Politicus: After France's no vote, all bets are off on EU 
(John Vinocur International Herald Tribune International Herald Tribune - 31-5) 



In the end, democracy came and mocked the European mystique, its notions of ever-greater union, a European Us, its self-portrayal as the Righteous Power, its exalted but hollow pretensions to project to the world a will and a strength that is not yet and may never be its own. 

If anything, the massive rejection by France of the European Union's constitution in a national referendum, says stop. 

The EU can go nowhere, in its current phase, without the regenerated support of its voters, or a deep re-examination of its ambitions, largely pushed forward by elites - and ridiculously out of touch, we now know, with the electorate of its quintessential nation. 

France's no to this Europe, most likely to be joined by the Netherlands before the week is out, is not to be minimized. It was more than a crazy quilt of local grievances and obsessions, flecked with the normal dissatisfactions brought about by high unemployment and minuscule growth. Or the incoherent-sounding economics and politics of Jacques Chirac, telling France that the constitution assured both no inconvenient changes at home and big-hitter status around the globe. 

Rather, with the stakes perfectly clear - a French no would kill the European Constitution - French voters signaled that even at absolutely no real cost to them, when it came to matters of the heart, Europe doesn't matter enough to say yes to. 

Bam! Pow! After all, think of the context: a united, integrated Europe, acting largely as one, had been a near spiritual conviction for the generation that grew up after the tragedy of World War II. 

Now go and find that belief and sense of European mission today. France has laughed at it. Angry with Europe's refusal to adopt its questionable social model, and unwilling to meld French identity into a greater European whole, France said to hell with the noble undertaking stuff. Adding the rationale that it was all the elites' Big Fib anyway. 

But the truth is that this was no bolt from the historical blue. If the German foreign minister Joschka Fischer's Humboldt University speech in 2000, advocating a genuine federalist future for Europe, is taken as a high-water mark for the ambitions of European integration, then the path since has been straight downward. 

Culminating in the referendum, the trail was one of dysfunction, hubris and delusion. Over the last years, Fischer backed off from his integrationist preaching. An EU draft constitution came to life, written not with a hand of a Locke or a Montesquieu, but as if slapped together during a six-week conference call by actuaries. 

The Lisbon Agenda, adopted by the EU as a blueprint for Europe's economic conversion from statism to an openness that could challenge the United States', was acknowledged last fall as a failure. The Growth and Stability Pact, intended to provide the tight budgetary parameters that would allow tax cuts and the prospect of economic growth, had already been trampled on by France and Germany and then suspended by Brussels at their insistence. 

And this, over the last month: While tortured by Chinese textile exports that leveled a whole industrial sector in Europe, the French and Germans pushed the EU, so far unsuccessfully, to lift its embargo on selling arms to China and wrench the balance of power in Asia. 

All of the above while the EU was expanding to a disparate membership of 25, split between new entries, like a Lithuania or a Slovakia, who see the EU as a framework for their sovereignty and economic development; and a few founder countries, principally France and Germany, who regard the newcomers as dangerous competitors in the job market, and whose greatest use for the EU is as an amplifier, an international projector of their national goals. 

If you ask voters what they think in these circumstances - throwing in Chirac and Gerhard Schröder's support of eventual Turkish membership - a slap-in- the-face verdict doesn't look like entire injustice. That level of brutality came even from the people to whom the French and Germans were kowtowing most assiduously. 

In the perspective of France and Germany not getting their way in the EU on Chinese arms sales, and foreshadowing the constitution's defeat, a Chinese scholar, Shi Yinhong, a professor of international relations in Beijing University, said something cruel in Le Figaro last week: "The fact is, Europe is only useful if it serves Beijing's strategic ambitions. These are dominated, of course, by the rivalry with American power." 

With the no vote, this brings Europe back to the necessity of a re-examination of its own ambitions. Built in to the rejection of a referendum that Chirac proposed himself, and Schröder's big regional defeat and call for national elections in September, is a challenge to the two men's European presumptions. 

In France, Chirac, whose term is up in 2007, teeters on the threshold of lame duck status. He has a rival in Nicolas Sarkozy, president of their Gaullist party, who argues that the glorious no-risk, no-change, no-growth French social model for Europe is a non-export product that has meant more than 10 percent French unemployed. As for Chirac's view of a multipolar world, divided into irreconcilable groupings like Europe, China and the United States, Sarkozy dismisses it as confrontational and artificial. 

In Germany, Angela Merkel, whose Christian Democrats have a wide lead over Schröder's Social Democrats in the polls, personally moved ahead of the chancellor last week in terms of voter preference. She speaks openly of the dangers to Europe's perception of German reliability in Schröder's preference for Russia and China over the United States. 

But on both sides of the Rhine the margins for change are small. Sarkozy spoke Sunday night of hearing a French call for a Europe that is more "protective," not exactly an I-dare-you leap at wrenching the EU from its economic torpor. 

And Merkel's game plan in Germany looks like Schröder-lite, avoiding any painful-sounding economic reforms, or pledges to help the United States in Iraq with troops. 

Understandably, but perhaps somewhat disingenuously, the Bush administration suggested before the French referendum and Schröder's regional catastrophe that a strong, united European partner was always preferable to a stumbling, negative, self-obsessed one. 

True enough. The mildly disingenuous part: The administration and the rest of the world will not fail to notice that Europe's "peace front" of 2002, which turned resistance to the U.S. war in Iraq into a Genesis myth for a Europe defined in opposition to the United States, is in the process of self-delegitimization. 

Take Bernadette Chirac's word for it. If France voted no, she said last week, it "would make the chief of state's position fragile" in his dealings with those deciders of equal rank who see Europe's future in what I'd call more frank, more modest terms. 


