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Is France set for a far-left president in 20277?

Emmanuel Macron saw off challenges from both the far-right and the far-left during the French presidential election.
Joseph Downing writes that with Macron unable to run for a third term, the door is open for Jean-Luc Mélenchon
or another figure on the French far-left to win the presidency in 2027.

Emmanuel Macron made history when he won the 2022 French presidential election. He became the first French
president since the creation of the Fifth Republic in 1958 with a parliamentary majority to win re-election. He now
sits alongside two historical French political heavyweights who were awarded consecutive terms as president:
Francois Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac.

The French constitution limits presidents to two terms, so for Macron this will be his swan song, whether he likes it

or not. This could be interpreted as a carte blanche for Macron to go ahead with his much discussed reforms to the
French state, retirement age and employment conditions. However, it is important to consider how the larger trends
behind Macron’s rise within French politics will play out over the next five years.

Key here are the unprecedented tectonic shifts that have taken place in the French party system over recent years.
The candidates representing the once mighty centre-left Socialist Party and the centre-right Republicans each
slumped to under five per cent of the vote in the first round of the presidential election. These parties now appear
for all intents and purposes to be finished as viable challengers for power.

What France is left with are increasingly polarised left and right parties and a personalised party built around
Macron, who grudgingly represents the centre. This is extremely dangerous for France given Macron’s mandated
departure in 2027 could result in a possible contest between the far-left and far-right. Regardless of which side
emerged victorious, the outcome would be a radical government at the heart of Europe, and a clear challenge to
the global economic and security order.

From La République en marche! to Renaissance

Many overlooked the magnitude of Macron’s achievement in 2017 because he was a centrist and a product of the
Socialist Party. However, the victory of an ‘outsider’ candidate who had started his own movement was a precursor
to the collapse of established party structures that we are now seeing.

Macron’s movement was always an extension of his own outlook and ideas. The personalised nature of La
République en marche! was even visible in its name, which represented Marcon’s own initials. Following his victory
in the 2022 presidential election, Macron immediately sought to address this by rebranding the movement as
‘Renaissance’. This is intended to be the first step in establishing a legacy party capable of holding the centre of
French politics in 2027.

If this is to be achieved, the party will have to clear at least two major hurdles. The first is overcoming the
personalisation around Macron that has been central to the movement’s appeal, as well as the somewhat
inconsistent policy agenda the French president has pursued in office.

The fluidity of Macron’s agenda was apparent during the 2022 election, where he appeared to undergo something
of an ecological ‘awakening’ between the first two rounds, subsequently promising a fast-paced ecological transition
to voters. This was viewed by many as a cynical attempt to win support from left-wing voters and it underlined the
fact that many citizens remain unsure about what his party actually stands for. It will be difficult for a party that lacks
clear messaging to build lasting support following Macron’s departure.

Second, at present there is no person within the party who appears ready to act as a successor to Macron. The
movement has essentially been built around a single individual and it is difficult to imagine the next five years will
see the emergence of a new leader who can appeal to the electorate in the same way.

The death and rebirth of the left
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The French left has simultaneously experienced a death and a rebirth in a far more radical form. The ‘death’ was
the candidacy of Anne Hidalgo — the ex-Mayor of Paris — who ran for the Socialist Party in the presidential election
and won a shockingly low 1.8% of the vote. Significantly, Hidalgo did not even score well in her back yard of the
greater Paris lle-de-France region. This is from the candidate of a party who delivered the French president as
recently as 2012.

However, the left is not as lifeless as it appears. Under the leadership of Jean-Luc Mélenchon, it has been reborn in
a more radical, hard left form. Mélenchon finished third in the first round of the 2022 presidential election,

dominating the vote in both the poor suburbs of Paris and the poorer neighbourhoods in the northeast of the capital
itself.

Ahead of the legislative elections scheduled for 12 and 19 June, Mélenchon has achieved something significant by
building a coalition of the left under his leadership. This has resulted in the Socialist Party accepting their role of
playing second fiddle to the far more radical Mélenchon, who left the Socialist Party in 2008. Had such a coalition
been present in the first round of the presidential election, it is possible Mélenchon could have progressed to the
second round and defeated Macron in the runoff.

The policy agenda Mélenchon has proposed includes lowering retirement ages to 60, adopting a more Eurosceptic
stance and renegotiating the EU’s treaties, putting caps on food prices, and withdrawing from NATO. These policies
are likely to be tempered to a degree to keep the new left coalition intact, but even a watered-down version of this
agenda would mean substantial upheaval for France and the global economic and security orders. The coalition of
the left could perform strongly in the legislative elections, with the possibility of Mélenchon even laying claim to the
role of prime minister — something that would paralyse Macron’s presidency and hopes for reform.

Where does the right go from here?

Marine Le Pen, with far less shock and panic than in 2017, made the runoff as the second most popular candidate
in France. Le Pen has worked tirelessly to soften her image in France, rebranding the National Front as the
National Rally and choosing to focus her 2022 campaign on issues such as inflation and purchasing power, which
proved popular among voters. However, her classic anti-Islam platform remained important, with her policy

proposals including a pledge to ban the wearing of the Islamic headscarf in public places. However, after a second
loss, where do Le Pen and the far-right go from here?

Le Pen has high hopes for the legislative elections. She will be aiming to build on her somewhat paradoxical gains
in French overseas territories, such as the predominantly Muslim Island of Mayotte in the Indian Ocean. However,
of the main three players, Le Pen is the one most likely to follow the ‘if it's not broken, don’t fix it mantra and
continue business as usual.

This will involve maintaining a strong grassroots presence, shoring up her core support in the North and South, and
playing the opposition card against Macron. While Le Pen is unlikely to go anywhere in the next five years, building
a party bigger than her that a successor can steer to victory will be a major undertaking. At one point, Le Pen’s
niece, Marion Maréchal, was viewed as a potential successor, but her alliance with Eric Zemmour during the 2022
presidential election underlined her move away from Marine and the Le Pen clan.

A far-left future?

The French party landscape has changed drastically since Macron’s rise to power. We are now entering a new era
of hugely polarised politics, with Le Pen on the far-right, and a new, re-invigorated far-left coalition under Mélenchon
challenging the fundamentals of the French, European and indeed global order. Much of the focus in the past has
been on the far-right’s challenge to the status quo, but it is the left that is likely to be the larger threat to the French
mainstream in the next five years.

This will be aided by three key factors. First, inflation, and the possibility of a global recession will cement the
economy and social protection as key issues in France. Second, the left under Mélenchon will be able to articulate
a protectionist outlook that has similarities with Le Pen’s platform, but while holding the ideological credentials as
life-long socialists that she does not have.

Date originally posted: 2022-05-16
Permalink: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/2022/05/16/is-france-set-for-a-far-left-president-in-2027/
Blog homepage: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/


https://www.latribune.fr/economie/france/presidentielle-hidalgo-et-pecresse-affaiblies-apres-leurs-mauvais-scores-a-paris-et-en-ile-de-france-913576.html
https://www.leparisien.fr/seine-saint-denis-93/en-seine-saint-denis-les-habitants-des-cites-ou-melenchon-a-cartonne-hesitent-entre-macron-et-abstention-22-04-2022-35T4YZYWVZEPPJXN2VTQKGHQX4.php
https://www.europe1.fr/politique/jean-luc-melenchon-simpose-en-ile-de-france-emmanuel-macron-en-tete-a-paris-4104956
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20220506-french-socialist-party-ratifies-left-coalition-deal-to-challenge-macron-in-parliamentary-elections
https://www.ladepeche.fr/elections/presidentielle/presidentielle-la-retraite-a-60-ans-comment-jean-luc-melenchon-veut-financer-la-mesure-la-plus-chere-de-son-programme-10184460.php
https://www.euractiv.com/section/elections/news/presidential-candidate-melenchon-ready-to-push-for-eu-treaty-reform/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/frances-hardleft-melenchon-promises-guaranteed-jobs-capital-controls-2022-04-04/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/01/marine-le-pen-rebrands-front-national-in-push-for-support
https://lexpansion.lexpress.fr/actualite-economique/le-projet-de-marine-le-pen-un-risque-reel-pour-le-pouvoir-d-achat-selon-380-economistes_2172114.html
https://www.ft.com/content/261b44c5-bb07-4eb4-9e1f-415d60e0f0d3
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/apr/28/marine-le-pens-party-has-high-hopes-for-french-parliament-elections
https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20220419-why-marine-le-pen-s-far-right-political-agenda-has-taken-hold-in-french-mayotte
https://www.ft.com/content/033f20ca-99ba-4822-b756-00fcd616288b
https://www.politico.eu/article/le-pen-niece-marion-marechal-reportedly-joins-far-right-rival-eric-zemmour/

LSE European Politics and Policy (EUROPP) Blog: Is France set for a far-left president in 20277 Page 3 of 3

Finally, the rejection of xenophobia by the left opens the door to ethnic minority voters, as well as many white
French voters who have found themselves faced with the choice between a neo-liberal Macron they disagree with,
or a more protectionist yet xenophobic Le Pen. It remains to be seen how things develop during Macron’s second
presidency, but it is increasingly likely that the battle in 2027 will be defined by the far-left’'s challenge to the existing
order in France, Europe, and beyond.

Note: This article gives the views of the author, not the position of EUROPP — European Politics and Policy or the
London School of Economics. Featured image credit: The Left (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
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