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Why the French Presidential 
Elections are a Warning to 
European Democracies 
The results of France’s 2022 presidential elections saw the highest 
percentage of votes for the far-right in the country’s history. Although 
Emmanuel Macron won, there is a profound crisis of representativity, a 
consequent generational gap in voting as well as a banalization of far-
right rhetoric that not only threaten France’s democracy but the 
viability of both European democracies and the EU. 

 
BUILDING RESILIENCE IN THE SOUTH SERIES – ANALYSIS 
By Yasmine Akrimi – North Africa Research Analyst 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The second round of France’s presidential elections took place on April 24th with the 
unsurprising reconduction of a second mandate for President Emmanuel Macron 
against his far-right opponent, Marine Le Pen. Macron is the first president in twenty 
years to win reelection, following Jacques Chirac’s infamous victory against Le Pen’s 
father in 2002. Yet, never has the far-right reached such high scores in presidential 
elections, gathering approximately three million additional voters since 2017. Equally 
worrying, these elections have known the lowest electoral turnout in fifty years.  
France’s democracy has been in crisis for years, this article sets to explain some of 
its underpinnings and what it might entail for democracy in Europe and the survival 
of the EU. 
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A REPRESENTATIVITY CRISIS  
 

A recurrent issue in French politics and beyond is the disproportional representation 

of the working class by upper classes within the National Assembly. Although there 

is constant debating surrounding the issue of gender parity and the need for young 

people to hold office, the crucial idea of social, or class parity is rarely discussed. In 

2017, Macron’s political party En Marche self-marketed as a promise for democratic 

renewal1, yet the overrepresentation of higher socio-professional categories and the 

complete absence of working class’s parliamentarians was carried on in the 

Assembly. 76% of parliamentarians in 2017 either worked as executives or held 

intellectual professions, 4.4 times more than their representation within the French 

population. In the labor market, workers and non-managerial positions formed 50% 

of the active population in 2016.2 

 

This “France from below”3 initiated the Yellow Vests movement starting from 

November 2018 to demand a radical change in the way representative democracy 

works in France. Yet this was not always the case. Following World War II and the 

rise of the Communist Party, workers held 18.8 % of the Assembly’s seats.  

                                                           
1 One of Macron’s campaign promises in 2017 was to introduce the proportional system to the 
National Assembly. 
2 Institut Diderot - 2017 Data - © Observatoire des inégalités 
3 A commonly used expression in French politics to qualify working-class French citizens, as opposed to 
the economic and political elite. 
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4Starting from the 1978 legislative elections with the end of the union of the Left, 

lower socioeconomic categories’ interests held less and less political space within 

State institutions.5 

 

The situation calls for two remarks. First, the absence of representation for the 

working class reflects the deeper problematic of what has become of left-wing 

parties that historically hosted the interests of the most disadvantaged. In France, 

the collapse of the Communist Party and the neoliberal shift of the Socialist Party 

left an electoral void that has been gradually filled by the far-right.6 The economic 

consequences of the Ukrainian war on the rise of energy and cereal prices, the 

consequent inflation European households have been bearing as well as the COVID-

19 crisis prompted a profound reconsideration of the results of decades of 

neoliberal, austerity-driven policies, specifically considering drastic cuts to public 

services and climate change. Instead of favoring the Left, many French voters 

equated Marine Le Pen with the defense of poor and middle-class rural France and 

her criticism of Macron’s neo-liberal, Europeanist contempt towards le petit peuple.7  

Secondly, there is a considerable gap between the debate sparked by gender parity 

within politics and the absent question of the representation of poor and middle-

class France. Per instance, no equivalence to the High Council for Gender Parity 

exists.  
                                                           
4 Referring both to non-qualified workers and employees. The latter’s is quite vague and sometimes 
includes intermediate professions as defined by INSEE (formerly “middle managers”). 
5 https://www.inegalites.fr/L-Assemblee-nationale-ne-compte-quasiment-plus-de-representants-
des-milieux#nb1 
6 For years, the different tendencies and parties of the French Left struggled to unite and only managed 
to do so after the defeat in the 2022 presidential elections under the banner of Nouvelle Union Populaire, 
Écologique et Sociale (NUPES).  
7 As a contrast, the hardline, blatantly racist discourse of another presidential candidate, Eric Zemmour 
(the descendant of Algerian jews himself) who campaigned on the thematic of Renaud Camus’s so-
called “Great Replacement” theory, which suggests that immigrants from the Global South are replacing 
European (white) people, only gathered 7% of votes, his electoral sociology mainly composed of older, 
financially well-off voters. 
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This undermined representativity regularly translates into abstentionism. In the 

second round of the 2022 presidential elections, 40% of households earning less 

than €1,250 per month did not vote compared to 32% in the €1,250-€2,000 

category, 25% in the €2,000 - €3,000 category and 22% beyond8 for a national 

average of 28,01%. In contrast with 2017, abstention was at 25,44% with 34% of 

households earning less than €1,250 abstaining compared to 20% of households 

earning more than €3,000.9 In 2022, Marine Le Pen significantly progressed in the 

workers’ vote by eleven points (56% in 2017) and with employees by eleven points 

(46% in 2017).10 

A GENERATIONAL GAP 
 
Another problematic aspect is the correlation between voters’ age and voters’ 

priorities. Emmanuel Macron’s electorate is significantly composed of retirees. In the 

first round11, 30% for the voters aged between 60 and 69 and 41% of voters aged 

more than 70 voted for Macron compared to only 17% and 9% for left candidate 

Jean-Luc Mélenchon whose program aims to keep retirement at the age of 60 and 

allocate 1000 euros per month to students. For voters of less than 35 years old, it is 

the latter who won by 30%. Notably, the Macron is ahead of Marine Le Pen with 

voters over 60 but stands behind the National Rally (RN)’s candidate in all other age 

categories, from 18 to 59.12 Considering Macron’s most controversial proposal is to 

rise the age of retirement to 6513, it poses the problem of a president elected by 

inactive citizens. Fundamentally, it articulates the issue of generational fracture and 
                                                           
8 https://www.ipsos.com/fr-fr/presidentielle-2022/second-tour-profil-des-abstentionnistes-et-
sociologie-des-electorats 
9 https://www.francetvinfo.fr/elections/presidentielle/presidentielle-jeunes-chomeurs-urbains-qui-s-
est-abstenu-au-second-tour_2180009.html 
10 https://www.ipsos.com/fr-fr/presidentielle-2022/second-tour-profil-des-abstentionnistes-et-
sociologie-des-electorats 
11 The first round’s results are more interesting to analyze as voters generally vote for not against a 
candidate. 
12 https://www.ipsos.com/fr-fr/presidentielle-2022/1er-tour-abstentionnistes-sociologie-electorat 
13 This proposal was present in his 2017 program but was delayed due to the pandemic. 
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the functioning of democracy within aging societies, specifically when older 

generations who benefited from social welfare, full employment, and retirement at 

the age of 60 favor socially hostile policies.  

Additionally, the climate question, strongly present in the program of left candidates 

as Jean-Luc Mélenchon and Yannick Jadot, was lacking in that of the two presidential 

finalists.14 Macron’s government has been sanctioned for “climate inaction”15 while 

Le Pen wishes to reduce the share of renewable energies in the French energy mix, 

although the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report makes 

it central to halting climate change.  

On a European scale, France is the only country to have missed its objectives in 

terms of renewable energies in 2020. Only 19.1% of its energy consumption is 

covered by renewables, instead of the 23% planned at the European level.16 In the 

Eurobarometer study carried out after the 2019 European elections, 45% of voters 

under 25 declared the need to tackle climate change drove their vote, compared to 

34% of voters over 50 who rather focused on the preservation of certain social 

advantages (e.g., healthcare and pensions) as well as the fight against terrorism.17 

                                                           
14 The CSO Les Shifters working on energy transition analyzed the program of each presidential 
candidate. Although no candidate meets all the requirements of the Paris agreement, Mélenchon (La 
France Insoumise) and Jadot (Europe Écologie Les Verts) were deemed to have the most climate-
compatible programs while Macron’s is considered “far” and Le Pen’s “very far, even opposed”. See: 
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/elections/programmes-election-presidentielle-2022/programmes-
climat/exclusif-crise-climatique-on-a-epluche-les-programmes-des-candidats-a-la-presidentielle-
pour-voir-s-ils-respectent-l-accord-de-paris_5033276.html 
15 In March 2019, four organizations (Oxfam France, Notre Affaire à Tous, the Foundation for Nature and 
Man and Greenpeace France) seized the administrative court of Paris for non-compliance with France's 
commitments in the fight against emissions of greenhouse gas. In February 2021, the court ruled that 
the State had to repair the ecological damage caused by the non-compliance with the 2015-2018 
objectives set in the national low-carbon strategy. 
16 https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2022/01/31/energies-renouvelables-la-france-seul-
pays-de-l-union-europeenne-a-avoir-manque-ses-
objectifs_6111689_3234.html#:~:text=Lecture%204%20min.&text=Le%20comparatif%20rel%C3%A8g
ue%20la%20France,sa%20consommation%20finale%20brute%20%C3%A9nerg%C3%A9tique. 
17 https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/api/mobile/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/surveyKy/2253 
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These observations echo a survey18 highlighting that the hierarchy of French voters’ 

concerns is correlated with age. Protecting the environment is the primary concern 

of the 18-34 group, while those aged between 35- and 59-years old worry more 

about the purchasing power, and the 60 and beyond group cares principally for the 

preservation of certain social acquis.19 

MAINSTREAMING FAR-RIGHT IDEAS  
 

Since it first passed the first round of presidential elections in 2002 with 17,80% of 

votes, the RN20 consistently progressed in every election, scoring an all-time high of 

41,46% in 2022. While some might find comfort in thinking the far-right party 

reached its glass-ceiling, the domination of its thematic in mainstream media and 

politics for decades has been significantly contributing to its rise.  

Examining the last presidential term only, Macron’s government launched what it 

called an “anti-separatism campaign” in October 202021 – culminating in the 

adoption of a law –  consisting in the dissolution of CSOs, the shutdown of mosques 

and businesses deemed “communitarist”22 and thousands of police controls 

targeted at grassroots human rights organizations, radical Islamists, jihadists, 

traditionalists, conservatives or more or less practicing Muslims suspected of having 

some anti-government inclinations.23 Some children were even arrested on 

suspicion of promoting terrorism and placed in police custody for several hours 

                                                           
18 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-
election-survey-2019-complete-results/report/en-post-election-survey-2019-report.pdf 
19 Evidently, these are general figures and do not consider important factors as social class and living 
area. 
20 Formerly Front National. The change in the party’s name occurred in 2018 and was part of Marine Le 
Pen’s strategy of normalization and rebranding as a mainstream component of French politics. 
21 Following the egregious beheading of schoolteacher Samuel Paty in October 16, 2020. 
22 This term, widely used in French politics, never was properly defined but clearly targets the Muslim 
community in France by placing it outside of the national community. 
23 Notably, the dissolution of the Collective against Islamophobia in France (CCIF) in 2020, an 
organization which partnered with the Human Rights League (LDI) and provided legal assistance to 
victims of islamophobia. 



 

  
Why the French Presidential Elections are a Warning to European Democracies |   Yasmine Akrimi  
Brussels International Center 

7 

(sometimes handcuffed) before being returned to their parents without further legal 

proceedings.24  

This “cultural war”, as qualified by minister of interior Gérald Darmanin, legitimized 

the pillars of the far-right’s discourse and praxis. It introduced concepts like 

“wokeism” and “islamoleftism” to delegitimize progressive narratives as anti-

republican and apologetic of terrorism.25 These measures paralleled the 

reinforcement of police prerogatives at the expense of citizens’ liberties with the law 

on global security26, another main thematic of the far-right. On a daily basis, 

mainstream media continue to echo the now-casual Islamophobic, anti-multicultural 

and anti-immigrant rhetoric with the continuous designation of common enemies 

placed outside of the national community, namely Blacks, Arabs and immigrants 

from the South. 27  

Yet, the increasing tendency within European politics to appeal to far-right voters 

might be the death of the European ideal in itself as it entails politically advancing 

Euroscepticism. At the end of Macron’s second term, France will be left with two 

main opposition blocs (the RN and the driving force of the new coalition of the Left) 

which would both have called for disobedience to European treaties, both for a 

referendum on leaving the Union. Both are, for instance, highly critical of France’s 

involvement within NATO and the RN’s program clearly plans for a constitutional 

referendum on the primacy of French law over European law. In shorter terms, both 

the RN and the coalition of the Left (NUPES) cannot remain within the Union and 

                                                           
24 https://www.mediapart.fr/journal/france/300321/apologie-du-terrorisme-des-eleves-accuses-un-
fiasco-l-arrivee 
25 This logic is largely inspired by popular far-right theories, notably the war of civilizations and the 
grand replacement. 
26 The highly contested article 24 was maintained in a modified version: it is no longer the fact of 
broadcasting or filming images of police officers during their work that is targeted, but that of 
encouraging their identification and the creation of files. 
27 Notably through the use of colonial vocabulary as “rewilding” to cover news relating to second and 
third generation French citizens living in the banlieues. 
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apply their programs at the same time. This renders Frexit not only a possible but a 

plausible scenario for 2027. 

CONCLUSION 
 
The 2022 French presidential elections should serve as a warning to every 

established democracy regarding the risks of dismantling social acquis and 

embracing neoliberal policies.28 Socioeconomically disadvantaged citizens 

progressively turned away from electoral politics, and when they do vote, they 

increasingly support the far-right. In this sense, analyzing the vote for Marine Le Pen 

as a mere anger vote is reductionist. The elections’ results should also warn against 

playing into the hands of the far-right to attract voters and ensure an easy win. If 

France’s “republican dam” worked once again to prevent the extreme right from 

holding office, there is little insurance about the post-Macron era. The French 

elections were undoubtedly historical, but not simply because Macron won and Le 

Pen lost, but because this might have been the last election before a radical change 

occurs, both in French and European politics. 

 

                                                           
28 France’s traditional parties, Les Républicains and Le Parti Socialiste, did not reach the 5% threshold in 
the first round of the elections, preventing the reimbursement of their electoral campaigns. 
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