was not the best way for a French President to develop a personal relationship with his American counterpart. Even at a professional level, President Sarkozy, who was not a born diplomat, has not been successful: at the 34th G8 summit held in Japan in July 2008, the two presidents had a fierce dispute that began a period of strained relations between France and the United States. 

Later, the relationship between President Obama and President Hollande was initially good, but without the apparent warmth between Trump and Macron. However, when a disagreement arose about the military intervention against the Syrian president, Bashar al-Assad, that personal relationship could not bridge the gap. Bitter, President Hollande even declared in 2014: “The Americans, whatever they do, are arrogant. Always. Even in their mistakes, finally.”2 Like Sarkozy, he was not the perfect diplomat. 

Macron’s interest in fostering positive relationships with U.S. leadership was about more than demonstrating that he’s among the world’s leaders. His objective seemed to be securing Trump’s participation; getting the U.S. back into the Paris Agreement, and perhaps changing Trump’s negative opinions about multilateralism. It was also about love — a 250-year-long love story between France and the United States of America.

Such a statement seems exaggerated. After all, depending on circumstances and leaders, there have been variations in the opinions of French people about U.S. politics. It is fair to say relations haven’t always been positive between two countries: in September 2018, only 44 percent of the French surveyed considered the U.S. a reliable ally, a significant drop from the last survey taken during the Obama administration (77 percent), just above that of India (41 percent), and surprisingly, not much above China (32 percent).3 Only 20 percent of the French people surveyed approved of U.S. policy. But, at the same time, 73 percent of respondents said they still have friendly feelings toward Americans, and 82 percent declared that it is important that France maintains a strong relationship with the U.S. French people may have disapproved of Trump’s policies and disliked him personally, but they still appreciated the United States and its citizens.

Where does this appreciation come from? Historians on both sides of the Atlantic have tried to analyze the evolution of the relationship between old France and young America. On the French side, as stated by the American historian Durand Echeverria, “...whenever the American image could serve as a symbol for a policy which visibly contrasted with that of the French regime in power, it aroused a vogue of Americanism among members of opposition parties. But, when the contrast between the French and the American regimes was reduced to a minimum, or when this contrast was not clear, this situation gave rise to anti-Americanism. What is more, these political attitudes had, as a side effect, the power to distort, for good or bad, the idea that the French had of American society and culture.”4 

That is the historical analysis, but one cannot understand France’s relationship without knowing the life and deeds of Franco-American hero Marquis de Lafayette. He is undoubtedly considered a hero in the U.S., but French people also know about him and his role in the American Revolution. 

It is also true for French Presidents. At his picnic with George W. Bush, Sarkozy declared, “I just finished reading a biography of Lafayette, and I wanted to tell President Bush about that. The U.S. and France have been allies and friends for 250 years. At the birth of the United States, France chose the side of the U.S.” 

It is also not a surprise that, at his first official visit in Washington as the new president of France, Francois Hollande emphasized during the press conference that, “We were allies in the time of Jefferson and Lafayette, we are indeed still allies today. We were friends in the time of Jefferson and Lafayette, and we will remain friends forever.” 

In the French version of Wikipedia, the article about Lafayette is much longer than the one about French president de Gaulle, France’s hero. And video gamers have discovered Lafayette as one of the main characters of the popular title Assassin’s Creed III. History lives.

The story of Lafayette, the American Revolution, and the French Revolution was the first building block for the special relationship between France and the United States and is certainly known by Macron, a keen reader of political history. Lafayette, a French aristocrat and a military officer, fought in the American Revolutionary War. He is a romantic figure: officer of the musketeers at age thirteen, a general in the U.S. at age nineteen, and a friend of George Washington, commanding both French and American troops in several victories, including decisive battles for American independence.

For a French mind, the Marquis de Lafayette is fascinating. He lost his father at age two, his mother at twelve, and married at age sixteen. He was bored at the king’s court, where he was not particularly popular because, according to his own words, he was too awkward “to bend to the graces of the court or the charms of a supper in the capital.” After hearing of the American Revolution, he bought a ship, and against the king’s official orders, went to America where George Washington saw his potential, adopted him as a surrogate son, and gave him significant responsibilities in the American army.

The description of Lafayette in Washington: A Life by Ron Chernow could also apply to Emmanuel Macron: “florid language,” “poetic effusion,” “transparent ambition,” “panting for glory,” “canine appetite for popularity and fame,” “amiable, polite, affable,” “very conciliatory temper” ... Lafayette “was a master of flattery and liked to hug people in the French manner.”5 The resemblances with Macron are striking, but they stop there — Macron does not seem to share in Lafayette’s “uncommon military talent” described by George Washington.

The story continues with France supporting Lafayette’s ideas, sending weapons and an army to support the American Revolution, and helping to create the United States of America. As is usual in politics, the reality is that France did not exactly support the Americans in the Revolutionary War out of pure, altruistic kindness, even if there was an element of idealism.

Since the sixteenth century, the French monarchy had been involved closely in colonizing the North American continent. Colonization efforts began with Quebec and Louisiana; in the eighteenth century, French settlements were created in Florida, Michigan, and along the Mississippi River. The development of the French colonial empire in America, called Nouvelle-France, ended with the Treaty of Paris in 1763 after being defeated by the British. Nouvelle-France disappeared.

Revenge against the British was undoubtedly a leading element in the French decision to support America, but it was not just about revenge. Before the start of the French Revolution in 1789, the French felt sympathy for what was happening to America. Additionally, French economists, philosophers, and revolutionaries believed that America could be (to use French economist and politician Turgot’s words) “the hope of mankind.”6 They theorized that the nation could serve as a laboratory for experimenting with social programs that Europe could later implement.

That is ultimately why the French government decided to support the American Revolution, with the false accounts disseminated about America’s military prowess and readiness for the war. Benjamin Franklin, then the U.S. Ambassador in Paris, was primarily responsible for the false reports that the American army was strong enough to crush the British alone, and that it was well-equipped. In reality, the American military was not strong enough to defeat the British, and it lacked weapons, ammunition, and even basic supplies. France’s involvement cost a fortune and ruined its economy, leading to the French Revolution in 1789.

Aside from Lafayette’s and France’s roles in the American Revolution, a singular fact may partly explain the special relationship between the nations: even if the two countries have been rivals, they have never been adversaries in a war. There were tensions during the reign of Emperor Napoleon III, who favored the Confederacy. But the French emperor was removed in 1870 after the Franco-Prussian War. The small local American community led by the U.S. Ambassador to France provided such successful medical, humanitarian, and diplomatic support to Paris’ people during the troubles in France that America gained much credit. World Wars I and II have reinforced the French affection toward the U.S. The image of U.S. soldiers distributing chocolate bars to French children while traversing France in 1944 is still now part of French folklore, films, and history books.

When Emmanuel Macron invited Donald Trump to Paris, he likely had this shared history in mind. He almost certainly had America’s contributions to the culture and the arts in mind — an important topic for a president who declared, “There is nothing I love more than literature.”7 After all, France and the United States of America have more Nobel prize-winning writers than any other nation. It may have had more of an impact on Macron than the economic and military might of the United States.

However, Macron “invested significant amounts of time and political capital in trying to establish a relationship with Trump since coming to power in Paris in May 2017.”8 He probably thought he could develop a working relationship with Donald Trump because of his exceptional gift of achieve his objectives by charming and seducing anybody in a face-to-face meeting. Macron has a reputation for using his charisma to develop his career, befriend influential people, and promote his ideas. Anne Fulda, a French journalist and Macron’s biographer, devoted an entire chapter to Macron’s seductive abilities.9 She details how Macron built his career by developing relations with French leaders in business and politics, and used their influence to emerge as a leader in the French political landscape without having ever been elected. 

Emmanuel Macron can charm almost anybody. The French writer Emmanuel Carrère spent a week following the new president in September 2017, a few months after his election, during an official visit to the island of Saint Martin, a French territory in the Caribbean that had been devastated a few days earlier by Hurricane Irma. In an article written for the Guardian,10 Carrère describes Macron’s technique: “Every interaction with Macron follows the same protocol. He turns his penetrating blue eyes on you and does not look away. As for your hand, he shakes it in two stages: first a normal grip, and then, as if to show that this was no ordinary, routine handshake, he increases the pressure while at the same time intensifying his gaze [...] Then, with his other hand, he clasps your arm or shoulder, and when the time comes to move on, he relaxes his grip while lingering almost regretfully, as if pained to cut short an encounter that meant so much to him. This technique works wonders with his admirers, but it is even more spectacular with his enemies.”

On the 14th of July, 2020, Macron demonstrated his exceptional ability to charm his opponents.11 After the traditional French National Day parade and his solemn interview on French television, Macron took a walk with his wife and a small group of security officers in a part of Paris where the main events of the French Revolution happened. A party of Yellow Jackets, members of a French protest movement, were also there. They began to chant “Here we are” — the rallying cry of the Yellow Jackets — along with “Macron resignation” and “you’re going to be fired.” As the president and his wife tried to walk away, the protestors followed him, continuing their noisy chants.

Another president would have called for security to remove the protesters or escaped in the presidential car. Instead, Macron went to talk face-to-face with his opponents, telling them: “It’s our national day. I’m going for a walk with my wife, and you disturb us. Be cool,” he added, smiling. The tense atmosphere relaxed. Macron and the Yellow Jackets discussed their protests, and at the end, Macron’s main opponent in the group was not convinced but concluded: “I cannot even hate him.”12 Macron answered, “That’s for the best,” and the presidential promenade continued without further interruption.

In addition to seduction, Macron is persistent and seldom takes “no” for an answer. It showed even during his early years when he studied piano. When he failed the entrance examination to a state academy of music because of one teacher, he insisted on having his test with the same teacher the following year. He has difficulties accepting that he cannot convince other people. From a psychological point of view, it may come from high self-esteem, which reinforces his power of seduction and makes him highly persuasive,

Has Macron been successful in developing beneficial relations with President Trump? Superficially, it certainly seems so, as the American president has treated France better than Germany, Canada, or the U.K. Macron was the first Head of State invited for an official visit to the U.S. The 2019 G7 meeting held in Biarritz, France went well, which had not been the case for the previous one in Canada. Macron and Trump have discussed without drama their occasional differences. But these positive results cannot hide the fact that there are limits to Macron’s power of seduction. Despite Macron’s best efforts to convince Donald Trump to do otherwise, the U.S. ultimately left the Paris Climate Accord and the Iran nuclear deal.

It worked better with President Vladimir Putin of Russia.

***

Macron invited President Putin to Paris for a first state visit in May, 2017, some weeks after his election, to show his respect for Russia and its president. It was also a high stakes visit for Putin, as he did not get many invitations to Western capitals. Just a year prior, French president Francois Hollande had refused Putin’s visit to Paris to inaugurate the Russian Orthodox cathedral and the new Russian cultural center as a sanction against Putin’s aggression toward Ukraine. Macron behaved with the Russian president differently, dramatizing the Kremlin’s visit under the gold of the Palace of Versailles, where Russian tsars have been visiting French kings during the last centuries, winning Putin’s approval.

But Macron has also been able to speak plainly to Putin; for instance, he recalled “the importance of subjects that affect our values and our public opinions, respect for all minorities and all sensitivities,” stressing “the case of LGBT people in Chechnya as well as certain NGOs [...] For my part, I will be vigilant on these points which correspond to our values.” Putin looked frustrated and lost, but he took it, and one year later, Macron’s charm paid off: Putin invited Macron for a state visit to Russia, including participation in the Petersburg International Economic Forum.

In 2019, before the G7 meeting in France, Macron invited Putin for a visit at the summer residence of French presidents, the Fort of Brégançon. The French newspaper, Le Parisien, described the pleasant and relaxed atmosphere between the two leaders: “It is 5:00 p.m., Vladimir Putin shows up at Fort de Brégançon, a bouquet in hand. Emmanuel and Brigitte Macron are waiting for him in the courtyard. Warm smiles, kisses, and handshakes... If it weren’t for these hosts and their special guest, the place — the summer residence of French presidents — or the imposing security system (frigate offshore, filter barrages on the road), one would think that we are witnessing a reunion with friends. With an unusual smile on the lips, the Russian president congratulates the Macrons for ‘their superb complexion,’ and raves: ‘It’s a beautiful place!’ The president reserves the highlight, the 360-degree sea view, for the bilateral meeting: a tour of the fort, between pines, oleanders, and olive trees, with a stopover at the belvedere, before a dinner in the garden, prepared by the head of the Elysée Palace. And as a gift, an original edition (signed by the author) of Turgenev’s New Muscovites!”

That was a real surprise. In 2017, Putin had supported Macron’s rival, populist Marine Le Pen, employing all the power of disinformation from different pro-Kremlin media operating in France for her, including what could have been a damaging story about his alleged homosexuality. In addition, state-funded Russia Today and Sputnik attacked Macron’s marriage, writing that at the age of fifteen, he “was sexually abused by his teacher, who at the time was thirty-nine years old.” and is now his wife, Brigitte. The same woman received Putin with a large smile some months later. And when Macron was elected, readers of the pro-Kremlin Komsomolskaya Pravda reported that France had elected “a psychopath.” Two weeks later, Putin was in Paris when the French president declared: “Russia Today and Sputnik have been organs of influence and propaganda,” and announced that they would be banned from any official accreditation by the French authorities. Yet, Macron was able to charm the Russian president, and the two seemed to develop good personal relations.

Macron’s ability to connect with others has also impacted the European Union, creating unlikely alliances. Victor Orban, the Hungarian populist leader, announced a political tug-of-war on the sidelines, telling Macron that Europe’s destiny would play out between the two of them, “the populist and the European.” In October 2019, when the leaders met in Paris, there were clear signs of a good relationship between the men: Orban, obviously happy about the meeting, declared that Macron was “highly respected” in Hungary because he had “brought back the intellectual strength of debates about visions into European politics.” Macron’s charm prevailed again.

In December of the same year, Macron and Orban’s alliance allowed them to shake the status quo during the E.U. election nominations, allowing Macron to impose practically all his choices. As explained by Daniel Hegedus, a fellow at the German Marshall Fund in Berlin, in Star and Stripes magazine on 11th of January 2020: “Orban and Macron come from very different places, but both seek to disrupt the status quo. There’s now talk of an Orban-Macron axis in Europe.”

Charisma is a strong asset for a president, and it can be advantageous, but is it dangerous to yield to Macron’s charm?

People debate whether Macron’s charm has an element of genuine empathy or is simply a tool he uses to manipulate others. In France, opponents explain how Emmanuel Macron uses seduction to develop his networks and reach objectives that oppose the French people’s interests. And sometimes, it seems to include some egoistic objectives: his biographers explain how he approached his teachers as a child, an adolescent, and a university student to discuss their teaching after hours and how they were charmed. Later, he also developed a network of people happy to help him navigate in Paris’ networks, and his enemies have said that, once Macron reached his goals or no longer needed their influence, he let the relationships fade away.

But it would be a mistake to consider Macron self-serving. Macron has undoubtedly charmed influential people, but he is genuinely enthusiastic about having interesting intellectual exchanges, allowing others to confront his ideas, and understanding the logic and philosophies of those different from him. Moreover, Macron does not target influential people exclusively. In his book, L’ambigu M. Macron [translated: The Ambiguous Mr. Macron], the journalist Marc Endeweld recounts a story told by one of Macron’s school friends: “He wanted to be loved by everyone, with permanent empathy, but it was not calculated, he was sincere.”13 His empathy was not reserved for the other students: “he took the time to shake hands with the school caretaker, or to kiss on the cheek the cleaning lady.”14 

When asked about Macron’s time in the private sector, the bank owner David de Rothschild, who employed him, declared: “There is something undoubtedly endearing in his personality... In everyday life, he does what is normal and that many people do not care to do: he says hello to the secretaries, asks how they are, hugs them. When you talk to him, he can show kindness, empathy.”15

It is a trait that President Macron may share with President Barrack Obama, who said that empathy “is at the heart of my moral code, and it is how I understand the Golden Rule — not simply as a call to sympathy or charity, but as something more demanding, a call to stand in somebody else’s shoes and see through their eyes.”16 But Emmanuel Macron could learn from the former U.S. president how to show this empathy in public appearances, not only in face-to-face meetings, as seems to be the case.

However, the most revealing story about Macron’s game of seduction is his relationship with Michel Rocard, a French political icon who has helped Macron in his career. Michel Rocard had a strong influence on French politics. He was the French Prime Minister from 1988 to 1991 and previously served as a minister, a senator, and a member of the Parliament. 

Rocard was an interesting member of the Socialist party, an internal opponent to President Mitterrand, leading the party’s progressive and innovative right-wing, called in France “the Second Left.” He strongly opposed the Communist party and was one of the few French politicians with international experience. He had been regularly visiting the U.S. after having met and impressed in 1970 Robert Sargent Shriver Jr., American Ambassador to France, who recommended that the U.S. keep close contact with the brilliant French politician. 

Macron met Michel Rocard at an event organized by businessman and political activist Henry Herman, who had met young Macron at the end of his studies and introduced Macron to his colleagues. Emmanuel and Michel discovered that they had a lot to talk about and frequently met for dinner with their wives. In an interview, Rocard explained how Macron charmed him: “He is of exquisite courtesy and rare kindness. In addition to a strong intelligence, he can be attentive to the other, which is extremely rare.”17 The men were close; Rocard was present at Macron’s wedding in 2007 and had even participated in its preparation. No other politician was invited. Rocard also played an essential role in Macron’s decision to go into politics. When Macron became deputy Chief of Staff of President Francois Hollande, he discussed it with Rocard beforehand.

There has been a lot written about how they differed and what they had in common. However, they shared the same diagnosis about France, according to Rocard, “a cursed country, resulting from a marriage of Marxism and Jacobinism, and heir to the centralization driven by Kings Henri the 4th and Louis the 14th.”18 They were two moderates wanting to open France to the market economy. 

Macron’s enemies tell this story to show how Macron, a young ambitious, had used an influential French politician for his interest and let go of the relationship when it was no more needed. The truth is different. Rocard stated that, because he was not very popular, he did not want to embarrass Macron in his political journey and avoided meeting him and supporting him publicly after he declared for the presidential election. They remained in contact privately. Michel Rocard’s wife describes in a book published in 2020: when Rocard had a pulmonary embolism in June 2016, the Macrons went to his bedside.19 Macron is, therefore, the last politician who saw Michel Rocard alive.

That is unlikely to be the behavior of a cynical upstart. Though Macron has an extraordinary capacity to befriend everybody, there is an element of honesty and candor in his relationships. That may even be the very reason they are charmed.

In his impressive book Adults in the Room, Yannis Varoufakis, who had been the Greek minister of finance, explained the gory mechanics of the Eurozone management of a possible Greek default in 2007.20 He explains how all E.U. commissioners and country leaders — including Presidents, Prime Ministers, Ministers of Finance, and Ministers of Economic — refused to help the Greek government and systematically broke their promises. All but one. According to Varoufakis, Macron has been the only one standing for Greece. Varoufakis explains: “Perhaps because Macron did not emerge from the test tube of social-democratic party politics, he was the only minister of the Franco-German axis to risk his political capital by coming to Greece’s aid. [...] Macron understood that what the Eurozone finance ministers and the troika were doing to our government and, more importantly, to our people, was detrimental to the interests of France and of the European Union.”21 It should be mentioned that politically, Yannis Varoufakis is far on Macron’s left — not a political ally — which makes his testimony credible.

However, Macron isn’t always nice and charming, as proven by the tensions with Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the Turkish president who asserts himself as a global defender of Sunni Islam and oppressed Muslims — or, as some people refer to him — the “new Ottoman emperor.” Erdoğan intervened in Syria against the Kurds (allies of the U.S. and their allies in the fight against the terrorist organization Islamic State), in Egypt against the rebellion opposed to the Sunni government, and in Nagorno-Karabakh to support Azerbaijan against Armenia. The discovery of large deposits of natural gas in the eastern Mediterranean led him to launch a naval prospecting operation supported by Turkey’s naval forces in Greece’s waters.

When Erdoğan met the newcomer Macron in 2017, he seemed happy to meet a young president who appeared eager to please him and the European leader most keen on developing relations with Turkey. But in 2019 and 2020, the charming French president became Erdoğan’s primary opponent, criticizing his moves, obliging him to withdraw his fleet from Greece’s waters by sending the French fleet, and asking for NATO’s and European Union’s sanctions against Turkey. It could have ruined the Turkish economy. Still more disturbing for Erdoğan, Macron sought to strengthen the control of Muslim places of worship on French soil and end the sending of foreign imams and preachers to France, particularly those sent and paid for by the Turkish government. 

Macron may have a dazzling smile, but he also has sharp teeth.

Time passed, and American leadership has changed with the newly elected president, Joe Biden. According to a YouGov poll performed in September 2020 for the French news website L’internaute, 84 percent of French people wanted a Biden victory. Macron likely wished for Biden’s success also, fearing that Trump’s reelection might encourage his far-right opponent, Marine Le Pen, in her bid for the next presidential election.

The first meetings between the two men took place at the G7 in Cornwall in June 2021, and it was clear that Macron was looking for a “special relationship” with the newcomer.

The Wall Street Journal wrote, “President Biden and French President Emmanuel Macron threw their arms around each other as they walked on the beach. Later the two men shared a tête-à-tête as aides looked on. At one point, Mr. Biden asked Mr. Macron to answer a reporter’s question for him. At the summit of the Group of Seven leaders in Cornwall this weekend, the two presidents embraced each other, sometimes literally, as allies on a host of issues — from multilateralism to fighting climate change — after years of volatility between Mr. Macron and former President Donald Trump.”22 

 Macron’s charm met Biden’s empathy. But this time, German Chancellor Angela Merkel was the first European leader invited for an official visit to the White House. 
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