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Special Focus French election

Tunis

M 

any Maghrebis voted 
with their hearts and 
minds for Emmanuel 
Macron, the French 
centrist candidate 

who came out ahead in the first 
round of France’s presidential elec-
tions.

The voters, including officials, 
are openly hoping the 39-year-old 
candidate beats far-right contender 
Marine Le Pen in the second round 
on May 7, averting a political earth-
quake in Paris that could have dev-
astating effects for a region wres-
tling with chaos in Libya and the 
threat of jihadists.

Algerian Foreign Minister Ram-
tane Lamamra broke with the 
longstanding tradition of refrain-
ing from public endorsements in 
French elections and expressed a 
clear preference for Macron: “Em-
manuel Macron is our friend and it 
is a sufficient reason,” he said. “We 
are waiting for the run-off.”

Hatem Ben Salem, director-gen-
eral of the Tunisian Institute for 
Strategic Studies, said a Le Pen vic-
tory would constitute a “nightmare 
scenario” and “a huge catastrophe.”

“We have no guarantee against 
an upset victory of Le Pen because 
of the particularity of populist 
movements as they showed in oth-
er countries, mainly in the United 
States,” Ben Salem said.

“The fact that there is a dynamic 
in favour of populist parties in Eu-
rope can create the surprise in fa-
vour of Le Pen.”

He described possible human 
and economic losses for Maghreb 
countries and France, including the 
prospect of stranded travellers on 

the border and waves of expelled 
migrants.

“I think that the effects of Le 
Pen’s victory would have the scale 
of a gigantic disaster, more se-
vere than [US President Donald] 
Trump’s was for Mexico. Mexico is 
a big economy with strong sectors 
and it has Canada to offset some of 
its losses,” said Ben Salem, refer-
ring to Mexico’s struggles in dealing 
with the repercussions of Trump`s 
“America First” economic policy 
and plans to expel thousands of il-
legal migrants, many of whom are 
from Mexico.

“The groundswell of populism in 
Europe will remain with us. Even 
if Le Pen fails this time, she has a 
chance to win in 2022, especially 
if Macron will not do well in curing 
French woes and introducing more 
social fairness and modernisation,” 
he said.

Ben Salem lamented how France’s 
political shift has exposed the “ab-
sence of the Arab Maghreb Union” 
as a diplomatic tool to defend the 
region’s common interests.

“With the far right, we are in a 
scenario of confrontation. That sce-
nario seems inevitable,” he said.

In Tunisia, the media expressed 
a general preference for Macron, 
repeating remarks he made during 
a visit to the country in November.

“I’m delighted to be here in this 
beautiful country,” Macron said 
during his trip. “It is tremendous 
to be here. It is my first trip outside 
the European Union as a politician. 
I’m here to understand and cheer 
Tunisia for the struggle it is leading 
for itself and by itself.”

In Morocco, Taoufik Bouachrine, 
editor of Arabic daily Akhbar Aly-
oum, said: “France, a special coun-
try in Europe, will buck the trend 
of populism that pushed voters 
in Britain to back Brexit or the US 
where the electorate picked Donald 
Trump.

“In France, voters expressed 
their wishes by selecting a young 
man named Macron. They will con-
firm that choice by backing him 
again on May 7.”

France, which has close cultural 
links with the Maghreb, has re-

mained a key trade partner for the 
region, despite North African coun-
tries pursuing policies of diversifi-
cation.

Four of the five Maghreb coun-
tries — Morocco, Algeria, Maurita-
nia and Tunisia — are former colo-
nies of France. The fifth Maghreb 
country, Libya, was colonised by 
Italy.

Most of the 5 million Muslims 
in France are from the Maghreb. 
Recent polls indicated that few 
French Muslims voted for Le Pen 
in the first round. Most Muslims in 
France view her as bigoted towards 
Muslims, whom she has accused of 
being a threat to the country’s iden-
tity and a potential security risk.

Language and culture continue 
to bond elites on both shores of the 
Mediterranean, with thousands of 
young people from the Maghreb 
going on to study at French univer-
sities.

French language proficiency 
helps many in the Maghreb closely 
follow developments in France. In 
the event of a Le Pen victory, they 
fear immigration restrictions could 
threaten their ability to travel.

France is a key source of invest-
ment and financial support for Tu-
nisia and Morocco, where hundreds 
of French enterprises provide jobs 
for tens of thousands of workers.

Even oil-rich Algeria is looking 

to secure more French investment 
and partnership ventures to diver-
sify its economy, which has been 
traditionally dependent on hydro-
carbon.

Analysts predict a Le Pen victory 
would cause the Maghreb econom-
ic losses, human anguish and moral 
outrage on a scale much greater 
than what Mexico experienced af-
ter the Trump election.

Many in the Maghreb feel they 
have a stake in Macron’s optimistic 
vision of a tolerant and open France 
that will remain one of the main en-
gines of a united Europe, compared 
to a populist-dominated vision that 
closes its borders to countries south 
of the Mediterranean.

Secularist political leaders and in-
tellectual elites in the Maghreb wor-
ry that Le Pen’s nationalist vision 
and her inward-looking France-first 
agenda could play into the hands of 

radical Islamist groups.
Analysts urged governments in 

the region to prepare for the worst 
if Le Pen wins. Even if she does not, 
they warn that her ideas and poli-
tics have infiltrated a French soci-
ety shaken by terrorism fears and 
socio-economic woes.

“It is a political earthquake in 
France. Whoever wins the presi-
dency, and it will very likely be 
Macron, elections would have dis-
played unprecedented political and 
social changes,” said Rabat Univer-
sity political scientist Hassan Tareq.

The fact that no candidate from 
either the leftist Socialist party or 
the right-wing Republican party, 
the two main political camps that 
have ruled post-war France, won in 
the first round only underlined the 
shift in French politics.

Macron, a former investment 
banker and a member of govern-
ment under Socialist President 
François Hollande, advanced to 
the run-off backed by a grass-roots 
campaign and without the support 
of a major political party.

With Le Pen insisting that France 
needs to leave the European Un-
ion to prosper and Macron seek-
ing closer cooperation among the 
bloc’s 28 members, the May 7 vote 
will come as a plebiscite on France’s 
EU membership and its role on the 
world stage. 

Maghreb fears 
France’s far-right 
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hope on Macron
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Front runner. French centrist candidate Emmanuel Macron stands on the seafront in La Marsa during 
a visit to Tunisia.                                                                                                                                                             (AFP)
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Has the French far right become the new normal?

W
hen National 
Front candidate 
Jean-Marie Le 
Pen passed to 
the second 
round of the 

French presidential elections in 
2002 it was a shock to all of French 
society. No one expected the 
far-right party to reach the final 
electoral stage in one of the oldest 
democracies in the world.

Politicians, observers and civil 
society were stunned. Newspapers 
and magazines saw the Socialist 
Party’s loss to the far right as the 
end of the world.

This was reflected in their 
headlines after the election: “The 
Le Pen Bomb,” wrote France Soir. 
“The Shock,” wrote Le Parisien. 
“The Earthquake,” wrote Le Figaro. 
“France does not deserve this,” 
wrote L’Humanité. “No,” wrote 
Libération.

Between the first and second 
rounds of the election, much of 

France went through a state of 
anger, fear and continuous protests. 
It also underwent a period of 
fraternity and solidarity to counter 
the racism personified in the 
National Front.

On May 1, 2002, more than 1 
million people took to the streets to 
protest against the National Front 
and Le Pen. Jacques Chirac, the 
rival candidate at the time, refused 
to share a platform with Le Pen in 
a televised debate, as had been the 
tradition.

Today, 15 years on, Le Pen’s 
daughter, Marine, qualified for 
the second round in the French 
elections. Contrary to what 
happened in the 2002 elections, 
however, the National Front victory 
did not come as a shock. Perhaps 
the bigger surprise for some was her 
failure to win the highest number 
of votes in the first round, in which 
she did not get more than 22% of 
the vote.

The front pages of French 
newspaper on April 24 focused 
mainly on Emmanuel Macron, 
predicting his forthcoming victory 
over Marine Le Pen in the second 
round of voting. “The sensation 
Macron,” wrote Le Parisien. 
Compared to France’s 2002 

elections, the media expressed 
less fear about having the far right 
present at this level.

What happened to France that 
made the far right succeeding to the 
second round of the presidential 
election seem par for the course? 
Why are the media and the general 
public in France not gravely 
concerned?

When Macron was asked if he 
would be willing to share a platform 
with Le Pen in a televised debate, 
he answered affirmatively. When 
did acceptance of the far right 
become normalised?

Such acceptance of the far right 
was impossible during the time 
of Jean-Marie Le Pen, given his 
history. It was not easy with Marine 
Le Pen either at first, despite her 
attempts to disassociate from her 
father’s anti-Semitic views and 
his shocking statements about 
foreigners.

Since assuming leadership of 
the party in 2011, however, she has 
launched a campaign to improve 
its image. She managed to remove 
the more toxic figures from the 
party while also suing people who 
branded her or the National Front 
party as racist in court.

Gradually, the party’s image 

changed considerably in the eyes 
of a significant proportion of the 
French population. The party is 
no longer viewed as the home of 
racists nor associated with the 
violent dark forces that were active 
in the 1970s and that supported a 
“French Algeria.”

Marine Le Pen exploited 
the country’s economic crisis, 
presenting her party as the answer 
to the troubles of millions facing 
unemployment and for those 
fearful of losing their jobs. She 
presented her party as the protector 
of France from the dangers of 
globalisation, the European Union, 
the Islamic invasion and the attack 
of immigrants.

Since 2011, her party has been 
making electoral gains. It peaked 
by securing the confidence of 7.7 
million voters in April. Maybe Le 
Pen will win even more votes in the 
next round of this year’s elections.

The National Front has become 
a force to be reckoned with but has 
the party really changed or is it just 
a new image for the electorate? 
We may know the answer after the 
elections when the party’s inner 
fighting will come out in the open.

Hamid Zanaz is an Algerian writer.
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