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Confident, witty, and charming, Christine Lagarde has a way of making power look chic. 
In June, Lagarde, 49, who had been chair of the executive committee at Chicago-based 
Baker & McKenzie from 1999 to 2004, landed an even bigger job in France as minister 
of foreign trade. 
 
Lagarde, a French national, became a celebrity of sorts during her reign at Baker, landing 
on the who's who list of successful women in both Forbes and The Wall Street Journal. 
Under her watch, gross revenue for the 3,000-plus lawyer firm grew by 50 percent, while 
the number of offices jumped from 60 to 69. In 2004 President Jacques Chirac awarded 
Lagarde the Légion d'Honneur, calling her the 'charismatic leader of the largest law firm 
in the world.' 
 
Speaking by phone from Paris, Lagarde talked to reporter Vivia Chen about her recent 
transformation from law firm chief to government high priest. 
 
Q. What motivated you to take the job of foreign trade minister? 
A. I felt I couldn't refuse such an opportunity to serve my country. 
 
Q. Spearheading foreign trade for France sounds very impressive. How did you get such 
a spiffy job? 
A. I'm not a politician, and I was not involved in politics. Although I have some 
sympathy politically [with Chirac], it was not for political reasons that I was selected. I 
was selected based on my expertise in foreign trade. When I was with my former firm, I 
was instrumental in setting up the [World Trade Organization] practice; I've always had a 
keen interest in promoting WTO negotiations and multinational trade regulations. 
 
Q. What is your relationship with President Chirac? 
A. I met him when I was rewarded the Légion d'Honneur. I don't go on vacations with 
him. 
 
Q. What is the job of foreign trade minister? 
A. My job covers both exports and imports, plus what we call the 'attractiveness of 
France'-[attracting] foreign investors to the French territories. Foreign trade means any 
action that encourages French exports and trade in general. Another part of my job is 
negotiating bilateral agreements and multilateral arrangements, including anything 



having to do with the WTO. 
 
Q. There's been a lot of press over the years about the French government's attempt to 
curb foreign influences-particularly that of American culture. Will you be part of that 
effort? 
A. Well, I'm not going to be bashing McDonald's, if that's what you mean. 
 
Q. How long did you deliberate about taking the job? 
A. I had to make up my mind in about half an hour. I was in Chicago when I got the call. 
I had to organize myself, find a seat on the plane to Paris that night, and be up and about 
on the job the following morning. I still have to go back to Chicago to pack up and move 
out. 
 
Q. Were you psychologically prepared for the change? 
A. I had been approached [about a government position] about 18 months ago-but it 
didn't materialize. So I had played with [the idea] for a while. 
 
Q. Any culture shocks so far since you joined the government? 
A. What's unexpected are the rules, the protocol, and the way things are done. Things are 
generally more slow than in private practice. 
 
Q. You had a pretty dynamic reputation at Baker & McKenzie. How would you describe 
your legacy there? 
A. In addition to focusing on quality service-'client first' was my motto-and raising the 
level of confidence in the organization, the number of offices grew . . . the number of 
partners grew, and the number of female partners increased from 9 to 16 percent; this was 
a great achievement for women in a man's world. 
 
Q. Speaking of a man's world, you were the first woman to lead the world's largest law 
firm. Did you encounter sexism in that role? 
A. No. That's the honest answer. 
 
Q. Might there be more sexism in the public sector? 
A. If you show dedication to the job, and you are serious about what you do, and you 
don't threaten people, you can convince anyone with common sense and honesty that 
there's no reason to be a chauvinist pig. 
 
Q. What happens if President Chirac is not reelected? Do you plan to go back to private 
practice? 
A. I've never done any career planning in my life. Things have just happened. ... I think 
there is destiny sometimes. 
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