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Notre-Dame’s Reopening: A Moment of National Unity  
and Diplomatic Success Amid Political Turmoil 

 
By Paco Milhiet 

 
SYNOPSIS 

Five years after a devastating fire that shocked France and the world, the medieval 
Notre-Dame Cathedral, a jewel of French culture, reopened its doors on December 7, 
2024. The ceremony offered President Emmanuel Macron an opportunity to showcase 
French culture and “savoir-faire”, enhancing the country's international image while 
fostering a deep sense of national pride amid a deepening political crisis. 

COMMENTARY 

Built in the middle of the 12th century, Notre-Dame de Paris is one of the most iconic 
monuments in Europe and a major worship site for the Catholic community worldwide. 
Its history is intricately intertwined with that of France, having hosted the arrival of the 
Holy Crown in 1239 (the crown of Jesus according to the Christian tradition), the 
coronation of Napoleon I in 1804, the triumphal entry of Charles de Gaulle in 1944, 
and the funerals of several presidents of the French Republic. 

The cathedral also inspired numerous artistic works, including Victor Hugo’s novel 
Notre-Dame de Paris, published in 1831; Disney’s animated film The Hunchback of 
Notre Dame produced in 1996; and, more recently, Notre-Dame, a book by British 
bestselling author Ken Follett. 

For years, Notre-Dame was visited annually by some 13 to 14 million people, making 
it one of the most visited monuments in Europe. On April 15, 2019, a huge fire broke 
out, destroying the cathedral's roof and 13th-century frame, the spire designed by 
famous architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, and several vaults forming the ceiling. The 
tragedy sparked considerable emotion in France and around the world. 

https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/
https://eglise.catholique.fr/approfondir-sa-foi/la-celebration-de-la-foi/les-grandes-fetes-chretiennes/careme-et-paques/371866-la-couronne-depines-a-notre-dame-de-paris/
https://www.chateauversailles.fr/ressources-pedagogiques/chefs-oeuvre/portrait/sacre-empereur-napoleon-ier-couronnement-imperatrice
https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceinter/75e-anniversaire-de-la-liberation-de-paris-le-jour-ou-de-gaulle-est-entre-dans-notre-dame-3246541
https://www.rts.ch/info/culture/livres/2024/article/comment-le-roman-de-victor-hugo-a-sauve-notre-dame-de-paris-au-xixe-siecle-28716837.html
https://www.disneyplus.com/en-sg/movies/the-hunchback-of-notre-dame/796BIJb9AlES
https://www.disneyplus.com/en-sg/movies/the-hunchback-of-notre-dame/796BIJb9AlES
https://ken-follett.com/books/notre-dame/
https://revivre-notre-dame.fr/incendie-cathedrale-notre-dame/incendie-notre-dame-de-paris/
https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/comprendre/architecture/la-fleche/
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An Iconic Monument That Symbolised French Soft Power 
 
After five years of restoration work, Notre-Dame Cathedral reopened its doors on 
December 7, 2024. The restoration project combined ancestral French “savoir-faire” 
with modern technology. More than 2,000 craftsmen, known as Compagnons, 
participated in the restoration. The dedication and talent of carpenters, roofers, 
engineers, restorers, stonemasons, glaziers, and other tradesmen enabled the 
restoration to be completed ahead of schedule. 
 
French President Emmanuel Macron played a significant role in this achievement. His 
determination, personal commitment, and setting a deadline despite criticism ensured 
that the monumental project was completed successfully. 
  
During the reopening ceremony, nearly 40 heads of state and multiple international 
personalities were present, including Donald Trump, on his first trip abroad since his 

https://www.nationalgeographic.fr/histoire/2019/04/notre-dame-de-paris-800-ans-dune-histoire-complexe
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/culture/patrimoine/incendie-de-notre-dame-de-paris/reouverture/reouverture-de-notre-dame-de-paris-les-batisseurs-a-l-honneur_6927167.html
https://www.lefigaro.fr/culture/en-direct-reouverture-de-notre-dame-de-paris-suivez-la-visite-de-chantier-d-emmanuel-macron-20241129
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/07/world/europe/trump-notre-dame-reopening-paris.html


re-election, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, Prince William, Jill Biden, and Elon Musk. On the 
sidelines of the ceremony, President Macron held trilateral talks with Presidents 
Donald Trump and Volodymyr Zelenskyy, suggesting that France could be part of a 
peaceful resolution to the conflict in Ukraine. This diplomatic initiative showcases the 
soft power of France’s cultural heritage, which is one of the reasons why the country 
remains the world’s leading tourist destination. 
 
Notre-Dame’s Reconstruction a Political Metaphor for Emmanuel Macron 
 
Much like the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games’ political truce, President 
Macron found a respite from the political turmoil afflicting the nation with the restored 
Notre-Dame’s inauguration. Following the dissolution of the National Assembly (the 
parliament’s lower house) on June 9, 2024, France has been experiencing chronic 
instability. The latest government led by Michel Barnier was censured on December 
4, a few days before Notre-Dame’s reopening, leaving France without a government 
and Macron in an uncomfortable position. 
  
Emmanuel Macron offered the French people and political parties a model for dealing 
with the political crisis: restoring Notre-Dame Cathedral as a national emblem. He 
declared, "We are a nation of compagnons, of builders, capable, when united, of 
resisting and rising again (…) Let us restore politics as we have restored the 
cathedral". 
 
However, it is uncertain whether the President's appeal will have the desired effect, as 
the reality is more down-to-earth: France is facing an unprecedented political crisis 
since the establishment of the Fifth Republic in 1958. 
 
Domestic Political Crisis Obscures a Diplomatic Success 
 
On June 9, 2024, following European elections won mainly by the far-right in France 
and a political setback for the President's party, Macron decided to dissolve the 
National Assembly. The legislative elections on June 30 and July 7, 2024, resulted in 
a highly divided Assembly. The three main blocs – the radical left, the centrist bloc, 
and the far-right – were far from achieving an absolute majority. 
  
After several months of “Olympic political truce”, Michel Barnier, a consensus figure 
from the right and the EU's chief Brexit negotiator, was appointed Prime Minister in 
September 2024. However, less than three months later, his government fell on 
December 4 after a vote of no confidence due to disagreements over pension reform. 
It was the first time since 1962 that a French government had been censured, 
deepening the ongoing political crisis. 
 
In practical terms, the state budget for 2025 has yet to be approved despite the country 
facing a historic deficit and public debt. The National Assembly is more divided than 
ever, leaving the President in an inextricable situation. Macron faces two unpalatable 
options: either form a coalition with the far-right, which would contradict his European 
commitments, or open the door to the left by accepting their primary demand to 
abandon the 2023 pension reform. Both scenarios would effectively signify a 
significant defeat. 

https://information.tv5monde.com/international/macron-reunit-trump-et-zelensky-avant-la-reouverture-de-notre-dame-2751779
https://theconversation.com/quelle-est-la-place-du-soft-power-francais-aujourdhui-173273
https://www.info.gouv.fr/actualite/la-france-toujours-premiere-destination-touristique-au-monde
https://www.lefigaro.fr/sports/jeux-olympiques/jo-paris-2024-qu-est-ce-que-la-treve-olympique-evoquee-par-emmanuel-macron-20240723
https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/le-billet-politique/faut-il-mettre-l-elysee-a-notre-dame-4498214
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20240611-france-dissolution-parliament-snap-elections-how-it-works-what-next-macron
https://lcp.fr/actualites/legislatives-2024-la-france-politique-en-cartes-et-en-infographies-a-l-issue-des
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/politique/gouvernement-de-michel-barnier/motion-de-censure-du-gouvernement-barnier-une-demission-historique_6937652.html
https://www.lepoint.fr/politique/de-la-dissolution-a-la-motion-de-censure-la-france-face-a-une-irresponsabilite-historique-05-12-2024-2577170_20.php
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/economy/article/2024/09/28/french-public-debt-hits-new-high_6727571_19.html


This political chaos has led an increasing number of parliamentarians to call for the 
President's resignation, even though his term runs until 2027. President Macron 
rejected this demand in an address to the nation on December 5, stating that he would 
“exercise his mandate until the end”.  
 
However, since legislative elections cannot be triggered before June 9, 2025, the 
President must appoint a new Prime minister. The latter faces the strong possibility of 
an immediate no-confidence vote by the National Assembly, further undermining the 
President's position. 
 
European Consequences 
 
The political upheavals in France could hardly have come at a worse time for the 
European Union (EU), which urgently needs leadership to address challenges ranging 
from Donald Trump’s re-election to the conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East, 
internal disagreements regarding a free trade agreement with the Mercosur (the 
Southern Common Market), and growing trade rivalry with China. 
 
To make matters worse, Germany, the other major power in the EU, is grappling with 
an economy that is slowing down along with its own political disorder. The tripartite 
coalition in power since 2021 collapsed on November 6 following the dismissal of 
Finance Minister Christian Lindner, triggering legislative elections scheduled for 
February 2025. 
 
While Notre-Dame has risen from the ashes, France and the EU may be stepping into 
a period of political purgatory. 
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https://www.lexpress.fr/politique/la-demission-demmanuel-macron-une-solution-a-la-crise-politique-ces-elus-qui-la-reclament-4T2Q4QP4YBH6HGG5MXTTFX4AJI/
https://www.tf1info.fr/politique/emmanuel-macron-ne-demissionnera-pas-et-exercera-son-mandat-pleinement-jusqu-a-son-terme-apres-censure-gouvernement-barnier-2337965.html
https://www.latribune.fr/la-tribune-dimanche/dans-le-monde/mercosur-avec-von-der-leyen-la-guerre-est-declaree-1013366.html
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/allemagne-les-elections-legislatives-anticipees-se-tiendront-le-23-fevrier-20241112

