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1. "La Disparition” is a book written by Georges
Perec in 1969 that did not contain one single

‘e”in it.

2. This Eurobarometer Flash was undertaken
by TNS Political & Social on 27th and 28th
February 2012. 1006 people aged 15 and
over were questioned by telephone by TNS
Sofres interviewers. The methodology used
was that of the Eurobaromater Flash of the DG
Communication of the European Commission

("Research and Speechwriting” unit).

3. http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/
fl178_fr.pdf

4. http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/
fl_230_first.pdf
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Abstract :

What do the French think of Europe? During the French Presidential election, Europe was either

vehemently criticised or left out of the debate. What are the reasons for this 'anti-European’' atti-

tude? The author shows, using his study as a base, that although the French are pessimistic, they

are however confident about their future. Moreover, the majority of them believe that Europe is still

the best tool to use against the crisis and that more coordination and convergence are necessary.

Finally he notes that the French would like their political leaders and the media to speak of Europe

more positively.

Uninteresting, boring, empty, far from the
concerns of the French: negative qualifica-
tions have not been lacking in describing the
French 2012 presidential election. Whether
we agree or not with this, of one thing we
can be sure: some subjects were addressed
very little and were even forgotten.

In his editorial on 21st April, the day before
the presidential election the director of the
newspaper, “Le Monde” Erik Israelewicz drew
a parallel with the book by Georges Perec,
“La Disparition”[1], regretting that the three
“E’s”, Employment, Environment and Europe,
had been left out of the debate. With regard
to Europe we can say that although it was
not the main element forgotten in the cam-
paign, it was, more generally, the one that
was least liked.

Because in reality some candidates did speak
of Europe with energy sometimes and often
with vehemence. But when it happened it
was more often in criticism and to blame it
for all the ills of our society: unemployment?
It's Europe’s fault. The debt? I'm telling you
it's because of Europe! Slow growth? Again
and again - the answer was Europe!

Some, most often from the far side of the
political spectrum, even spoke of their hopes
that France would stop helping Member
States in difficulty, that it would exit the
euro zone and distance itself from the Euro-

pean institutions.

FONDATION ROBERT SCHUMAN / EUROPEAN ISSUES N°238 / 2\° MAY 2012

So how can this anti-European attitude on the
part of many of the candidates running for the
highest office in the State be explained? Do
they think they are in line with a real disen-
chantment of the French with the European
Union and its institutions? What do the French
really think about European integration? These
are the questions we shall try to answer in this
analysis, notably using the results of a Euroba-
rometer Flash survey ordered by the Represen-
tation of the European Commission in France
regarding French attitudes to the European
Union [2]. This survey, which was undertaken
just a few weeks before the first round of the
presidential election, covers a certain number
of questions in similar surveys in 2006 (EB
Flash 178) [3] and in 2009 (EB Flash 230) [4],
which enables the measurement of develop-

ments.

Firstly we shall look into the mood of the French
just before the presidential election, notably as
far as their future, personal situation is concer-
ned. Then we shall look into what they think
about how the crisis will be solved: what is
the best decision in providing answers to the
crisis? Are the French in favour or against a
certain number of proposals designed to solve
the crisis? Some elements of the general opi-
nion about European integration will then be
analysed, as well as the desire for information
about Europe.


http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl178_fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl178_fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_230_first.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_230_first.pdf
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5. As a comparison on a global
level 34% of those interviewed
believed that 2012 would be a
difficult year from an economic
point of view, 31% that it would
be year of economic prosperity,
whilst 27% were banking on
economic stability.

6. Flash 230, undertaken by
telephone amongst 2010 people,
representative of the French
population aged 15 and over.

7. http://ec.europa.eu/
public_opinion/archives/eb/eb76/

eb76_first_en.pdf

8. Difference between the "best”
and “not so good” answers

European policies

The French and Europe : Truth and Surprise

1. THE FRENCH - THE MOST PESSIMISTIC
IN THE WORLD? A CONCLUSION

THAT UNDOUBTEDLY MERITS BETTER
QUALIFICATION

The results of an international BVA survey undertaken
at the end of 2011 is striking: the French retain the sad
title of being the world’s champions of pessimism, well
ahead for example of the Iraqis or the Sudanese. In
this survey 81% of the French believe that in effect, in
comparison with last year, 2012 will be a year fraught
with economic difficulties (in comparison with 2% who
believed that it would be a year of economic prosperity
and 17% who thought that 2012 would be similar to
2011) [5].

The Flash survey undertaken for the Representation
of the European Commission in France provides a dif-
ferent picture: of course, if they are asked about the
way they think their personal situation will develop over
the next three years, a small majority of the French is
pessimistic: 52% of them say they are even extremely
pessimistic. But conversely 47% of the French continue
to say they are optimistic.

In terms of development this is opposite from the
majority opinion revealed in the Eurobarometer Flash
undertaken in the spring of 2009 [6] : four French in
ten were pessimistic then (40%), against 56% who
were optimistic. In three years, it is undeniable that the

French outlook vis-a-vis their future personal situation
has worsened considerably. But beyond this decline we
can also interpret the results more positively: whilst
they are qualified as the “kings of pessimism” and that
the economic context is described as having seriously
deteriorated, nearly one Frenchman in two is optimis-
tic when he considers his personal future. This is an
encouraging result.

Of course we are not trying to idealise a situation
that is still dark as a whole; it is about putting things
back into focus by qualifying some conclusions that
have sometimes been made in a hurry. The French
are depressed and tired after the years of crisis they
have just suffered, this is true. However we should
remember that nearly one in two are quite confident
about the future of their personal situation. In this
regard they are undoubtedly not the most pessimistic
in the world! The Eurobarometer Standard survey of
autumn 2001 [7] confirms this: when asked about
their expectations regarding the next twelve months
the French are from being the most negative Euro-
peans. The optimism index [8] lies at -29 points in
terms of the short term economic future of their
country - it is -71 in Greece and in all, 11 Member
States are more pessimistic than the French. As
for the future in general the French optimism index
lies at +8 far head therefore of the -52 measured
in Greece and higher than that of 19 other Member
States.

Q7. Lorsque vous pensez a I'évolution de votre situation personnelle
pour ces trols prochaines années, diriez-wous que wous étes...

@ Trés @ Plutot @ Flutot @ Tris Sans
oplimiste opltimiste pessimiste pessimiste opinion
"Camembert” intérieur : FL 230 (2009)

“Camembert” extérieur - FL 346 (2012) {)FR

FONDATION ROBERT SCHUMAN / EUROPEAN ISSUES N°238 / 2\° MAY 2012
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2. THE FRENCH TEMPTED BY NATIONAL
WITHDRAWAL? ON THE CONTRARY, THEY FEEL
THAT WE WILL NOT EMERGE FROM THE CRISIS
WITHOUT EUROPE.

And so, what is the answer to the crisis? Should we
withdraw inwards in this particularly heavy socio-eco-
nomic context? Some of the French seemed to be
tempted by this solution and the results of the first
round of the presidential election on 22nd April last
confirm it. But this is still the opinion of a minority:
when asked to choose which level is best in response
to the present economic crisis, a majority of the French
believe that the European level is the most apt (52%),
whilst a significant minority believe the contrary and

The French and Europe : Truth and Surprise

that answers should be provided at national level
(38%). Less than one person in ten interviewed answe-
red spontaneously “both” (8%). To a general problem
the French prefer a collective response, a European
response. They seem to be fully aware that they are
closely linked to the fate of other Member States (both
those who are struggling most and those who, on the
contrary, seem to have emerged from the crisis), and
that it is therefore together that answers should be
given. This result is important: whilst during the electo-
ral campaign we sometimes heard criticism of common
rules, of the renegotiation of the European treaties,
and even of giving up the single European currency,
the French, in the main, cannot see a solution to the
crisis without Europe.

(2. Face a |a crise économigue actuelle, pensez-vous que les réponses
devraient surtout &tre apportées au niveau national ou au niveau

européen ?

@ Auniveau @ Auniveau @ Les deux Mil'un.ni ) Sans
national EUrOpEEn [SPONTAMNE)  I'autre opEnion
() FR

In spite of the differences, which sometimes run
deep, the European answer dominates across almost
the entire French population.

The socio-demographic analysis of this issue enables
us to distinguish the “traditional” variations between
categories that are frequently seen in indicators
of support to the EU: the pertinence of the Euro-
pean level is acknowledged more amongst men, the

youngest, those who have studied longer and exe-
cutives. We also note that the way one’s personal
situation is considered influences answers a great
deal: for those who see it as being good, the Euro-
pean level is the most apt (57%, against 34% for the
national level); it is the opposite for those who be-
lieve their personal situation as “bad”: (48% prefer
a national response to the crisis, in comparison with
41% for the European level).
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Q2 Face a la crise économique actuelle, pensez-vous que les réponses devraient surtout étre apportées au niveau

national ou au niveau européen 7

Au niveau
national

TOTAL 38%
28 sexe
Homme 33%
Femme 44%
Age
15-24 41%
25-39 39%
40-54 40%
55 + 36%
@ Age de fin d'études
15- 43%
16-19 50%
20+ 30%
Tis étudiant 8%
md  Echelle d'occupation du répondant
Indépendants 29%
Cadres 24%
Autres employés 43%
Ounvriers 48%
Chémeurs 42%
Me travaillent pas 38%

dont: - Refraités IT%

3. THE VARIOUS MEASURES APPROVED TO
EMERGE FROM THE CRISIS: THE FRENCH
SUPPORT MORE COORDINATION AND
CONVERGENCE.

Au niveau
européen

52%

55%
48%

57%
47%
51%
53%

47%
43%
58%
59%

55%
70%
49%
445
43%
52%
52%

When asked to say what they thought about the

Les deux Ni l'un, ni I'autre .
{SPONTANE) (SPONTANE) Sans opinion
8% 1% 19
10% 1% 1%
5% 1% 204
2% 0% 0%
12% 1% 1%
7% 1% 1%
8% 0% 30
5% 208 306
Sk 1% 1%
11% 0% 1%
3% 0% 0%
14% 0% 2%
6% 0% 0%
it 1% 1%
5% 30 0%
13% 204 0%
T% 0% 2%
8% 0% 20

various measures designed to counter the crisis the
French mainly say they support eight of the nine pro-
posals put forward. Only the ban on importing pro-
ducts from certain countries - which incidentally is
not on the European agenda, does not win the majo-
rity approval.

(4. Pour chacune des propesilions suivantes, pourriez-vous me dire sl vous y &ies foul A fait favorable, plutdl favorable, plutdl pas favorable ou pas favorable

du fout 7

Une réglementation plus stricte des marchés fmanciers. ||| NG - - - O | -
Unroanon o i s o [ - I - - [

Le principe de récprocité dans les changes intemationzux. ||| N = I ;- 0 - B | =
v s e e S et |y S . I [ 1
Ul g ok FUnion auoptens o | .. I - I~ I~ [~

Un ool pis v o e do vt I - S - 1 < N 1~
RO o G

Un rapprochement de 1a fiscaling des Exats membres: | ENEEENENNN - I - - -
Lintediction demporter les procuits de cenains pays [ N = I = D - I =+ | +

Tout & fait tavorable Flutdt taverable

Plutéd pas fawvorable Pas favorable du tout Sans opinien

LFR
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In line with the previous results on the pertinence of
the European level, several of these measures move
directly towards a convergence of European policies
and to a greater role to be played by the Union and
its institutions: indeed eight Frenchmen in ten say
they support “more decisions taken in Europe by the
majority rather than unanimously”. (80% support this,
of whom 27% are “totally in favour”). Between seven
and eight out of ten say they support “more EU control
over Member States’ budgets, (79%, of whom 33% are
“totally in favour”) and a “rapprochement of Member
States’ fiscal systems (71%, of whom 30% are “totally
in favour”).

The French response to the need to provide European
responses to the crisis is not just a vague declaration
of intent: when real proposals are put to them they are
mainly in favour of European solutions. Notably, they
support greater convergence of fiscal and budgetary
policies on the part of the various Member States.

4. THE FRENCH AND EUROPE: A GREAT
MISUNDERSTANDING?

Should we be surprised by the French response to the
central position they would like to grant to the EU, no-
tably in terms of solving the crisis? Isn’t it somewhat
contradictory with the opinion that some candidates in
the presidential election have lent them? It is a legiti-
mate question to ask, after an electoral campaign in
which Europe as a theme has either been obscured by
subjects that might undoubtedly be considered as being
less vital (halal meat, driving licences, etc.); or often
presented, by both the left and the right, in a rather
unflattering light. However, why is there so much hosti-

The French and Europe : Truth and Surprise

lity? Why have some candidates in the highest spheres
of the State, and not only on the extreme ends of the
spectrum, attacked Europe and its institutions? Do they
think they will attract the most anti-European share of
the electorate, the so-called “no” voters, who froze all
of Europe, together with European integration, as they
rejected the Treaty establishing a Constitution for the
Union in 20057 Did they feel that the French would be
sensitive to this anti-European tune? Possibly. Howe-
ver we might wonder whether by choosing this line of
argument they were in fact right. And what if in reality
the supposed disenchantment between the French and
Europe was just a great misunderstanding.

Some surveys seem to move in this direction: a Via-
voice survey for the daily Libération [9], undertaken
the day after the first round of the presidential elec-
tion reveals that one Frenchman in five who voted in
the presidential election 2012 speaks of “preparing
tomorrow’s Europe”, as being one of the main issues
that encouraged them to vote for the candidate they
chose. This is even the fourth element quoted after
“heavyweight” themes, which, especially in times of
crisis are the reduction of social inequality (30%), the
reduction of unemployment (23%) and the reduction
of the public debt (21%). Europe did therefore play an
important role in the electoral choice of many French
citizens.

Moreover our Flash Eurobarometer confirms that the
French are, in the main, quite benevolent towards the
EU. Hence a clear majority of them acknowledge the
benefits of European integration, in three key areas:
peace, power in the face of other countries in the world
and economic prosperity.

Q1. Pourriaz-vous me dire 5i vous éles touf & fait 0 accond, pluttd d'accord, plutdl pas d'accord ou pas d accord du toud avec chacune des

affirmations suivantes?

t rsivcion e [ - I - N - N

permet de garantir la paix sur

motre continent Eo

oo I~ W W~ -

nous rend plus forts face sy

resste: di mande Hh

4 13% i

1%

B%

st e [N~ I - IS - I =

contribue 3 la prospésité de la
France W%
FL 346 (2012) | | ||
FL 230 {200%)
Tout & tait Flutét
d accord d accord

4% 21% 6% %
O |
Plusit pas Pazd'accord  Sans opinion
" accord du bowt
2 O FR
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9. Viavoice- survey for the

daily Libération undertaken by
telephone on 22nd and 23rd April
amongst 1511 people.
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This is particularly clear with regard to peace, which
was the foundation of the European project. The Schu-
man Declaration, sometimes considered to be the
founding act of the European project, started with
these words: “World peace cannot be safeguarded wit-
hout the making of creative efforts proportionate to
the dangers which threaten it. The contribution which
an organised and living Europe can bring to civilisation
is indispensable to the maintenance of peaceful rela-
tions.” [10] The Union’s role in the upkeep of the peace
is still undeniable for a clear majority of the French:
more than three quarters of them agree with the idea
whereby “European integration enables the guarantee
of peace on our continent” (76%, +1 points since April/
May 2009). Slightly more than one fifth of them think
the contrary (22%, stable).

Two thirds of the French approve the idea whereby
“European integration makes us stronger in the face
of the rest of the world” (66%, against 32%). in spite
of a major decline since April/May 2009: the approval
index [11] dropped from +59 to +34, i.e. a contraction
of 25 points. Finally, it is with regard to the advantages
of European integration in terms of France’s prosperity
that the French are the most divided - in spite of a cer-

tain erosion, an absolute majority of those interviewed
continue to agree with this idea (54%, -3 points,
against 43% who think the contrary, + 6 points).

At the end of the day we might say that Europe counts
for the French: they took this into account when
choosing their candidate and agree to value a certain
number of benefits brought by European integration.

TALK ABOUT EUROPE, TELL ME SOMETHING
POSITIVE ...

EUROPE? WHAT IF WE TALKED ABOUT IT?

A first observation is undeniably true: the French are
badly informed about the European Union. This is what
thirds of them think, against only one third who say
they are well informed about political life in the Euro-
pean Union. But whilst they might show little interest
for Europe, the opposite is true: a wide majority of the
French want French political leaders and also the media
to speak more of Europe. This is what three quarters of
them say, with regard to French political leaders (76%,
stable in comparison with April/May 2009), and also
the media (76%, +5 points).

05, Pourtiez-vous me dire 5i vous ébes tout & fail d acoond, plutit d"accond, plubdt pes d'accond ou pas d' accord du tout avec chacune des

afirmations suivantes?

gy I -~ EE - - - [~

denvraient davantage nous
parler de Mnion eurcpéenne

& %

oot I -~ W - N - W 1~

davantags nous parler de
MUnion eurcpéenne Ela
FL 346 (2012) = o
FL 230 (2009)
Tout & fail Phutdt
d accord d"acennd

Another striking result of this Eurobarometer Flash:
the French want to hear more about Europe. We might
even wonder, in the light of the previous results whe-
ther they might not have wanted for a more positive
attitude to be adopted about the Union than the one
they heard during the electoral campaign.

CONCLUSION

The Eurobarometer Flash survey which was undertaken
just a few weeks before the first round of the presi-

30 8% "
[ | |

Piutét pas Pasd'accord  Sans opinicn

o accond du fout

()FR

dential election, at a time when the electoral campaign
was well under way, sheds a rather benevolent light on
the relationship the French have with the EU. In a par-
ticularly difficult context, pessimistic about their future
personal situation that has grown over the last three
years, an absolute majority of the French feel that
the answers to the crisis must be given at European
level, against slightly more than one third only who
privilege the national level. Moreover a majority of the
French approve several measures that move more to-
wards policy convergence between the various Member
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States and increased powers for the European Union.

However this apparent enthusiasm should be inter-
preted in a more subtle way: indeed we should see
a certain amount of pragmatism in this, more than
the real approval of the “Europeanisation” of econo-
mic policy. The French are perfectly aware that Europe
exists and that they cannot do without it. Taking deci-
sions at national level only, in a globalised world, in
which the everyone’s situation has a direct influence on
the French economy, does not really make any sense.
Because the Union is inevitable.

And so, is the marriage between the French and Europe
one of reason rather than a love match? Possibly. But
it is not only that. Indeed our analysis also shows that
the benefits of the European integration are highly ap-
preciated, notably with regard to the upkeep of peace,
the origin of the European project.

Generally the theme of Europe has been addressed

The French and Europe : Truth and Surprise

very little in the presidential campaign — and even then
it has been done so in a negative manner. We might
also say that the EU has been most spoken about by
those who like it the least!

Undoubtedly it is a shame in that the French, who are
aware of the poor information they receive about the
Union, clearly show that they want the media and also
their politicians, to speak more about the European
Union. We might suggest that they would like to hear
a more positive, federating discourse about the Union
and its institutions than the one presently on offer. A
discourse that insists for example on the benefits of
European integration that includes real examples of
what the Union provides, proposes and makes possible
in the daily life of the French population.

Julien Zalc

Consultant TNS opinion

You can read all of our publications on our site:
www.robert-schuman.eu

Publishing Director: Pascale JOANNIN

THE FONDATION ROBERT SCHUMAN, created in 1991 and acknowledged by State decree in 1992, is the main

French research centre on Europe. It develops research on the European Union and its policies and promotes

the content of these in France , Europe and abroad. It encourages, enriches and stimulates European debate

thanks to its research, publications and the organisation of conferences. The Foundation is presided over by Mr.

Jean-Dominique Giuliani.
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