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Sarkozy’s Victory and the 
Future of U.S.–French Relations

Sally McNamara

When Nicolas Sarkozy takes over the French
presidency on May 16, it will be with a mandate to
govern. Sarkozy won the presidency this weekend
in a 53 to 47 percent vote, with a turnout of 85 per-
cent. His promise to reform the failing French econ-
omy and reassert France’s position on the world
stage resonated with the electorate. The French peo-
ple seemingly understand that their country faces a
stark choice on its future and opted for an openly
pro-American reformer. 

Washington immediately welcomed the Sarkozy
victory, with President Bush offering his personal
congratulations to the victor, and Sarkozy has gone
out of his way to embrace a strengthening of diplo-
matic relations. But with Sarkozy’s determination
to reassert France’s place at the heart of Europe and
the French political establishment’s opposition to a
stronger Franco–American relationship, there is
great uncertainty about what Sarkozy’s win means
for U.S. strategic interests.

Sarkozy and U.S. Foreign Policy. With the
Chirac presidency drawing to a close, the younger
and more popular Nicolas Sarkozy has achieved his
lifelong dream of reaching the Élysée Palace.
Sarkozy’s tenures in many elected and appointed
political offices hint at his manifesto for the presi-
dency, and his victory looks to be a win for U.S. stra-
tegic interests.

Over the past year, Sarkozy has taken it upon
himself to conduct a personal foreign policy while
abroad, independent of the traditional Gaullist line.
Chirac’s well-reported fury at Sarkozy’s pro-Ameri-
can rhetoric during a U.S. visit in September 2006

demonstrates just how far Sarkozy went to distance
himself from the ancien régime.1 

Sarkozy’s 2006 visit to Washington, timed to
mark the fifth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, was
particularly successful and may well foreshadow his
intentions for the bilateral relationship. Being per-
sonally greeted by President Bush was unusual in
that Sarkozy was not a sitting or former head of
state, but in retrospect the meeting showed signifi-
cant foresight on Washington’s part. Sarkozy’s rhet-
oric and style during his trip may have marked a
turning point for the deeply damaged Franco–
American relationship. Sarkozy’s speech at the
French Embassy during this visit was breathtaking
by French standards:

The crisis our two countries experienced in
2003 was probably the gravest since 1966,
when American forces withdrew from French
NATO bases…. You Americans were struck in
the heart on September 11, 2001, and never
understood our opposition to the interven-
tion in Iraq. Some of you, to call a spade a
spade, even felt it as a form of betrayal.2

It is an open secret that Sarkozy was critical of
Chirac’s vocal opposition to the Iraq War in 2003,
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an issue that dogs Franco–American relations to this
day. In a September 2006 interview with Le Monde,
Sarkozy said that this period marked a “crisis” for
Franco–American relations and that “Americans felt
that they were abandoned by a nation with which
they had felt close historical ties and shared val-
ues.”3 While the British- and American-led coalition
in Iraq should not expect to be joined by French
troops anytime soon, it should expect an end to the
verbal backlash from Paris.123

Sarkozy’s stance on the Israeli–Lebanon war rep-
resented another break with French foreign policy.
Sarkozy was not afraid to condemn Hezbollah as
the aggressor, and he spoke up for Israel’s right “to
defend herself.”4 While urging that Israel should
“maintain level-headedness and restraint,” he
refused to join the European Union chorus call-
ing for a total ceasefire.5 In fact, his policy was
remarkably similar to that of the United States and
marked Sarkozy as a sensible voice on the Middle
East in Europe.

Sarkozy’s efforts to combat disturbingly preva-
lent anti-Americanism in France have great signifi-
cance for the war on terrorism.6 One year after the
start of Operation Iraqi Freedom, more than half of
the French people believed that the U.S. motivation
for the war on terror was to dominate the world.7 In
2006, 76 percent of the French people believed that
the war in Iraq and removal of Saddam Hussein
have made the world a more dangerous place.8 For
his part, Sarkozy has publicly acknowledged that
Paris could just as easily have been the target of the
9/11 terrorists and is adamant that anti-American-
ism is not “a French thing.” Sarkozy’s “new” foreign

policy is sending a powerful message to the heart of
Europe. His warm relationship with German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel and the expected accession of
British Chancellor Gordon Brown to the premier-
ship signal the rise of a relatively pro-American trio
of European leaders.

Sarkozy’s electoral victory is a favorable change
of leadership for the United States. With huge for-
eign policy questions such as Iran and Darfur taking
center stage, America will undoubtedly benefit from
a more cooperative approach from the Élysée Pal-
ace. France’s role, however, will depend on how far
Sarkozy has room to maneuver once in office. While
the White House should certainly relish the pros-
pect of another potential ally in Europe, the political
realities of elected office often contrast sharply with
a leader’s intentions. Sarkozy will have to overcome
not just the deeply seated French political establish-
ment, but also a citizenry still nervous about radical
reform and France’s place in the world.

Sarkozy and the European Union. Despite
Sarkozy’s warmth toward Washington, his presi-
dential victory speech made clear that his term will
continue France’s strong support of further Euro-
pean integration. Sarkozy is keen to demonstrate
his European credentials and breathe life back into
the European Constitution, despite the over-
whelming “non” from French voters in 2005. In
arguing for the European Constitution during the
French referendum, Sarkozy said that he was the
first 50-year-old in French history not required to
go to war for his country and cited “one simple rea-
son: Europe.”9 While the constitution will officially
become a treaty to avoid potentially embarrassing
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referendums in Britain and France, the text will be
essentially unchanged, creating an EU foreign min-
ister and furthering the supra-nationalization of
member states’ power. Indications are that Sarkozy
will move quickly to assert himself as a powerful
European player.

The draft constitution threatens to drive a stake
through the heart of the transatlantic alliance that
has secured peace in Europe since 1945. From top
to bottom, the constitution will establish Europe as
a rival to the United States, with its own foreign
minister, powers of taxation, and legal personality.
In alliance with Chancellor Merkel, Sarkozy will
seek to resurrect a Franco–German axis in support
of “ever-closer union” in Europe, a political devel-
opment that is in the interests of neither Europe nor
the United States.

Conclusion. While Nicolas Sarkozy is in a posi-
tion to advance a bold new agenda for France, he
has a very tough job ahead of him. France’s role as a
world leader has suffered not only from years of

neglect, but also from a failure to work with the
United Sates in addressing common threats and
challenges. Sarkozy’s rejection of the crude anti-
Americanism that has dominated U.S.–French rela-
tions since the Iraq War is brave and refreshing and
has already won him friends in Washington. How-
ever, the United States should not expect an imme-
diate sea change in French foreign policy. Sarkozy
faces opposition from the French political establish-
ment that will resist fundamental changes in Paris’s
approach toward Washington and hard-line domes-
tic reform. Sarkozy is also a believer in the trusted
Franco–German axis pushing for more, not less,
centralization of political power in Europe. It
remains to be seen whether he has the drive, deter-
mination, and leadership to equally transform the
U.S.–French relationship into a partnership serving
both nations’ interests.
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