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INTRODUCTION: A FRENCH EXCEPTION?

If the scholarly field of international relations (IR) contains within its ranks one 
“canonical” figure, it would have to be the English historian E. H. Carr. He was the 
author of the seminal Twenty Years’ Crisis, a book widely, and justifiably, regarded 
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the argument that with regard to Franco-American relations, the consequence of the 
Trump presidency was to set the bilateral relationship upon a radically different trajec-
tory from the one that had been so familiar over the years. True, the tone of Franco-
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is that of French incredulity when it comes to taking at face value American assur-
ances of support for their security. This incredulity is long-standing, and a glance at 
history gives us reason for believing that the French have not necessarily been wrong 
to express skepticism whether they could count on unwavering American support, 
when it was most needed.

The history between the two countries, as they say, “goes deep,” and if it would 
be inaccurate to conceive of them as being, in any profound sense, adversaries,15 it 
would be equally misguided to think of them as representing great friends. Even 
during the Cold War, when it seemed more apparent than it does today that Western 
Europeans desperately needed American backing for their collective defense, there 
had never been a shortage of analysts wondering if France and the United States 
truly were on the same “page” when it came to coordinating the common defense. 
This is why during the long years of Soviet-American ideological struggle, rela-
tions between the United States and France could so routinely be characterized by 
the imagery of “reluctant” ally and “guarded friend” in what had degenerated into a 
“cold alliance.”16

Nor did the ending of the Cold War bring about positive change in the relationship. 
Instead, new strains appeared, once the old ones associated with combating the Soviet 
threat vanished. These new strains were even being regarded as more dangerous for 
intra-alliance amity than had been the older ones, if for no other reason than that the 
Cold War had constituted such a credible basis for holding the allies together.17 With 
that superpower rivalry a thing of the past, the transatlantic allies might presumably 
be tempted to go their separate ways, and worst of all, to Washington, was that France 
looked only too eager to shepherd them on their pilgrimage.

By the early 1990s a more acerbic tone was becoming discernible in what passed 
for transatlantic dialogue, and to some France appeared to have gone on a footing of 
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continent’s ideational construction site, “Americans have not been wrong to see in 
France the political leader of Europe as Not-America.”21

One contemporary term of art best summed up this new, French-conceived Europe: 
it was autonomy. It was hardly necessary in France to specify the identity of that 
“significant Other” without whom the dream of an autonomous Europe would lack all 
meaning. That Other was, and had to be, the United States. Nor were French analysts 
hesitant about making explicit the referent, should the occasion call for it.22 Bj
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customary place of bounded rationality, bespeaking neither great friendship nor great 
animosity, but simply a willingness to cooperate when necessary, though not neces-
sarily to cooperate very consistently or well.28
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the unexpected November 2016 election result need occasion any deterioration in the 
quality of the bilateral relationship since the Iraq war. There were several reasons for 
their relative insouciance at Trump’s election. The first of these had been the nearly 
contemporaneous arrival in power of another political neophyte, Emmanuel Macron, 
who gained France’s presidency a mere half year after Trump won America’s, in May 
2017. For a while, an expectation flourished that if any western leader could work with 
(i.e., “manage”) Trump, it would be France’s political Wunderkind. Macron began to 
be seen as the emergent “star” European interlocutor with, and partner for, America.38 
Best of all, he was no “Gaullist” bent on cutting down America by “soft” or any other 
kind of balancing behavior, To the contrary, he was being hailed in many quarters as 
the most atlanticist leader France had ever had.39

A second reason existed for the early optimism in France: not only was the youth-
ful French leader determined to get on well with his older American counterpart, 
but—mirabile dictu!—it looked as if Donald Trump really took a shine to Macron. As 
Célia Belin noted in 2018, “[t]here is real chemistry between the two heads of state: 
Trump and Macron have hosted each other in mutual visits filled with flattering pomp 
and ceremony (Macron had Trump over for Bastille Day in July 2017, and he was 
invited to Washington for the first state visit of Trump’s presidency in April 2018), 
and they have showcased a good working relationship, with frequent phone calls and 
regular bilateral meetings.”40 Indeed, Trump took advantage of that fairly successful 
July 2017 visit to signal that he could be, as he had sometimes promised to be dur-
ing his campaign, “presidential” if given the opportunity. His remarks in Paris were 
quite consistent with what one would expect any visiting American president to say. 
For someone who otherwise burned with a desire to distance himself from whatever 
his recent predecessors (especially Barack Obama) had ever said, done, or apparently 
even thought of doing, Trump showed himself to be quite content to parrot traditional 
diplomatic niceties such as the “old-ally” trope, as part of his lavishing of praise upon 
the French, while in Paris.41
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councils. These two developments, coupled with the rise of nationalism and “illiberal” 
democracy within much of Europe (and not just the continent’s easterly reaches), 
accounted for what some observers dubbed Macron’s “gamble.”44 It was a gamble 
whose chances of paying off required good relations with Trump, which if they could 
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What demonstrated more than any other act this new, more critical French outlook 
on Trump was a remarkable tongue-lashing Macron delivered, not against the Ameri-
can president directly, but against NATO. This came in the form of a November 2019 
interview Macron granted to his most enthusiastic cheerleader in the world’s English-
language press, the Economist. In that interview, Macron doubled down on the need 
for the Europeans to take more seriously than ever before their autonomy in security 
and defense matters, because they could no longer count on the U.S. backstopping 
them, through NATO. The alliance, said Macron, was suffering from “brain-death.” 
As a result, the Europeans needed to wake up and realize that they were sitting “on 
the edge of a precipice.” They had no other choice but to “reassess the reality of what 
NATO is in light of the commitment of the United States” (i.e., in light of Donald 
Trump).51

Macron’s comments disturbed fellow European leaders, more for the words than for 
the thoughts the words were conveying. Even Donald Trump took offense, seeing in 
Macron’s verbiage reason to defend NATO! Turning to his well-thumbed thesaurus to 
find just the right denunciatory adverbs and adjectives, Trump lashed out at the “very, 
very nasty” words Macron had uttered about NATO. Not only was NATO in excellent 
cerebral health, but it had even ceased being the “obsolete” entity Trump himself had 
so often said it was; for now, thanks entirely to his own leadership, NATO “serves a 
great purpose.”52

CONCLUSION

By the time his administration jolted to its end, Trump had worn down the French, 
who showed themselves as irritated by his behavior as were people nearly every-
where; there was only so much rudeness and double-dealing that could be tolerated, 
on the part of the leader one French critic dubbed “the man of 20,000 lies.”53 So in this 
regard, Joe Biden has an easy act to follow. That does not mean, however, that all will 
be “well” in the long-running melodrama that is the France-U.S. special relationship. 
It only means that the damage inflicted by Trump will be reparable, such that we have 
himselfti -1e7
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delivered by a perfectly bilingual secretary of state like Anthony Blinken, the two 
countries are going to find it all too easy to tumble once again into bickering over the 
meaning and consequences of autonomy.

Thus to Alain Frachon’s above-mentioned quip about Trump as Europe’s obste-
trician, we can add a second ironic comment. Biden will be less of a gift for those 
Europeans in quest of the holy grail of autonomy than they might imagine him to be. 
His pledge that “America is back,” even more than Trump’s transactionalism, spells 
trouble for that quest, so much so that we can expect to see taking shape a sustained 
campaign on Washington’
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