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Special Focus French election

Tunis

T 

he results of the first round 
of the presidential election 
in France were no surprise 
when it came to the votes 
of Muslims, with the over-

whelming majority casting ballots 
for anybody but far-right candidate 
Marine Le Pen, known for her hostil-
ity to Muslim immigration.

A study by the French Institute 
of Public Opinion (IFOP) stated that 
the leader of the leftist movement 
La France Insoumise (Unbowed 
France), Jean-Luc Mélenchon, won 
37% of Muslim votes. The second fa-
vourite of Muslim voters was overall 
front runner Emmanuel Macron, a 
centrist, who gained 24%, followed 
by Socialist candidate Benoît Ha-
mon, who received 17% of Muslim 
votes. Le Pen claimed 5% of Muslim 
votes.

Macron and Le Pen will face each 
other in the run-off on May 7.

The results of the IFOP study 
for the Catholic weekly magazine 
Pèlerin showed no major surprises. 
French Muslims have traditionally 
voted for the left, motivated by the 
attitude of religious tolerance and 
help to migrants that the socialist 
and communist parties have con-
sistently promised to uphold.

In 2012, a study by the institute 
showed that 86% of French Muslims 
had voted for François Hollande, 
who won the election with about 
51% of the national vote. The Mus-
lim community in France accord-
ingly constituted the force needed 
to tilt the balance in his favour.

Islam is the second most widely 
professed religion in the country, 
with Muslims making up about 5% 
of France’s electorate and approxi-
mately 8% of the overall population.

Because surveys based on religion 
are prohibited by French law, poll-
sters often look at geo-ethnic origins 
to identify the respondents’ reli-
gious affiliations. This has mainly 
been the case in analysing attitudes 
of Muslim voters in Paris, Marseilles 
or Lyon, where there are large con-
centrations of Muslims.

With no obvious political com-
mitment to one party or movement, 
French Muslims, who continue to be 
at a disadvantage to the rest of the 
population in terms of economic in-
tegration, have again shown a clear 
interest in socio-economic issues, 
the IFOP study indicated.

When asked to identify the most 
pressing issues that had swayed or 
could sway their vote, 75% of Mus-
lim respondents mentioned the 
fight against unemployment. About 
70% of the respondents offered an-
swers that centred on health care, 
wage increases and improving pur-
chasing power. Ensuring job stabil-
ity also figured high on the list, with 
59% of Muslim voters giving it as a 
response.

The results of the IFOP study 
showed that 50% of Muslim voters 
listed the fight against terrorism 
among their primary concerns, in 

the aftermath of multiple terrorist 
attacks that plagued the country in 
recent years.

While the Muslim vote went to dif-
ferent candidates in the first round, 
French Muslims are expected to 
rally behind Macron in the second 
round.

On April 24, the Grand Mosque of 
Paris, a major Islamic centre in the 
French capital, urged French Mus-
lims to unite against xenophobia 
and the “normalisation of Islamo-
phobia” in the election run-off.

The Grand Mosque mufti, Dalil 
Boubakeur, released a statement 

urging French Muslims to vote for 
Macron, as society faces the “threat 
of division and fragmentation.”

“All the French people must im-
peratively remain united in the face 
of the threat embodied by xenopho-
bic ideas that are dangerous to our 
national cohesion,” said the Islamic 
institution, without citing Le Pen’s 
candidacy.

The French Council of Muslim 
Faith, the representative body of 
the second religion in France (4 
million - 5 million faithful, 2,500 
mosques), called on voters to unite 
against “schemes of exclusion and 

hatred” with the aim of thwarting 
“threats to national cohesion and 
coexistence.”

The Muslim Brotherhood-linked 
Union of Islamic Organisations of 
France also called on all Muslims to 
“defeat the process of exclusion and 
hatred” and vote for Macron.

Right-wing candidate François 
Fillon pledged to ban Muslim Broth-
erhood-affiliated groups in France if 
elected. He finished third in the first 
round of voting.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor based in Tunis.

In first round, French Muslims voted for anybody but Le Pen
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Centrist tops French vote but far right still matter of concern

T
he Fifth Republic, as it 
has functioned since 
1958, has collapsed. 
The two major pillars 
of French politics — the 
Socialists and the 

Republican Party — failed to 
secure their respective candi-
dates’ presence in the run-off of 
the presidential election.

Rookie candidate Emmanuel Ma-
cron, who founded a new political 
movement just more than a year 
ago, won 23.9% of the vote and 
the leader of the extreme right-
wing National Front Marine Le Pen 
claimed 21.4% in the first round of 
elections April 23.

The former Conservative Prime 
Minister François Fillon, with 
19.9% of the vote, lost his bid to 
succeed the outgoing President 
François Hollande and the socialist 
Benoît Hamon crashed to a humili-
ating 6.3%. The extreme left-wing 
Jean-Luc Mélenchon, with 19.6% 
came close to Fillon.

The overall results show a frac-
tured French electorate going into 
the May 7 run-off between Macron 
and Le Pen.

This truly historic election can 
be read through different prisms. 
Macron symbolises an optimistic 
France, open to the world and keen 
to play its role in Europe, however 
much he is well aware that the way 
the European Union functions does 
not encourage economic growth, 
condemns Greece to ruin and 
hardly makes young Europeans and 
the many unemployed dream of 
better days ahead.

His experience as a banker stands 
him in good stead with German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel but to 
convince German leaders to bring 
changes to the governance of the 
eurozone he will have to push 
through tough reforms in France. 
That will not be easy as public 
spending accounts for 57% of gross 

domestic product and the budget 
has not been balanced since 1974. 
Unemployment in France stands at 
10% and is 25% among those under 
25. That figure is 40% in poorer 
suburbs among the children of im-
migrants.

France will only be able to regain 
influence in the affairs of Europe 
and vis-à-vis Germany if the next 
president pushes through brave 
economic reforms that will inevi-
tably meet resistance from the left 
and trade unions.

Le Pen wants France to leave the 
European Union and the euro as it 
pulls up the drawbridge. She sym-
bolises a crisis of hope and draws 
support from her party’s national-
ism, anti-Semitism and virulent 
anti-Islamism. Her supporters and 
their narrow vision of French iden-
tity draw upon the ideas of Vichy 
France during the Nazi occupation 
and others who have lost out to the 
economic changes of the past few 
decades.

This vision of France draws 
on the tacit support of conserva-

tive publicists, ironically Jewish, 
such as Eric Zemmour and Alain 
Finkielkraut, who conflate the 
peaceful religion of most French 
Muslims with the ideology of ter-
rorists who proclaim links to the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Her reaction to the terrorist kill-
ing of a French police officer on the 
Champs-Élysées three days before 
the vote was a calculated gamble 
to instil fear into the hearts of the 
French.

Macron, in comparison, was calm 
and statesmanlike. Furthermore, 
he dared during his campaign 
to admit that France’s 132-year 
colonial rule had witnessed crimes 
against humanity, no easy matter 
in a country where some contend 
that Algeria should have stayed 
French 55 years after it acquired 
independence.

Macron does not adhere to the 
nationalist essentialist version of 
French history, which dismisses 
the talent political and economic 
refugees have brought to the coun-
try. He believes in a France that 

boldly embraces the 21st-century 
world.

The 39-year-old former banker 
from Rothschild and briefly minis-
ter of the economy who broke with 
Hollande is keen to embrace the 
challenge of ushering in reforms in 
a country which is very conserva-
tive with a small “c.” It is a tough 
challenge and he knows it.

Fillon is a Gaullist and, after the 
result, he made it clear he would 
back Macron. He could hardly sup-
port a party that traces its roots to 
the Vichy government that collabo-
rated with the Nazis in the 1940s. 
Where he erred was in playing the 
identity card, courting the tradi-
tionalist Catholic vote and indulg-
ing the theories of the National 
Front where Muslims and Islam are 
concerned.

Accusations of personal cor-
ruption dogged the campaign of a 
man who as the prime minister of 
Nicolas Sarkozy from 2007-12 never 
dared confront the president on 
any issue of importance. Electors 
sensed he lacked spine.

The continuing advance of the 
National Front, the fact that it is, 
as in 2002, in the run-off of the 
presidential election is a cause for 
grave concern in France and with 
the country’s European partners.

The country’s politicians are 
deeply despised and the discredit 
they have fallen into has spelled an 
early end to the careers of Sarkozy, 
Hollande and former Prime Minister 
Manuel Valls.

The Fifth Republic’s institutions 
are being recast. Whether Macron 
succeeds in the run-off against Le 
Pen and what margin of victory he 
might enjoy will decide the future.

Will he turn out to be the hand of 
steel in an exquisite velvet glove? 
Could he be a new Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, who built, with the New 
Deal, a social compact that defines 
the United States 80 years later?

Periods of change are bumpy and 
by essence dangerous but France 
might be in luck.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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View point
Le Pen 
wants 
France to 
leave the 
European 
Union and 
the euro as 
it pulls up 
the draw-
bridge. 

Macron dared during his 
campaign to admit that France’s 
colonial rule in Algeria included 
crimes against humanity.

Percentage of Muslim votes for each of the major candidates in the first round of the French 
presidential election.                                                                                                                                                                                                                  (The Arab Weekly)
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French Muslims have 
again shown a clear 
interest in socio-
economic issues, the 
IFOP study indicated.

Beneath the veneer. Photographers and journalists stand next to a campaign 
poster of French presidential election candidate for the far-right Front National 
(FN) party Marine Le Pen in Henin-Beaumont in northern France, on April 23.  (AFP)


