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A/S : Conférence annuelle de l’association de sciences politiques d’Europe centrale (10 septembre 2019) 

I am very honoured to have been invited to give an 
introductory key note speech at the annual Conference of 
the association of political sciences of central Europe.  

This event is highly symbolic. We are here in Matej Bel 
University and with this conference we are following in a 
way the path laid by this philosopher, Matej Bel. Figure of 
the age of the Enlightenment, encyclopedist, “à la Diderot” 
expert in many fields, he made a significant contribution 
for the progress of science and knowledge. Describing 
himself as "lingua Slavus, natione Hungarus, eruditione 
Germanus" (by language a Slav, by nation a Hungarian, by 
erudition a German and I could add, if Ms Rector allows, 
“inspiratione Gallus”). He embodies “avant la lettre”the 
dream of European unity.  

Banska Bystrica is another symbol: last year, extremist 
ideas  were defeated thanks to the unity of the democratic 
forces and an important work of communication and 
explanation at the local and national level. It is important 
to disarm the “techniques” of populism:  claiming the 
monopoly of representation of the people ;   abolishing the 
principal of non-contradiction; falsifying facts and history 
and weakening the legitimacy of rule of law institutions. 
The experience proves that unity, open dialogue and 
rational debate are some of the keys to be victorious over 
populism and extremism. In this sense, this 23rd Annual 
Conference of Central European Political Science 
Association plays an important role. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavic_languages
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kingdom_of_Hungary
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For decades, France has nurtured an important 
relationship with Central and Eastern European countries 
based on a common culture (I) and common interests we 
would like to further develop in the future, in the 
framework of shared values (II). 

I/ France and Central Europe share a common history of 
fight for the freedom of thought and creation & 
independence of Nation States. Those values are often 
used by historians to define the aspirations of Central 
Europe. For instance, the great Polish historian Oskar 
Halecki, member of the Polish delegation at the Paris Peace 
Conference in 1919, wrote in 1944 :  

“Historically, Central Europe defines itself by its 
attachment to the ideals of freedom and 
independence”. 

As a consequence, for decades central European elites 
spoke French, (and some still do !) considered  as the 
language of enlightenment freedom but also of 
universalism. This close relation with enlightenment and 
universalism was the reason why so many Central 
European intellectuals were attracted to France. As the 
famous polish writer Witold Gombrowicz once wrote in its 
Journal :  

 “Being French is to take into account precisely other 
things than France.”  
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After the Second World War, Central European countries 
were locked up behind the Iron Curtain. Nevertheless 
France remained active and engaged in Central Europe 
through its cultural presence with bilateral agreements 
signed in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Furthermore, France welcomed several artists, intellectuals 
from Central Europe: 

 - philosophers such as the Bulgarian Tzvetan Todorov,  

-historians such as the Hungarian Ferenc Fejtö,  

or writers such as the Czech Milan Kundera or the Pole 
Czeslaw Milosz.  

This explains the strength and the continuity of our cultural 
ties. 

Moreover our political ties date way back than one could 
presume: in the XIXth Century France supported the re-
creation of Poland after 3 partitions in the XVIIIth century 
Raymond Poincaré and George Clemenceau supported the 
plans of Slovak and French General Stefanik and favored 
the creation of a Czechoslovak army (1917), Charles de 
Gaulle revived the cultural cooperation with Iron Curtain 
countries, François Mitterrand openly supported the Czech 
and slovak dissidence during his 1988 official visit in 
Prague. 

In the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall, France strongly 
supported the accession of Eastern European countries to 
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the European Union and NATO.  We provided training and 
funding to ease their political and economic 
transformation, although the post-communist transition to 
a free-market economy was not always easy. In this 
European field, from the foundation of EC, France 
continuously insisted on the cultural, political, or security 
dimension of the European project, and not only on 
economy and trade. And we were not always heard or even 
listened to. 

At times, we also had our differences such as in 2003 with 
the intervention of the United States-led coalition in Iraq. 

We nonetheless managed to sign a number of strategic 
partnerships in 2008 with almost all Central European 
countries. This was a very concrete sign of our involvement 
in the region.  

Today, we wish to continue this dialogue with Central 
Europe on core issues for our common future in the 
European Union, thanks to bilateral and multilateral 
exchanges. 

II/ France’s relation with Central and Eastern Europe has 
been reinforced since 2017. 

President Macron had a first summit with the Visegrád 
group [Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland] 
during his first European Council, in June 2017. His first 
European tour in 2017 was dedicated to Central Europe. It 
allowed him to exchange views with his Slovak, Czech, 
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Romanian and Bulgarian counterparts on various European 
issues.  

As you know, France, the “ grande Nation” is nowadays 
one the most committed countries in promoting an 
integrated EU because Europe is the best way to safeguard 
our sovereignity and our democratic and liberal values.  

Our proposals for a deeper integration of the UE have been 
presented by the French president in his La Sorbonne’ 
speech at the end of last year, in a transparent and 
inclusive way. We hope the current Slovak presidency of 
the Visegrád group will be an opportunity to discuss further 
the concrete initiatives that were proposed on this 
occasion.  I would like to particularly emphasize our 
proposal to create a network of European universities, to 
join forces, based on our conviction that culture is the 
cement of Europe. 

France strongly believes that we share a common 
European destiny. We have to stand united to confront 
global challenges while promoting a more united, 
sovereign and democratic Europe. 

In this regard, over the past year, we have moved forward 
at a much faster pace than in the last 60 years. We have 
made unprecedented progress, including strengthening our 
common defense policy, reaching an agreement between 
France and Germany for a euro zone budget, and revising 
the posted workers directive. At the same time, more than 
ever, we need to remain vigilant on the respect for the Rule 
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of Law and to continue to fight corruption in each and 
every Member State.  

Extremism is a threat in Europe and beyond. We should not 
be blind or inactive. It would be deadly for EU as 
democracy and rule of law are the foundation of our union. 
This dark and dangerous temptation has deep causes. 
Open dialogue rational debate, education, critical mind are 
key to combat it. In order to fight it in an effective and 
lasting manner, we should also take into account social 
and economic conditions of the citizens as well as their 
level of education. Poverty, ignorance and inequalities are 
a fertile ground for extremist ideas : we have to do more in 
the EU to bolster upward convergence in order to reduce 
the gaps that generate frustrations and divide the EU 
Member States. We have to do more for the Youth and in 
the field of Education. The “knowledge society” is full of 
promises but we have to keep up with solid education 
systems, with innovation and research, and we also have to 
address worrying brain drain which weakens and increases 
the vulnerability of several European regions and countries. 
We must avoid an EU where the centre would magnetize 
all the wealth to the expense of a declassed periphery. 

 To fulfill this goal, we need adequate and smarter national 
and European policies reinforcing EU-cohesion, 
convergence and solidarity among citizens and countries. 
France has made several proposals to this end : creation of 
an investment budget for the Eurozone, more means for 
research, innovation, digital economy, strengthening of 
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European universities and also more for the upward social 
convergence, one of the great promises of EU integration 
for our citizens. In that sense, our involvement for 
improving the social rights of the posted workers was fully 
consistent: we should not allow such phenomena as 
“second-class” workers of the internal market.    

In an uncertain fast-evolving international environment, 
the European Union remains the best answer to safeguard 
our culture, our way of life and our place in the world. All 
these elements are aspects of our common heritage that 
must be preserved. In the turmoil caused by unprecedented 
challenges and to remain at the forefront of the global 
competition, we need the European Union. 

We tend to forget the major achievement we inherited 
from the European project : Peace. History teaches us that 
a long-lasting peace is never guaranteed unless we 
continuously fight and work for it.  

As you know, this coming November, France will be hosting 
the Paris Peace Forum.  

Conceived as a response to rising tensions in today’s world, 
the Paris Peace Forum is based on a strong belief that 
sustainable peace can only be achieved through 
transnational and multilateral cooperation. The Paris 
Peace Forum intends to be the place for joint solutions in 
the fields of peace and security, environment, 
development, new technologies and inclusive economy. 
Every year from now on it will convene representatives 
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from various horizons such as politics, economics, 
academia, media and civil society. This year, we received 
close to 900 applications from 116 countries. Among them, 
119 projects were selected to be showcased at this first 
Paris Peace Forum.  

* 

France firmly believes in the virtue of democratic debate. It 
has spearheaded the organization of citizen consultations 
across Europe, from April to October 2018, in 27 EU 
Member States, in the spirit of openness to all citizens, 
pluralism and transparency. The result of these 
consultations will contribute to shape the future of the 
European Union in the coming decade. In this context, the 
Banska Bystrica Forum is a very useful contribution to an 
open dialogue and debate, especially in the context of the 
forthcoming European elections. Thank you./. 

 

 

 


