"French Politics After l'Affaire Strauss-Kahn"

'If President Sarkozy now wins re-election, will he continue to disappoint with personal drama and cheap populism?'

By MATTHEW KAMINSKI
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The arrest of Dominique Strauss-Kahn in New York on rape charges Saturday throws a wrench into French politics. The International Monetary Fund chief was gearing up for another presidential run—perhaps announcing his candidacy as early as next month. He could well have won the nod of the opposition Socialists, and he was the only candidate consistently polling ahead of President Nicolas Sarkozy. Whatever happens in the courts from here on, DSK (as everyone calls him) is almost certainly out of the 2012 election and probably of political life. 
This improbable twist is the best political news for Mr. Sarkozy in years. His path to another term is clearer. But the fall of DSK isn't good news for France. He was the lone credible voice on the mainstream left open to reform and the modern economy. With him gone, Mr. Sarkozy can't be counted on to carry that flame, particularly with populists surging.

Here we have a paradox of the Sarkozy era and the man. France has in the past four years shed its Gaullist complexes and found a fresh voice that's not reflexively anti-American or ornery. It is hard to remember the last time Paris played so prominent a role in global affairs. The French pulled everyone along to bomb Libya, dislodged the ruler of the Ivory Coast, and pushed the Germans to bail out Greece, Portugal, et al.

President Sarkozy can take credit or blame for this shift toward interventionist Atlanticism, but his people give him neither. That's because at home he has failed to realize the broader promise of his 2007 election: to reconcile the French with the modern world.

Before the DSK affair, two other stories overshadowed Libya and the euro debt crisis. When 30,000 Tunisian migrants last month landed in Italy and threatened to move on to France, Mr. Sarkozy went out of his way to turn it into a national crisis. He mobilized the border police, threatened Italy, and demanded that the European Union rethink passport-free travel. A few weeks before, he signed into law a ban on wearing Islamic veils in public. One cartoon in Le Canard enchaîné, the satirical weekly, shows a policeman at a public beach talking to a woman who is naked except for the veil covering her face: "I order you, madam," he says, "to disrobe yourself."

In both instances, President Sarkozy decided to exploit—as opposed to alleviate—anxieties about immigration, the Islamic "other" and globalization. Those issues occupy many European countries, but a Sarkozy France was supposed to be different. Four years ago, Mr. Sarkozy promised a "rupture" with the "old ways of doing things." "I think France is impatient," he wrote in his 2006 book "Testimony," "exasperated by delays and eager for profound change." 
He changed France, but not profoundly. His politics are too helter-skelter for that, unmoored to any guiding philosophy or a strong political character. Sometimes you don't even think he knows what he believes on any particular issue. Add to the picture Mr. Sarkozy's personal peccadilloes: a divorce and a third marriage to the retired model Carla Bruni (who, in the most feverish rumor of the spring, may be pregnant—just in time, cynics add, for next year's vote); bling-bling tastes and friends; and his paper-thin skin. This explains his low standing and the rise of the Trumps of France.

WSJ Europe editorial page editor Brian Carney explains the policy impact of Dominique Strauss-Kahn's arrest. Also, Main Street Columnist William McGurn on the economics and politics of taxation.

On the left, Jean-Luc Melénchon, a former Socialist who broke away to found his own party in 2008, excites voters frustrated by the ineptitude and ideological impurities of the Socialist Party. Without DSK in the picture, the Socialists may turn to an old-guard figure like Martine Aubry, champion of the 35-hour work week. On the populist right, Marine Le Pen energized the National Front by looking and sounding less scary than her father, party founder Jean-Marie Le Pen, whom she replaced this year. A recent poll said she would beat Mr. Sarkozy in the first round of the presidential elections, which was another shock to the establishment.

The far left and far right both oppose open economics and borders. For one the bogeyman is a free market, for the other Arab immigration. But they appeal to a lot of the same people. They can't turn the clock back, yet they wield the power of /non /to block reforms and set the terms of debate.

And Mr. Sarkozy is willing to let them. He neutralized the right in 2007 by talking tough on crime and a vaguely defined French "identity," and he's using the same tactic this time. It's one thing to solidify your base, another to confuse the nation. The Sarkozy message? Embrace globalization—yet you are too fragile to do so.

It doesn't make him popular. In last week's Paris Match/Ifop survey, just 32% said they hold a favorable view of him. Of course, the French like to revile their regal presidents and still vote them back in. The two-round voting system makes it hard to forecast. If Ms. Le Pen or some other wild card gets through to the runoff, the country would likely coalesce around whichever established party candidate survives. In 2002, an unpopular Jacques Chirac won with 82% against Jean-Marie Le Pen, who beat a hapless Socialist in the first round.

Mr. Sarkozy, who is disliked more for who he is than for what he has done, looks more likely to hang on than he did last week. But the Sarkoism of 2007 is a tattered creed, and the promised French Revolution once again looks to be deferred. So, too, is a good opportunity to help Europe revitalize its politics and economy.
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