Which way will France go?
By Shadaba Islam

WITH two weeks left before they go to the polls for the first round of presidential elections, French voters are getting an earful of patriotic, anti-immigrant and anti-globalisation propaganda from the two main conservative and socialist contenders for the top job – as well as the country’s long-standing extreme right candidate. No wonder many are confused, uncertain and unsure of just who deserves their vote.

Recent opinion polls, reflecting voters’ doubts, show that centre-right candidate Nicolas Sarkozy is backed by 26 per cent of voters, compared to 24.5 per cent for his socialist rival Segolene Royal – making history as the first woman in France to stand for president. Jean-Marie Le Pen of the far right National Front is given 15 per cent, his highest level since January, while Francois Bayrou, who leads the centrist Union for French Democracy, comes in at 19.5 per cent.

Significantly, however, a large number of voters say they have not firmly made up their minds on how they will vote on April 22. Their confusion is not difficult to understand. While the early months of the presidential campaign were dominated by the undeniable charismatic personality of the two main candidates, the last few weeks have seen the two rivals indulging in almost incoherentdiatribes against France’s Muslim minority and in favour of economic protectionism.

The recent riots at a Paris train station once again put the spotlight on immigration and crime, with analysts voicing fears that the images of youths destroying stores and ticket booths would help Le Pen to gain points among potential voters given his traditional tough law-and-order platform.

The other candidates are striving hard to sound as tough as Le Pen but their focus on preserving and promoting France’s national identity has taken some curious turns.

Royal, for instance, has said she wants all French households to keep the tricolour (national flag) in their homes and all socialists to sing the Marseillaise national anthem at party meetings. Not to be outdone, Sarkozy has warned of a social explosion unless immigration to France is brought under control and has suggested the establishment of a ministry of "immigration and national identity".

While stealing xenophobic rhetoric from Le Pen may win them some supporters from the far-right, neither Sarkozy nor Royal seem totally in tune with their traditional electorate. Two prominent members of Sarkozy's own camp have expressed reservations about his ministry idea, with Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin saying that he was "not entirely in favour". French Holocaust survivor and former minister Simone Veil has denounced the suggestion and said instead it should be a ministry of "immigration and integration."

Once infatuated by the sea change in traditional French male-dominated politics reflected by Royal’s rise, many French socialists, meanwhile, are beginning to wonder if they would not be better off casting their ballot in favour of Bayrou who has promised to govern beyond the “left-right divide.”

The photogenic Royal certainly attracts the cameras and is still vastly popular with women voters. But she is often seen as ill-briefed and incoherent. Most damagingly, her campaign team appears to be at perpetual loggerheads with the socialist party whose “elephants” or barons, including heavyweights former ministers Dominique Strauss-Kahn and Laurent Fabius, have been sniping at Royal from the sidelines.

Significantly, both candidates have gone out of their way to sound tough on immigrants. Royal has called for the setting up of “boot camps” to deal with delinquents. Sarkozy, who described the disaffected Arab and African youths who went on the rampage in Paris suburbs in 2005 as “thugs and scum”, is certainly not a favourite among young French people of Arab and African descent.

Sarkozy’s unpopularity in the suburbs may hurt his presidential ambitions. After staying on the sidelines of French politics for decades, immigrant communities across France are empowering themselves politically and young French people of Arab and African descent are registering to vote. Many are certain to vote against Sarkozy who ironically is the son of Hungarian immigrants.

Even more damagingly, both Sarkozy and Royal are indulging in a bout of good old-fashioned economic protectionism and anti-globalisation rhetoric which has the country’s top business leaders running for cover.

Once hailed as France’s answer to the market-loving former British premier Margaret Thatcher, Sarkozy has turned more protectionist in recent weeks. Sarkozy, Royal, and their centrist challenger, Bayrou, have all pledged to protect Airbus workers from job cuts. They have all

vowed to fight "speculative" capitalism and sending jobs out of the country. And all called for a lower euro to keep up production and jobs.

Their statements are proof that fears of globalisation in France go deeper than anywhere else in the European Union, with many in the country especially worried about the displacement of French factories and plants to locations in eastern Europe and China. French citizens also fear job losses triggered by the arrival of low-cost workers from the EU’s new eastern member states.

Royal has said she wants to punish companies that move production sites abroad and calls for a Europe that "protects its citizens" from the chill winds of globalisation. She would re-nationalise the former electricity and gas monopolies, Électricité de France and Gaz de France, and supports a higher minimum wage.

Even Sarkozy, who started out with promises of breaking with the past, has gradually changed his language. He sent shock waves through the EU recently by insisting that free trade was "a policy of naivety" and vowing to go on "a diplomatic offensive" to lower the euro. The former finance minister also promised an industrial policy that would block foreign takeover bids of strategic companies.

The paradox of course is that while the politicians rage against globalisation and the threat from China and India, French companies are reaping the rewards of a more open global economy. A third of Europe's biggest multinationals are French.

Although EU officials are careful not to be seen as meddling in French politics – and therefore refuse to take sides in the debate – most are hoping for a Sarkozy victory. The centre right leader is seen as most business-friendly, most likely to build fences with the US and the most pro-European.

His preference for a mini EU treaty to replace the defeated constitution – rejected by French and Dutch voters in 2005 – fits in with German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s plan to revive the treaty without submitting it to another referendum in France or the Netherlands.

But while Sarkozy is in the lead at the moment, Royal’s popular appeal as the first woman to challenge male-dominated French politics should not be under-estimated. And Bayrou’s sudden emergence as the third man in French politics also continues to fascinate many voters.

It’s also worth remembering that surprises are a regular feature of French elections. In 2002, opinion polls did not foresee that Le Pen would eliminate Prime Minister Lionel Jospin in the first round. In 2005, the ‘no’ vote in the referendum on the European constitution also stunned many observers. And in 1995, President Jacques Chirac was the underdog who upset the prime minister at the time, Edouard Balladur, to succeed François Mitterrand. Who knows what surprises French voters hold up their sleeves this time around?

