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Do companies
have a nationality?
The dynamics of globalisation have long conveyed the image of
a “global” company, setting up in a wide diversity of countries as
investment opportunities arise so as to better serve the interests, not
of a nation, but of shareholders who are themselves multinational.
That said, could the current resurgence of protectionist and mercantilist
rationales, particularly in the United States and China, be reshuffling
the decks? In a world where large Chinese and American companies
are asserting and professing national ownership to better serve the
converging interests of their shareholders and their country of origin,
is this vision of a stateless company still relevant?
Furthermore, for a company, what does it mean to have a nationality
today? Can Europe provide adequate conditions for its existence?
Finally, at a time when companies are growing increasingly aware
of their social and societal responsibility, should not the profession
of a national affiliation be a prerequisite for the affirmation of their
“raison d’être”?
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A word from our Chairman
Hello everybody. Thank you for taking part in
this second meeting of the Comité Médicis. We
are pleased to welcome today Pierre-André de
Chalendar, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer
of Saint-Gobain, one of France’s oldest companies,
founded under Louis XIV to produce the glass
for the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles.
Today, the company deploys its expertise on every
continent.
Joining him for the debate is François Lenglet, the
editorialist widely recognised and appreciated for
his striking and forward-looking views. I remember the book he published in 2006, which was
one of the few to predict the financial crisis of
2008. Thank you both for agreeing to participate
in this debate on the theme: “Do companies have
a nationality?”.
As a reminder, in 1953 Charles Erwin, then CEO of
General Motors and appointed to become General
Eisenhower’s Secretary of Defense, when asked
about a possible conflict of interest during his
confirmation hearings before the Senate, famously
stated: “What’s good for General Motors is good
for the United States, and vice versa”. Almost 40
years later, Robert Reich, an economist who was
to become Secretary of Labor under Bill Clinton,
published a manifesto, The Work of Nations, in
which he quotes Charles Erwin, claiming: “American capitalism was now organized relentlessly
around profits, not patriotism”.

Yves Perrier
Chairman of the Comité Médicis
These two statements, both striking and contradictory, are a reflection of two distinct periods.
The first is the post-war period, when companies
and States worked hand-in-hand and had mutual
interests. The second is that of globalisation, during
which companies entered a so-called “deterrioralisation” process, choosing profit as their raison
d’être and weighing up the competitiveness of the
territories in which they operated. This competitive approach gave rise to the theme of stateless
companies, also predicted by another American,
George W. Ball, in the late 1960s.
This concept of denationalisation is a component
of the globalised market, leading to a reversal of
relations between companies and States. In this
conception, companies have no other homeland
than the market, and their demands on territories
are relatively greater than their obligations towards
them. This is not only a reversal of power relations,
but also of the relation between rights and duties.
Arbitration tribunals were thus created to enable
companies to bring proceedings against States.
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The times are changing, and today we can no
longer describe business-state relations in the
terms of Robert Reich. In the current context of
geopolitical tensions between great powers, companies, however global they may be, are considered as belonging to a specific nation. So we
have domestic companies on the one hand, and
foreign companies on the other, and this is made
glaringly obvious to the latter. In such a context,
a company would run a great risk in referring to
itself as stateless. It needs to be able to rely on
national protection. The 19 August 2019 Statement
of the Business Roundtable, which brings together
the largest American companies, also marked a
reversal of the Shareholder Value doctrine. The
American company’s raison d’être is to serve the
United States, its communities and its values. In
China, the question does not even arise.
The time has come to rethink the question of corporate nationality, not only in how companies
interact with the State, but also with society at
large. This is the challenge that François Lenglet
and Pierre-André de Chalendar have agreed to take
up. You might wonder about Amundi’s interest in
addressing this issue.

Right from when it was created in 2010, Amundi
considered responsible investment as one of its
four founding pillars. We have restated this commitment as part of an ambitious three-year plan
to mainstream ESG criteria, which express the
general interest, in our investment management.
Amundi’s approach is fully in line with that of the
Crédit Agricole Group, of which it is a subsidiary,
based on three pillars: the client, the human and
the societal aspects. Crédit Agricole’s task is to
determine how it can contribute to the general
interest. This is in fact a very practical issue, since
when we address social or governance issues in
our rating systems, it is on the basis of benchmarks
built on universal principles, which at the same
time take a realistic approach to the countries
in which they apply. It is on this basis that the
question of the role of companies vis-à-vis their
home nation arises.
One last word: when referring to Amundi’s nationality, I usually tell people that it is “a French
company, with a European culture and a global
reach”.
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François Ewald
Delegate-General of the Comité Médicis
Perhaps the best way to introduce this debate is to
start with a definition of nationality: “Nationality
is the legal link that connects an individual to a
State, from which arise obligations (military service, payment of taxes, obedience to laws, etc.)
in return for which political, civil and professional rights are conferred, as well as the benefit of
public freedoms.”
Two notions emerge. The first is that nationality
confers rights, and therefore capabilities and
powers. Being deprived of nationality is such a
detrimental situation that, after the Second World
War, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
stated in its article 15 that “Everyone has the right
to a nationality. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived
of his nationality nor denied the right to change
his nationality”. The second is that nationality
is not so much a property as a relation between
the State and the individual or the State and a
company. This is a social relation. The General
Motors quote cited by Yves Perrier describes a
relation between the company and the American
State, which is one of reciprocity. In Robert Reich’s
version, on the other hand, the relation is rather
one of instrumentalisation.

The question raised today is how to define, in
the current context, the relation of nationality
between State and company. For this purpose, we
will proceed in several steps: first, we will examine
the context and why the question of corporate
nationality is back on the agenda. Second, we
will seek to characterise the relation of nationality today, first by considering how to define a
company’s nationality, and then by considering
the rights and capabilities offered by the State
in return for that nationality. Finally, in the last
session, we will examine the duties of nationality.
You know the historic words of President John F.
Kennedy: “Ask not what your country can do for
you – ask what you can do for your country”. If
there is indeed a relation of nationality between
the company and the State, then what should the
company do for its country of nationality?
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François Ewald •
François Lenglet, you are the author of several
essays, which have attracted considerable attention,
in which you predicted the return of the State.
Maybe you could start by clarifying the context?

François Lenglet •
My point of view is more that of an onlooker than
a participant. As can be seen, the link between the
company and its nationality has weakened since
the 1980s, and more particularly at the end of
that decade. Two major events must be borne in
mind, namely the fall of the Berlin Wall, which
marked the effective start of modern globalisation,
and the liberalisation of capital movements. In
Europe, while everything was set for 1 January
1993, France had anticipated this liberalisation as
early as July 1990. From this date on, new and very
attractive spaces opened up to companies, causing
a shift in the business centre of gravity. Companies
sought markets and clients beyond the Wall and
also further afield, as this period was also marked
by the emergence of Asia. Although there was a
hiatus after Tiananmen in 1989, China quickly
resumed its opening to the rest of the world in the
early 1990s. These factors combined to making
France an increasingly moot base for French companies with international ambitions.

Companies were also on the lookout for more
attractive production conditions outside France:
this led to offshoring, or délocalisation in French,
a term coined in a 1993 report by Senator Jean
Arthuis, expressing alarms about the consequences
of these developments in terms of employment. The
company’s social centre of gravity therefore shifted.
Taking advantage of the globalisation of capital movements, companies were also looking
elsewhere for investors and shareholders. The
centre of gravity therefore also shifted in terms
of property, and this is a key element. When we
refer to the denationalisation of a company, the
reality is closer to a movement conditioned by
the denationalisation of investment. If you invest
in a plant located thirty kilometres from home,
you’re probably interested in something other
than profitability, but if you invest in a plant at
a distance of 3,000 kilometres, you’re probably
more interested in this factor. Profitability is the
common language of investors the world over.
The fourth exodus of the company is obviously
related to tax motivations, particularly in Europe.
Companies sought out the most advantageous tax
regimes and obtained legal facilities in this area
from the construction of the vast single market. As
a result, the nationality factor became more hazy.
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Nevertheless, it should also be noted that a parallel
movement was developing, namely the dwindling
interest of States in their companies. This movement also took place in the early 1990s under the
impetus of European integration. As a reminder,
the aim of Europe is the removal of borders and
precisely the denationalisation of the economy.
At the time, all fifteen member countries were
involved in this movement, which manifested
itself in a competition policy.
The first Merger Regulation dates back to 1989.
This competition policy prohibits mergers if they
harm consumers, resulting in the prohibition of
State aid. It de facto severed the link between companies and public authorities, which existed for
example when Compagnie Générale d’Electricité
(CGE) was headed by Ambroise Roux, former adviser to President Georges Pompidou. Ambroise Roux
took the helm of the company within a conglomerate that was not a public conglomerate in the true
sense of the word, but which depended very largely
on public orders, awarded under conditions far
removed from those of the market. At the time,
the belief was that this strengthened the country’s
interest. The last factor corresponds to the opening
up of public procurement markets carried out
indiscriminately in Europe, without Community
preferences. To sum up, the consequence of these
movements was a misalignment of the interests
of companies and States, a mechanically-induced
backlash.
We are experiencing this today through the political crisis that has arisen in many democracies,
where citizens feel a loss of control.

companies have a nationality?

Remember the Brexit slogan was “Take back
control”. A curious fact is that this crisis emerged
at the same time in countries around the world,
with English-speaking countries, as always, at the
forefront. They were already at the forefront when
borders were opened, and both the United States
and the United Kingdom are at the forefront in
calling for borders to be re-established. This is
a form of call to order in the most fundamental,
and therefore most literal, sense, and I believe
it explains the current attempts to renationalise
the economy. At the same time, and this further
reinforces the trend, we are seeing a return of
competition among major powers, a case in point
being China giving free rein to its desire for economic and strategic power, which was not the case
twenty years ago. The United States has probably
always been even more competitive, but with
even less kid gloves. Only Europe appears to be
lagging behind in this movement, although I see
changes. At a time when people are calling on
the State to take back control, States themselves
are engaged in a struggle that is no longer merely
diplomatic, but also involves control of the economy and strategic and technological interests.
From a technological point of view, what we are
witnessing is a partition of the world between the
Chinese and the US hemispheres. These factors,
and we will have the opportunity to discuss them
further during this debate, prefigure, I believe, an
organisation of relations between companies and
States that could be very different from the ones
we have known for some thirty years.
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Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I fundamentally believe in the primacy of politics. Only the GAFA bosses harbour libertarian
dreams of getting rid of the States, and this feeds
mainly their ego and their desire for omnipotence.
However, for better or worse, politics always wins.
This conviction has always been very strong at
Saint-Gobain. In the 1970s, there were two emblematic big bosses in France, Ambroise Roux at the
head of Compagnie Générale d’Electricité (CGE)
and Roger Martin at the head of Saint-Gobain. In
a way, Roger Martin was the anti-Ambroise Roux:
he deliberately chose to develop Saint-Gobain
in those businesses that were protected from an
excessively strong relation with the public authorities. When, thirty years later, I see what has become
of Compagnie Générale d’Electricité on the one
hand, and Saint-Gobain on the other, I cannot but
think that my predecessor was not entirely wrong.
This also drove Roger Martin and then Jean-Louis
Beffa, his successor, as Frenchmen in a context of
international opening, to want the company to be
a world champion. This strategy involved selecting
businesses that were non-strategic for States and
explains why Saint-Gobain is now the virtual world
leader in all its businesses. This would not have
been possible as a French company operating in
major strategic businesses, as evidenced by the
fate of Compagnie Générale d’Electricité.

Even if this strategy was not theorised as such within the company, Jean-Louis Beffa always advised
me to give priority to businesses for which relations
with the State were limited, because the politicians
always get the upper hand.
I also agree with the idea of a resurgence of
nations, because the political framework that
led us to internationalise in markets that were
opening up is now changing at great speed. The
populism observed everywhere is nothing but
nationalism. Boris Johnson’s first slogan was “Take
back control”. What is new today is that States
see companies as a factor of economic power.
The Huawei case would have been unthinkable a
few years ago. While some countries have always
operated in this way, for instance South Korea, or
Germany to some extent, France, like the United
Kingdom, has lost interest in its national companies. The pendulum has swung back for some
countries, with a strong return to the concept of
companies and economies as factors of global
power. Speaking for a French company and given
the current environment, I believe that Europe is
the only appropriate solution. I share the government’s and Bruno Lemaire’s viewpoint on these
issues. Europe therefore appears to be the only
possibility for us to exist in the future

How can one define
a company’s nationality?
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François Ewald •
The current environment is therefore marked by a
resurgence of nations and a reversal of relations
between economics and politics. Politics is back in
the driving seat. In this context, it is impossible not
to have a nationality. But Pierre-André de Chalendar, how can one define a company’s nationality?
What makes Saint-Gobain a French company even
though you claim to be a world leader?

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
The subject is very complex.
First of all, I don’t know what is meant by a global company. Generally speaking, only some US
companies define themselves as such. On the
other hand, I’m a firm believer in the notion of
a multinational company, because a company is
always born somewhere, and it is also from the
different places where it has subsequently set
up operations. The difficulty lies in determining
whether the nationality of a company necessarily
corresponds to that of its country of origin. It would
seem important to be a good citizen in all the
countries where a company is established. One
of the consequences of the resurgence of politics
is a return to the concept of extraterritoriality. For
companies, this does not just mean complying
with the laws of each country. For example, the
Sapin law was seen as a response to American
extraterritoriality.

The UK anti-corruption law has an extraterritorial
reach. What does this mean for a multinational
company? It implies complying with the regulations
of the various countries in which it has assets.
I now come to the criteria of nationality. Jean-Michel Charpin proposed five such criteria in a
speech to the French Senate a few years ago: the
origin of capital ownership, local foothold, corporate culture and senior executives, R&D and
links with public authorities. Let’s see how this
applies to Saint-Gobain.
As regards the origin of capital ownership, the
question is complex. Everyone thinks that Siemens
is German, IBM is American, and Saint-Gobain
and Total are French. However, if I take the example of Saint-Gobain, 60% of the capital is held
by foreigners, the French shareholders consisting
first of the employees, then Amundi. Over the last
few years, and since Amundi’s fine acquisition in
Ireland, I now happen to exchange views with
asset managers based in Dublin, which is not very
different from the roadshow I hold in New York. I
also sometimes have discussions with Fidelity in
Paris. It is therefore difficult to conclude that a company’s nationality is defined by capital ownership.
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Let’s move on to senior executives. Is Axa about to
become German? You could just as well say that
Thomas Buberl is becoming French. Conversely, a
large pharmaceutical company ran into difficulties
with its chief executive and French laws, as the
CEO did not consider the company to be French.
For the past year, Saint-Gobain has had a Chief
Financial Officer from India, and it is rather he
who is becoming French. What conclusion can
be drawn from the nationality of senior executives? With regard to the board of directors, if I
am to follow good governance recommendations,
Saint-Gobain should have a greater proportion of
foreigners on its board. That said, if there is one
key locus of power within the company, it is the
board of directors. If the majority of directors are
foreigners, are we still a French company?
Personally, I like to relate to culture and history,
because great works such as the Louvre Pyramid
and the Hall of Mirrors are strong factors of cultural
identity and globally-recognised landmarks. Let
me share a striking example. In 2005, we acquired
the world leader in plasterboard, a British company. Several years later, it is interesting to observe
the consequences of this change of ownership.
We removed the UK head office, which had one
hundred people, to replace it with a structure of
about forty people in Paris. Fifteen years later, the
R&D department is still based primarily in the
UK, even though some developments have been

companies have a nationality?

made in France. I think this is an important factor.
In addition, we made investments in the French
plants following those initially made in the UK. On
the whole, this change of shareholder has not led
to any major changes in the countries concerned.
The aim is to be a good local player in each of
the countries where the company is established. I
prefer a German to run the plasterboard subsidiary
in Germany so as to ensure its success as a fine
German company. Defining the nationality of a
company is therefore really complex.

François Ewald •
So the objective criteria relating to a company’s
affiliation are actually fairly irrelevant in defining
its nationality. Perhaps François Lenglet has the
answer: why is a company like Saint-Gobain
French?
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François Lenglet •
Rather than answering the question directly, let
me add some comments. I share the view that
politics always wins out. Contrary to what I used
to think around 15 years ago, the economy always
does what it is told to do. If it felt it was free, it
was precisely because it had been allowed to be
free – and that period is coming to an end for the
reasons we have mentioned.
How are governments trying to renationalise their
economy or their companies? I’ll attempt to answer
the question by referring to factors which, I feel,
reflect the spirit of the times, and that we will have
to get used to. The most obvious manifestation is
protectionism, with the return of border taxes. That
said, there is a gap between rhetoric and reality. If
you listen to Trump, the United States have plenty
of protections – the reality is slightly more complex, even though there are real changes from five
years ago. Trump’s policy is itself a consequence
of the grassroots movement that brought him to
the presidency of the United States. If Trump is
not re-elected, in all likelihood, this trend will
continue in another form. In the United Kingdom, the situation is more ambiguous because
Boris Johnson’s agenda contains both liberal and
protectionist elements. From this perspective, I
see the Conservatives’ current economic agenda
as an interesting attempt to modernise the right-

wing party and adapt it to citizens’ requests. Once
again, the United Kingdom is ahead of us, and the
British “right” is ahead of ours.
The other factor reflects what happened with
Huawei, namely the ban on a Chinese player’s
access, not only to a strategic sector, but also to
the construction of 5G infrastructure. At the end
of the day, we realise that we are more dependent
on Chinese technology than we thought – but
these are initiatives that were unthinkable only
a short time ago.
Another topical issue is the regulations in many
countries, including Europe, aimed at controlling
the nationality of foreign investors in sectors seen
as strategic. From this point of view, a tipping point
was reached when the German robotics company
Kuka, then the world no. 2, was taken over by the
Chinese to the dismay of the German establishment. Kuka was an outstanding family business
and the fact that the Chinese took it over led to a
change of mindset. In France, a forward-looking
regulation was introduced with the Montebourg
decrees, which were criticised at the time, but
which anticipated the trend. Furthermore, a recent
decision following the Ghosn affair contributed
to this trend, with the obligation for the leaders
of large companies to pay their taxes in France.
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This would have been unthinkable ten years ago,
and in fact it goes against the spirit of the European
Treaties and free movement. Today, it has been
decided in the name of moral or political imperatives, the aim being to link the lot of business
leaders to that of the national community. My point
is not to be for or against such a decision, but to
provide you with elements from the observer’s
point of view.
Finally, the last factor, which I see as the most significant, is the cultural revolution on competition
issues under way in Europe. This has come about
at the initiative of Margrethe Verstager, who has
been a very vigilant competition commissioner
in the defence of the consumer. She is reviewing
the apparatus to consider a strategic protection of
Europe that could justify certain infringements of
consumer protection. While in liberal periods the
consumer is favoured over the producer, who may
have to adapt by reshoring, it is interesting to note
that in the coming period it is rather the producer
who will be favoured. Once a country’s economy
is renationalised, I do not see how profitability
cannot be undermined.
At a certain point, I believe affiliation to the
country of origin and profitability counteract each
other. This is a harbinger of a significant revolution,
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particularly in the field of competition policy. If
the company is asked to take responsibility for a
number of social externalities, this will potentially
be passed on to the consumer. In these liberal
periods, the balance of power between consumer
and producer is to the advantage of the consumer,
and in periods of renationalisation, we could see
producers raise their prices in one way or another.

François Ewald •
Pierre-André de Chalendar has just underlined
the irrelevance of objective criteria in explaining
a company’s nationality. And you, François Lenglet, pointed out that the nationality of a company
comes from the State and political power. I am
a reader of the French philosopher Ernest Renan,
who considers nationality as something desired,
professed, “a plebiscite repeated every day”. There
are certainly objective criteria for affiliation to a
country, but isn’t nationality the expression of a
will on the part of the company’s leaders, linked
to intangible elements?
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Pierre-André de Chalendar •
In 1852, Renan argued that nations are not perennial, which is why he imagined a European confederation in the future. It is interesting to see how
this applies today.

François Ewald •
That was before his famous speech on the nation.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
My point was to show that the issue is more complex than it appears at first sight. As chief executive
of Saint-Gobain, I have a responsibility towards
45,000 French employees, who feel at home in
France. However, this responsibility also applies
to employees in other countries.

François Ewald •
And yet they are glad to be working for a French
company.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
Yes, but they need to feel good about the State
in which they live. Conflicting injunctions are
therefore a difficulty. The same applies to embargo-related issues. I think France and the United
States have a certain claim to universalism, which

characterises French companies, not just French
politicians. In my opinion, the aspiration to nationality that you describe is also manifested, from
a universalist point of view, in the desire to disseminate throughout the company a certain number
of criteria that are deemed to be relevant. I also
agree with Yves Perrier’s comments on this point
when he refers to social responsibility, which must
apply in all the countries where the company is
established. We have a special social responsibility
towards France, our country of origin. Indeed, I
believe that Saint-Gobain represents a showcase
for France abroad and assumes a greater responsibility towards its country of origin. And yet this
is no simple matter, because there is no denying
the positive developments introduced in the last
thirty years. The role of States is supposedly to
promote business competitiveness, but we find
that we are not particularly helped by our country
of origin. If we are to grow our business in France,
the conditions must be favourable, at the risk of
not assuming our first duty. I’m not an adept of
Friedman, but in order to exist and have a social
responsibility, our first responsibility is to make
money. From this point of view, States have duties
towards companies
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The duties of the State
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Apart from the objective criteria mentioned above,
might we not say that the nationality of a company
is a destiny to be asserted? The next question is
to identify the State’s duties towards its domestic
companies.

François Lenglet, we spoke about the necessary
attractiveness and competitiveness of the State,
which means that it accepts to be placed in a
competitive situation. This leads to the social difficulties we are currently facing. Now we are told
that the State must be protectionist.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I believe that the first duty of a State is to give
companies the right conditions to conduct their
business in a profitable manner in their country of
origin. In the case of Saint-Gobain, whose activities
are mainly local, the situation is less serious than
for a company that carries on business from a
country, either by exporting or importing. Saint-Gobain sells the majority of its production in the
country where it manufactures, although some of
its activities involve goods that are shipped all over
the world. If we are not sufficiently competitive,
I do not see how we can be a responsible French
company. For example, if the State decided to
subject us to multiple border taxes, it would be a
disaster on a French scale. Far better to strengthen
them at European level. François Lenglet, you mentioned a rebalancing of European policy from the
consumer to the producer, but for the time being,
this is not what I am hearing in Brussels. Industry
leaders have been calling for this for several years,
but not much heed is being paid to them.

François Lenglet •
Competitiveness and attractiveness policies have
been organised in a deliberate, even justified way.
The sentiment was that everyone would be better
off.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
Let us take the very topical example of climate, a
subject on which populism and nationalism are
leading us to disaster. Climate obviously requires
global governance, and this is very difficult to
set up. If Europe wants to make progress on the
climate issue, it cannot do so intelligently without
protectionism. You cannot have a carbon price
that is markedly different from that in other world
regions, otherwise you will no longer have an
industry. One of Saint-Gobain’s main aspirations
is to contribute to energy savings in buildings, the
most energy-intensive sector. Carbon prices may
be higher in Europe than elsewhere, but we still
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have to produce double-glazing for France; but if
there is no protection at Europe’s borders, there is
a risk it will be manufactured outside France for
reasons of competitiveness and scale. We should
therefore reason on a European, not a French scale.

François Ewald •
François Lenglet, what would be a good model
for a national public policy today?

François Lenglet •
On the European continent, this model would
involve such a break with our organisation and
history that I do not think it would be desirable
any more than you. Ideally, a model should be set
up at European level, but not everyone agrees and
there will be obstacles regarding the climate issue
or any other issue relating to market organisation.
I would like to refer back to what you said, François Ewald, about nationality being an asserted
destiny. I am not sure I agree with this statement,
because it is far too fragile a link, based on will
and motivation. On this point, I agree somewhat
more with Marx than with Renan, but what counts
is the balance of power, namely the organisation
of the economy, which is defined by the States.
My comments were aimed at underscoring this
balance of power rather than expressing a personal
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wish. I also agree with your observation that the
last thirty years have brought about some great
things. Without this period, our current situation
would certainly be worse.
The system then went on to experience a number
of excesses, which now need to be corrected. These
excesses led to the populist crisis and probably
to the financial crisis of 2009. That is why we are
looking for a new system that will not depend on
goodwill. It seems to me that the company will
change under the pressure of public opinion and
political power, following clumsy and confused,
probably excessive, and sometimes dangerous
attempts, of which we can already see a number
of examples. My deep-rooted conviction is that an
optimum structure will probably be found with a
higher level of rules than previously, but that will
certainly allow our companies to be eminently
successful. The best of them will obviously be
spurred on by the desire to make money, to create
inventions that change people’s lives, to improve
their processes and to gain in efficiency. This is
the fundamental spur of capitalism.

François Ewald •
What should Europe’s role be? Can it be a haven
for nationality?
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Pierre-André de Chalendar •

Pierre-André de Chalendar •

I think that if France were to close in on itself,
we would definitely lose out. On the other hand,
a stronger affirmation of Europe seems to me
crucial for companies in the various countries
concerned. We must be, and we are, very much
a European company. I firmly believe that Europe
is the solution.

I agree, Europe does not protect itself sufficiently.
And yet, its trade with the rest of the world brings
great benefits: Europe’s surplus trade balance is
proof of this. France’s current situation is an exception in Europe, hence this paradox: in France, we
are the first to talk about protection on a European
scale, whereas Europe as a whole is a winner under
the current system.

François Lenglet •
Yes, I agree it is the solution, but that would mean
defining a form of European nationality. We’re a
long way from that.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
The European company already exists in legal
terms.

François Lenglet •
Yes, but we need to go further. For example, Europe
is setting up an “Airbus-style” consortium for EV
batteries, but at the same time it is letting in subsidised Chinese batteries, and that doesn’t make
sense. There is a need for greater consistency.
Moreover, in the United States and China, government procurement is virtually closed to any foreign
player, except in specific cases. The United States
has the Buy American Act, while Europe prefers
the best-bidder principle, regardless of nationality. A European nationality therefore implies a
profound reorganisation, and the legal structure
offering tax facilities to companies is not enough.
Everything must be brought into line with the
markets’ organisation.

François Lenglet •
Yes, but when I refer to the “Airbus of EV batteries”
and the need to protect ourselves from Chinese
batteries, I’m thinking of the example of solar
power. Total invested in Sunpower, while we let in
cut-price solar panels shamelessly subsidised by
the Chinese. This crippled the industry, and Total
is now selling Sunpower... to the Chinese. There
is no reason to be passive. I appreciate your point
that this should not prevent France from enforcing
competitiveness policies, which are essential,
more vis-à-vis neighbouring European countries
than non-European countries. What is therefore
needed is a truly differentiated competition policy
depending on production conditions

What are a company’s
duties to its country of
nationality?
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François Ewald •
We previously stated that nationality implies a
trade-off of rights and duties. We have just examined the duties of the State towards the company
that bears its nationality. How can we now define
a company’s duties to its country of nationality?

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
First of all, while we have a nationality, we are also
multinational. We therefore have duties towards,
and rights in, the various countries in which we
operate, and not only in France. The group has
130,000 foreign employees, and I do not see why
they should be subject to French legislation. As the
CEO of a French company, my duties are obviously
important for all of Saint-Gobain’s French subsidiaries. Nevertheless, it is worth considering whether
or not the Group has a particular responsibility
towards France, its country of origin, in which it
does not necessarily carry out most of its activities.
This is a subtle point. If I consider that I have a
particular responsibility, it should not, however,
be at odds with the greater picture. As you pointed
out, the first duty is to pay taxes.
In the debate on taxing the GAFA, we as French
people want them to pay taxes in France; but if I
listen to you, and as in fact Trump says, they should
pay taxes in the United States. How does this fall
under the jurisdiction of the French government?

My duties to the French government cannot be
disproportionate to what my activities represent
on a global scale. I do believe that we have a
special responsibility to our country of origin.
Qualifying this responsibility is a delicate matter.
For example, a major problem is linked to urbanisation in many countries, pertaining to the very
strong disparities between urban and rural areas.
It so happens that the industry is more present in
the countryside than in the cities, which implies
a social and political responsibility towards our
country. But we still need our country to help us.
While I have to be a good French citizen, I also
have to be a good citizen in every country where
I am established.

François Lenglet •
This is a very complex issue. I think that responsibility is primarily a duty towards someone.
With regard to the State, responsibility starts, as
Pierre-André de Chalendar rightly stated, by paying
the taxes due and respecting social rules. As for the
rest, if we ask a company to profess a nationality, it
is then placed in conflicts of interest that are very
difficult to resolve. There are a number of cases
where, given the conditions of competitiveness
from one country to another, the company has to
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make decisions that may go against the interest of
its country of origin, or refrain from making them,
at the expense of its profitability. A case in point is
Total’s La Mède refinery, which is being kept open
under pressure from elected politicians, although
this makes no sense in economic terms. Total’s
CEO is doing his best to manage these contradictory pressures by trying to convert the plant to a
new business, namely palm oil, which has come
under criticism in the National Assembly because
it is believed to contribute to deforestation, even
though it has been declared green and environmentally friendly. Basically, all the company can
do is try to balance pressures, but I don’t think it
can profess a nationality without compromising
these balances and without stepping onto shifting
ground. Nevertheless, I would like to nuance this
with the company’s responsibility towards its customers. What a company can do is place emphasis
on being local, for example like Orange, which
emphasises that its call centres are all based in
France, unlike those of other companies, thus
appealing to the customer’s civic sense. It hopes to
benefit in terms of image and therefore business.
I recently had a conversation with a big boss in
the automotive industry, who owns a dozen plants
of widely varying sizes in France and who rotates
his managers through career paths. For example, a
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manager works in Limoges, then moves to Shanghai before going to Johannesburg. This means that
Limoges is just a stage in his career path, and he
is no longer integrated into the small community
of local notables and no longer in interaction
with the demands of society. This seemed to me
a novel form of organisation, and I believe that
this business leader’s goal is to improve the way
his company operates.

François Ewald •
Previously, we indicated that one of the criteria
for nationality was the shareholding structure. This
might sound a little provocative, but isn’t employee
shareholding one way of renationalising capital?
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Pierre-André de Chalendar •

François Lenglet •

I am a great advocate of this; in fact, I presented the
employee share ownership awards here last week.
This question is all the more interesting in that it is
easier to convince French employees, whereas it
is more difficult to set up employee shareholding
schemes abroad. Thanks to the Group savings
plan, Saint-Gobain’s employees are its biggest
shareholder with a stake of 8%, and 60% of them
are French employees because the provisions in
their country of origin are more advantageous. If I
look at the situation at our subsidiary Placoplatre,
the French employees benefited from the plan,
unlike their British counterparts.

You can explain to your foreign shareholders that
you need to keep a factory in France for social or
political reasons, but they won’t understand. The
company therefore has no choice but to adapt
to the freedom of capital. We can question this
freedom and ban capital, and for a long time
we did very well with far higher growth rates
than today, but you can hardly tell the French to
keep their plant and explain this to the American
shareholders.

François Ewald •
Another way of renationalising, and this is not the
case for Saint-Gobain, which develops business
activities abroad without offshoring, would be to
manage the sites in such a way as to maintain a
balance with the State of nationality.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I think we have to be very careful on these issues,
because there is a duty to be competitive to thrive.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
Capital ownership is an index proxy; I believe
that on average, French CAC 40 companies are
46%-owned by foreign investors. So you can’t say
the same thing to me as to Bernard Arnault. There
is a need to develop French share ownerships.

François Ewald •
To wrap up on this point, the French PACTE law
states that companies have a raison d’être. Is the
relation to its nationality part of a company’s raison
d’être? As Yves Perrier pointed out, that is what
American business leaders claim. In particular,
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their raison d’être is to serve the United States in
its communities, as a nation and in the respect
of American values. Should this relation to the
nation therefore be integrated into the company’s
raison d’être?

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I don’t know if many US companies express such
convictions in their raison d’être. Personally, I
haven’t really noticed it yet.

François Lenglet •
These problems cannot all be solved merely by
formulating a raison d’être, because a company
may very well state that it is serving France and the
French consumer while manufacturing at low cost
elsewhere, and thus destroying jobs in France. Who
is responsible for managing these contradictions?
This is a decision for the business leader and the
company’s board of directors, acting according to
their own conscience and convictions and balancing pressures. Perhaps Pierre-André de Chalendar
can shed some light on this.
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Pierre-André de Chalendar •
Nationality is less a destiny than a cultural identity
and roots. It forms part of the company’s DNA. As
Yves Perrier said when we started the debate, our
calling today is global.

François Ewald •
Earlier, we referred to the current pressure for a
return of nations, with the need to have a nationality, which is a rather difficult concept for a
multinational company to grasp. However, there
may still be a component of demand and not just
an objective situation. At the same time, there is a
dream of a European nationality, which implies a
profound transformation. Finally, you both concur
that, while having French nationality is all very
well, the implications in terms of intent should
not be excessive. Ernest Renan must be turning
over in his grave!
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Michel Guénaire •
Lawyer at the Paris Bar

I would like to make two comments regarding the
definition of the problem and the solutions. As far
as the problem is concerned, François Lenglet has
a very European take on the situation in my view.
Since the outset of globalisation, I do not believe
that it has made States lose their grip in many
parts of the world. This has been something of a
fool’s game for Europe because right from the start,
whether in China or in the United States, there has
been no intention for the States to take the back
seat in any way. States have been described as
useless players only in Europe, and this nuance is
important because there is no such thing as a new
world, rather a discovery by Europe of a world that
has not changed. The major regions of the world
remain armed. As a lawyer, I remember travelling
to parts of the world where my American colleagues got their information from the CIA, while I
had to go to the local trade office to buy – on my
client’s budget – pamphlets explaining the legal
framework for foreign direct investment. France
and Europe have failed to see the world evolving
or re-evolving.
Secondly, as far as the solution is concerned, I do
not believe there will ever be a nationalisation of
the business economy. I commend you for standing
up to François Ewald’s questions in your debate.
Clearly, a company has several nationalities and

will never be able to give priority to one over
the other. For me, nationality is neither a destiny
nor a raison d’être, it is a bond of interest. One
term that has not been used, but is nevertheless
essential, is “reciprocity”. The State must require
all companies investing in its territory to have
equivalent environmental, social and tax clauses
in their country of origin. It is on the basis of this
reciprocity that the State will protect its companies,
not by requiring them to have a national affiliation.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I agree with your last comments.

François Lenglet •
With regard to the dwindling role of the State, it
was indeed observed in the 1980s, even though I
agree with your interpretation as to the differences
from one region to another. In Europe, we have not
only pushed back the States, but also the borders.
From this point of view, neither China nor the
United States have ever seriously pushed back
their borders.
Turning to reciprocity, I think this applies more
in terms of business rather than being a strictly
philosophical reference to affiliation to a country
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or to history Yes, it is a criterion, but at the first
degree. It’s a minimum requirement, and in the
years ahead things could go further under political
pressure.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I support Amundi’s position that good governance
rules should come from here. Companies comply
with the framework in which they are placed.
They are not in charge, and if their shareholders
and the public authorities push them in the right
direction, then they will take it. Nevertheless, as an
individual, one can have an affiliation consonant
with one’s identity or culture. This is not how our
businesses should be run.

Bernard Carayon •

Former Member of Parliament and Lawyer
at the Paris Bar
First of all, I would like to commend Amundi and
Yves Perrier for initiating this type of debate. I have
been working on these subjects for the last 15 years
or so and this is the first time that I see a company
taking up this issue, an extremely complex one as
shown by this debate. My first comment is that I
do not believe in objective criteria, legal or financial, to define a company’s nationality. When a
President of the Republic goes abroad and takes
business leaders with him to sign contracts, does
he invite the chairman of Alstom? Yes, but not the
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chairman of Bombardier, and yet the company
employs thousands of people in northern France.
Let me take a second example. During a diplomatic confrontation between France and the United
States in 2005 on the Iraqi question, the Americans
boycotted French companies, in particular Sodexo,
which had long been established in the United
States and whose employees were all American.
We may find it difficult to identify the nationality
of our companies, but this example shows that
our competitors have no such qualms.
Thirdly, with regard to protecting our investments
against foreigners, a recurrent issue in France with
constant twists and turns, it seems to me that legislating bans is a mistake. Bans are a source of litigation and investment freezes, at a time when we
are constantly being taken over by the speed of
technological progress. My feeling is that ambiguity
is preferable to precision, like the Americans who
rely on the notion of national security. This is a
totally vague, empirical concept controlled by the
CFIUS (Committee on Foreign Investment in the
United States), far more effective, alas, than the
most eminent departments of the French Ministry
of Finance.
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Fourthly, I do not believe in a European nationality,
because there is no European people and no European tax system. This is a simple reason – I’m sure
you are all familiar with the words of a number
of intellectuals at the beginning of the century:
“I’ve met English, Germans, Swedes, but I have
never met Europeans”. Moreover, Europe has no
common vision on the matter of the nationality or
the strategic nature of companies. What did the
Poles do when they joined the European Union?
They bought US F-16 fighter jets, which says a
lot about the so-called “réflexe européen”, or
“thinking European”, and there are plenty more
examples of this.
Finally, it is worth highlighting the singularity of
the European Union, which is the only economic
development area in the world to be open and
accessible to predators from all over the world.
A liberal, or neo-liberal postulation has imposed
itself over the last thirty years or so, favouring
the consumer over the producer and considering
that all borders must be erased, which precludes
any cultural approach that we may have on the
definition of nationality. On the issue of reciprocity, Nicolas Sarkozy was the first proponent of
European themes at the time of the financial crisis
in 2008 and was shot down by the European Commissioners, who considered this tantamount to a
declaration of war against our major competitors.
With regard to public intervention in the words of
Victor Hugo, the European Commission is made

to be violated because it does not raise its voice.
During the 2008 financial crisis, the Franco-British
bank consolidation plan was in total breach of
the European treaties on the prohibition of state
aid. This plan was adopted in just five days, after
being submitted to the State Council on a Sunday
afternoon, a first since its creation, and voted on
by the two assemblies on the following two days.
In other words, the question of public aid must
be raised if we are to compete on a level playing
field with our major competitors.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
You have invited the “wrong” business leader
since I seldom take part in presidential trips, for
the reasons I mentioned earlier. I understand a
number of the points you make, but I note that
the President of the Republic also often invites the
heads of French subsidiaries of foreign companies
and listens to them a lot. The previous President
even paid more heed to them than to French companies. Although the President of the Republic
does not invite Bombardier’s chairman on foreign
trips, he often meets with him in France to help
him stand up for his company at the French level.
Regional employment is therefore as important
to the President as the nationality of companies
located in the French regions.
That said, I am less familiar with these issues since
I work in local businesses, which means I take an
interest in every country.
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Nor do I share your view of Europe, because I
can also say that this is the only way for companies to exist. There must therefore be a will at
European level.

François Lenglet •
I agree with what Bernard Carayon said about the
American way of operating and about this being
pragmatic and effective. Justifying a decision to
ban foreign investment on the grounds of national security allows for total arbitrariness and is
ultimately easier than defining sectors precisely,
on grounds that are both hazardous and shifting.
As far as Europe is concerned, if we do not succeed
in harmonising the fiscal framework and constructing a business framework that is able to respond
to the balance of power in this new world, Brexit
will only be the first chapter of other future exits.
The stronger the external pressure and the less
Europe finds the formula to respond to it, the more
populism and radical governments will spread.
There is no doubt that the British are taking the
risk of leaving Europe for reasons which, although
questionable, will be politically understandable
and will de facto impose themselves on the whole
economic environment.
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Robert Leblanc •
Chairman and CEO, Aon France
I do not think that the vision of countries and the
vision of companies are fully reconcilable. The
two perspectives are different, and the principle
of reality must be the first element that guides the
action of a business leader. The other considerations reside elsewhere, and a meeting is to be held.
I run the French subsidiary of the Aon Group and
I also oversee Belgium. I am struck by the attitude
of the Belgian team, which explains that there are
no longer any large Belgian companies since they
all belong to the French, Germans, English, Dutch,
etc. From the Belgian perspective, the question
of nationality is therefore an important subject.
Corporate decision-makers, for their part, cannot
be party to this line of thinking.
Turning to the subject of Europe, I totally disagree
with Bernard Carayon, because this is an absolutely
concrete notion. I would therefore be interested
in knowing the nationality of PSA-FCA, which
will be announced today. The head office will be
located in the Netherlands. Moreover, the non-harmonisation of tax treatment does not seem to be
an obstacle, since in the United States, regardless
of the state in which a company is established,
it remains primarily American, even though tax
frameworks differ from one US state to another.
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In my opinion, PSA-FCA is genuinely a European
carmaker, but I do not think that anyone can clearly
state its nationality. One of the key points concerns
strategic companies, with possible golden sharetype approaches by the State. Take the example
of Thales: is it not a strategic company for France?
Other companies that produce consumer goods
may have a good image, but they are unlikely to
jeopardise the national interest.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
In 2005, the Prime Minister saw Danone as a
strategic company. Even the British have raised
questions about one of their confectionery makers.
Why don’t you tell your Belgian employees that
they are European?

Robert Leblanc •
I can on the substance, but when they tell me
about their prospects for development and revenue growth, the business opportunities are not
the same as in France. There are no large Belgian
companies where decisions can be made, unlike
Danone or Thales in France.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
Your comments are grist to Bernard Carayon’s mill,
even though we agree on the concept of Europe.

Michel Rouger •
I’m a multinational individual entrepreneur.
I started working 75 years ago. I have never stopped working since and I have done business all
over the world. This is a very special category of
citizens. I can see the attempt to create a corporate
citizen through this debate, but I know that it will
be very hard for this dual citizenship, that of the
individual and that of the company, to coexist. As
I understand the business world – and I still work
for two CAC 40 companies – this debate can be
compared, almost line for line, with the current
debate on immigration giving rise to populism. We
have not found a way of harmonising life between
these two citizens, the individual as expressed by
François Lenglet through the political construction
of the country, and the company through the global
construction of the economy.

Pierre-André de Chalendar •
I’m afraid I haven’t answered all the questions.
The fact is things are far more complex than they
appear at first sight. Thank you for having given
us the opportunity to go deeper into this essential
debate. Thank you for having invited me: these
exchanges nurture my reflection as the head of
a multinational company and a company that
epitomises France

Conclusion
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François Ewald •
What have we learnt from this absorbing debate?
We started from the premise that a company’s
nationality should be analysed as a relation
between a State and a company. This exchange
between Pierre-André de Chalendar and François
Lenglet sheds remarkable light on both the nature
of the relation of nationality in the contemporary
context and its current transformation by opening
on to the question of Europe, both as a problem
and as a solution.
We are starting from a point in time – which is
no longer quite our own – when the relation of
nationality between States and companies has
taken a somewhat paradoxical turn, because it has
been expressed as a relation of denationalisation,
unshackling and emancipation. From the 1980s
onwards, States (in Europe at least) denationalised.
States opened their borders, lowered barriers,
encouraged their companies to leave the national
territory to conquer new ones; they invited inflows
of foreign capital. Entrepreneurs started looking
further afield, seeking to invest other spaces just
when European reason was forcing its Member
States to refrain from intervening to protect, support and promote their businesses. This led to the
sacrifice of CGE, the once almighty Compagnie
Générale d’Electricité. At the same time, Pierre-André de Chalendar has shown that this desire for

emancipation may have been part of Compagnie
de Saint-Gobain’s strategy, not because Saint-Gobain may have wanted to change its nationality,
but because since “politics always wins”, it seemed wise to protect the company from political
impulses and excessive dependence. This led to
Saint-Gobain ’s winning strategy: to be a leading
multinational company in its markets.
The consequence of this dual movement of denationalisation, both political and entrepreneurial,
was to obfuscate the definition of corporate nationality. It became very complex to determine a
company’s nationality, as the usual criteria for
affiliation were no longer really relevant. We entered a period where the nationality of companies
(at least French and European) became blurred,
uncertain, both from the perspective of the State
and of the company. There remains the fine thread
of history, of cultural identity. A somewhat honorary
identity that does not involve many obligations. In
such a context, one can hardly ask a multinational company to acknowledge that it has specific
duties towards the State of which it recognises
itself as a national. In fact, it has several duties.
Why should it choose one over the others? Does
historical precedent allow what could appear to
be a whim of the business leader?
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The denationalisation process being pursued in
Europe, which blurs the company’s nationality,
leads it to behave as if it had an autonomous reason of its own.
But today the relation is changing fast. It is not that
politics is taking back control (it never lost it), but
that the policy of corporate nationality is changing.
We are going back on all the previously-made
choices: we are recreating borders, revising free
trade agreements, much to the chagrin of a moribund WTO, and we are wary of foreign capital.
And in parallel, we see the entrepreneurs of the
American Business Roundtable affirming a nationalist raison d’être, a context in which companies
will be seen as being on our side or not. Under
these conditions, one may legitimately wonder
how Compagnie de Saint-Gobain’s strategy of
multinational neutrality will be able to adapt to
these new injunctions.
This is where Europe appears to be both the problem and the solution. The European question was
de facto at the heart of our exchange. Europe is first
of all the problem since it is Europe, in compliance
with its fundamental rules, that has been the great
driver of denationalisation when nowhere else have
States (United States, China in particular) pursued
such adventurous policies in the event of an economic turnaround. Europe has denationalised to
the point of placing its companies in a position of
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formidable weakness, of which it is now growing
aware, in a global competition that has become
– far from naive market optimism – dominated
by a thirst for power that is as realistic as it is
nationalist. Nevertheless, for a French company
like Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, protection at the
European level remains the solution. However,
this presupposes reconsidering the fundamental
philosophy that underpins the rules of competition within the Union, that we move away from
a vision in which we favour an abstract, precisely
denationalised consumer in order to protect the
producer in a competition that is not always fair.
But in all this, as François Lenglet reminded us,
it is not a question of making U-turns, but of correcting the rules that we had given ourselves by
being sufficiently agile and worldly-wise. At the
very least, however, we should agree on a general
European interest.
One last word: this new context should also incite
the European responsible investor to reflect on
European values, which he should prioritise in his
approach of ESG. There is no better way to defend
European companies than to develop a powerful
European ownership, faithful to European values.
Thank you all. I think we have made progress today
on one of the issues that concerns responsible
investment, namely how and why nationality should
be taken into account in assessing a company
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