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Given the high level of uncertainty at this political mo-
ment (as it is diffi cult to know to what extent we will still 
be in crisis or post-crisis at the beginning of the election 
campaign in less than a year) as well as the electoral vola-
tility and the “crisis of democracy” at the national level, 
we have to be cautious in the following analysis. Drawing 
on recent research conducted in European studies, this 
article develops a typology of the fi ve models of French 
political actors’ positions vis-à-vis the EU: the “left-wing 
sovereignist”, the “social-economic integration”, the “lib-
eral integration”, the “right-wing sovereignist” and the 
“neo-nationalist” models. This typology is constructed by 
cross-referencing the ideological preferences of political 
leaders and their choices regarding European govern-
ance. By taking into account both structural trends and 
the political situation informed by polls, we develop two 
scenarios corresponding to the re-election of Emma-
nuel Macron and the election of Marine Le Pen. The fi rst 
scenario embodies the liberal model, while the second 
defends the neo-nationalist model, but both are distin-
guished by their preferences for the integration and dif-
ferentiation of EU governance, the level of politicisation of 
European bargaining and priorities of the political agenda. 
These differences outline two dynamics of Europe in the 
fi rst part of the 21st century.

The making of French politics through ideological 
preferences and European governance

French politics are in a process of strong evolution, de-
termined by the “new public management”, which stems 
from technocracy and expertise, and aims at the impera-
tive of “effi ciency” (Schmidt and Thatcher, 2013). The 
authority of the head of state and the permanent link be-
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Presidential Election 2022: A Euroclash Between a “Liberal” and a 
“Neo-Nationalist” France Is Coming

How could the 2022 French presidential election impact 
the dynamics of European integration? Generally speak-
ing, there is an increasingly strong link between national 
elections and domestic politics on the one hand and Eu-
ropean issues on the other (Bulmer and Lequesne, 2020). 
From the point of view of the national context in France, 
the presidential political system gives major importance 
to this election because the most strategic decisions 
with European partners are still made by the president – 
all the more so in a context of crises that reinforce the 
role of the European Council (Wessels, 2015). The EU has 
been marked since the beginning of the 21st century by a 
“polycrisis” (Juncker, 2016) that has strengthened the in-
stitutional position of the European Council (Bickerton et 
al., 2015). Moreover, the current COVID-19 crisis poses a 
number of challenges to the citizens of EU member states 
that have a clear European dimension, such as economic 
recovery, energy transition, defence policy, etc.
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etal issues.4 Moreover, left-wing programmes are orient-
ed around climate change, the ideal of social justice and 
equality for all citizens, as well as institutional transforma-
tions in favour of a more participatory and therefore bot-
tom-up democracy. Conversely, French right-wing actors 
put the competitiveness of businesses and the value of 
freedom, the issue of national identity linked to security, 
and the status quo of a centralised and top-down organi-
sation of the political regime on the political agenda.

This left-right paradigm is useful but insuffi cient to cap-
ture the preferences of French actors linked to European 
politics, often summarised in public debate by a rivalry 
between the “sovereignist” camp, which defends the na-
tion, and the “globalist” camp, which values the EU (Grun-
berg, 2021).5 Research conducted on EU member states 
demonstrates that it is more heuristic to make a distinc-
tion in terms of governance (Bulmer and Lequesne, 2020). 
Some French actors favour a strictly intergovernmental 
functioning of the EU. They prefer the European Council 
and the Council of Ministers, arenas where decisions are 
taken by unanimity (Novak, 2017). They are inclined to 
politicise negotiations, use their veto to defend national 
interests and block positions preferred by other mem-
ber states. Within and beyond EU institutions, the effort 
to create more political opposition to the EU is labelled 
“Euroclash” (Fligstein, 2008) and can lead to institutional 
crises such as the “empty chair” crisis in the 1960s, which 
concerned the common agricultural policy (Moravcsik, 
1998).

4 This assertion should not obscure the fact that there is a tradition of a 
Colbertist right in France, which defends state interventionism vis-à-
vis the market.

5 We fi nd this cross-party polarisation in other international issues such 
as France’s position vis-à-vis Russia (Schmitt, 2017) or the United 
States (Charillon, 2021).

tween the head of state and the people are reinforced by 
the presidentialist institutions of the Fifth Republic: It is 
the “return of the Prince” (Martigny, 2019). The omnipres-
ence of social media shakes up public debate by reinforc-
ing the salience of certain public problems such as laïcité, 
or secularism. France is thus defi ned by a new logic of 
democracy in Europe described as “techno-populism” 
(Bickerton and Invernizzi Accetti, 2021). Marine Le Pen 
(Rassemblement National, RN) and Emmanuel Macron 
(La République en Marche, LREM), who reached the sec-
ond round of the presidential election in 2017 and have 
dominated the polls ever since, present themselves as 
anti-establishment1 and defend a policy of radical re-
forms.2 Le Pen and Macron see themselves as outsiders 
in French politics embodying a new era (nouveau monde).

However, Le Pen has been a major player since the turn 
of the century (MEP and regional councillor since 2004), 
and Macron was adviser (2012-14) and then Minister of 
the Economy (2014-16) under the mandate of his prede-
cessor, President François Hollande. But above all, this 
political opposition between “techno-populists” has not 
replaced the traditional ideological divide between the 
left and the right, which is proving resilient,3 even within 
LREM. The left-right rivalry is characterised, on the one 
hand, by the nature and degree of political regulation cho-
sen by the actors and, on the other hand, by their framing 
of the political agenda (Table 1). This positioning can be 
analysed using the relations with liberalism: In France, the 
left is liberal politically and culturally but to a large extent 
opposed to economic liberalism; the right is liberal eco-
nomically but not culturally, prioritising security and tra-
ditional values over individual liberties; and the extremes 
are illiberal politically and economically.

French left-wing actors defend a strong market interven-
tionism with “dirigiste” capitalism, while being more liberal 
in their vision of society regarding, among other things, 
minority rights and youth. On the other hand, right-wing 
actors value a weaker regulation of the market by a state 
with reduced prerogatives and (neo)-liberal economic 
logic, while supporting conservative positions on soci-

1 They share the “dégagisme” idea that French political problems would 
come from a unifi ed political class around outdated political parties, 
in particular, the Parti Socialiste on the left and Les Républicains on 
the right.

2 Macron (2016) published a book entitled Revolution during the elec-
tion campaign.

3 It may be recalled that Le Pen and Macron represent less than one out 
of two voters. Moreover, a signifi cant proportion of citizens, some-
times a majority of them as in the European elections of 2019 and the 
municipal elections of 2020, do not vote, confi rming the argument of a 
“democracy of abstention” (Braconnier and Dormagen, 2007).

Left Right

State 
regulation

Market regulation High Low

Role of public authorities High Low

Regulation of civil society Low High

Policy 
framing

Economic
and social issues

Equality
and solidarity

Business com-
petitiveness
and freedom

Societal issues Climate 
change and 
justice

National 
identity and 
security

Institutional issues Change Statu quo

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Table 1
The left-right divide in French politics
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sitioned himself since the beginning of 2010 as the main 
promoter of “Made in France” and thus of an assumed 
economic protectionism.

A second cluster of political actors is identifi ed on the 
left and differs from the fi rst one by defending a more 
integrated EU governance: This is the “social-economic 
integration” model associated with the “Mitterrandians”. 
This political line is embodied by the ecologist party (Eu-
rope Écologie-Les Verts) and its main representatives, 
such as MEP Yannick Jadot and the Grenoble mayor Éric 
Piolle. The Socialists’ contingent who voted in favour of 
the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe (TCE) 
in 2005 share this political orientation towards a deeper 
European integration. This is the case of the former Pres-
ident, François Hollande, as well as his Minister of Jus-
tice, Christiane Taubira, and the current mayor of Paris, 
Anne Hidalgo. Without clearly establishing the links be-
tween the political and intellectual fi elds, this position cor-
responds to the proposals formulated by Thomas Piketty 
among others (Hennette et al., 2019) in favour of a treaty 
for the democratisation of Europe. According to them, the 
main institutional challenge is not so much safeguarding 
national sovereignty, but rather crafting a transnational 
democracy.7

7 This also recalls the legal and economic contribution of Aglietta and 
Leron (2017), as well as the recent tribune of Vallée (2020), who also 
insists on the democratic stake.

Other French leaders do not limit themselves to intergov-
ernmental work in order to govern the EU, but also involve 
supranational institutions such as the Commission, the Eu-
ropean Parliament, the Court of Justice and the European 
Central Bank (ECB).6 Supranational institutions are not 
abandoned or criticised – their political competences being 
delegitimised in the name of national sovereignty – but are 
conversely used as another political instrument to promote 
a “French Europe” (Rozenberg, 2020). In the context of a 
differentiated European integration (Chopin, 2017a; Faure 
and Lebrou, 2020; Schimmelfennig and Winzen, 2020), 
the articulation by a state of several formats (bi-, mini- and 
multilateral), arenas (within and outside the EU) and instru-
ments (intergovernmental and supranational) of European 
cooperation can be called “fl exilateralism” (Faure, 2019a).

To summarise and reformulate it in a more conceptual 
way (Bickerton, 2012), while Macron favours France’s link 
to the EU and a consensual practice of power (i.e. the 
“member state model”), Le Pen could choose “the peo-
ple against Europe” by reinforcing the politicisation of the 
way France’s European policy is conducted (i.e. the “na-
tion state model”).

Mapping French political actors’ positions on EU 
politics

The intersection of these two ideological and political 
continua reveals the distribution of French actors be-
tween fi ve models of political position vis-à-vis the future 
of European integration (Figure 1). Like any typology, this 
one does not exhaust the complexity of reality. However, 
this typology shows the main political trends that order 
the national political fi eld vis-à-vis the EU and can thus 
improve our understanding of how European issues will 
be addressed in the 2022 presidential election.

The fi rst group brings together actors who defend a left-
wing political agenda and values by supporting strong 
state interventionism and intergovernmental European 
governance: This is the “left-wing sovereignist” model re-
grouping as the “Chevènementists”. Jean-Luc Mélenchon 
(La France Insoumise), as well as certain former members 
of the Parti Socialiste, such as Ségolène Royal and Arnaud 
Montebourg, are the heirs of this model. Indeed, Royal had 
oriented her 2007 presidential campaign (which she lost 
in the second round to Nicolas Sarkozy) around the ideas 
of nation, sovereignty and borders. Arnaud Montebourg 
(MP, 1997-2012; Minister of the Economy, 2012-14) has po-

6 The federalist movement that would lead political parties to defend 
an exclusively supranational governance of the EU is absent from the 
French political landscape, being reduced to a few isolated fi gures 
such as Daniel Cohn-Bendit, who no longer play an active role.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Figure 1
Five positions of French political actors vis-à-vis the 
EU

Left Right

Intergovernmentalism
(Nation state)

Intergovernmentalism and supranationalism
(Member state)

Left-wing sovereignism
The Chevènementists

Social-economic integration
The Mitterrandians

Liberal integration
The Giscardians

Right-wing sovereignism
The Gaullists
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pot. The latter was Le Pen’s closest collaborator between 
2012 and 2017 as vice president of the Front National (FN). 
Other movements include Debout la France led by the MP 
Nicolas Dupont-Aignan and François Asselineau’s Union 
populaire républicaine (UPR).

While no extreme left-wing political movement has openly 
pronounced itself in favour of Frexit, an ideological and 
semantic shift is observed among some leaders of La 
France Insoumise. For example, Jean-Luc Mélenchon 
stated on Twitter on 30 January 2020, the day Brexit was 
activated: “The United Kingdom, freed from the tutelage 
of Brussels, is renationalising the railroad that the liberals 
had put into chaos. Independence is paying off”. In the 
context of social inequalities increased by the COVID-19 
pandemic, it would not be surprising if an activist from 
the yellow vests social movement were to present him- or 
herself in 2022 on a similar political line.

Given the current polls (Gallard et al., 2021), more than 
a year before the presidential election, the following two 
sections focus on two of these fi ve models forming a Eu-
roclash: the liberal model represented by Macron’s re-
election and the neo-nationalist model embodied by the 
election of Le Pen. For each scenario, we analyse the po-
litical and institutional preferences for governance, as well 
as the political agendas related to the main economic and 
social issues (Table 2).

Macron’s re-election: An uncertain idea of France as 
a member state

The main question surrounding the re-election of Ma-
cron is the uncertain balance of France’s fl exilateral 
policy vis-à-vis the EU in a post-Brexit and COVID-19 
context: Strengthening European integration by chang-
ing France’s practice towards the EU or taking an inter-

The third guild of French leaders shares support for a fl exi-
lateral EU (intergovernmental and supranational govern-
ance) with the previous group while distinguishing itself 
with a preference for centre-right political ideas and val-
ues: This is the “liberal integration” model that unites the 
“Giscardians”.8 The European policy conducted by Presi-
dent Macron since 2017 and by the former Prime Minister 
Édouard Philippe (2017-2020) corresponds to this model, 
which does not seem incompatible with the moderate part 
of the conservative party (Les Républicains) embodied by 
Valérie Pécresse, president of the Île-de-France region.

The fourth model of political actors, like the previous 
group, favours a preference for right-wing political values, 
but moves away from it with a strictly intergovernmental 
governance of the EU: This is the “right-wing sovereignist” 
model that binds the “Gaullists”. It associates part of Les 
Républicains, such as Bruno Retailleau, Senator since 
2004 and President of the Les Républicains group in the 
Senate since 2014, and also Laurent Wauquiez and Xa-
vier Bertrand, presidents of the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 
and Hauts-de-France regions, respectively.9 Their political 
positions on security and immigration converge, as does 
a defence of the rural society and traditions (Rozenberg, 
2020, 82).

Finally, a fi fth model involves the “neo-nationalists” (Badie 
et al., 2017). Unlike the two classic types of nationalism 
(“liberal” nationalism linked to the principle of self-deter-
mination of peoples and “authoritarian and expansionist” 
nationalism which marked the history of the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century), the return of nationalism nowa-
days (neo-nationalism) is more specifi cally a nationalism 
of withdrawal and protection which is characterised by a 
defensive political discourse. Neo-nationalist movements 
take advantage of the context of the current sovereignist 
moment (Lamassoure et al., 2019).

This neo-nationalist model includes political leaders who 
defend France’s exit from the EU (Frexit). This position has 
been residual in the political arena since Le Pen changed 
her narrative and strategy when she lost the presidential 
election in 2017, stating that France would remain within 
the EU and the eurozone if she were elected President of 
the French Republic. Frexit is supported by far-right micro 
political parties, such as Les Patriotes led by Florian Philip-

8 The difference between social-economic integration and liberal inte-
gration models corresponds, conceptually (Scharpf, 1999), to the dis-
tinction between “positive integration” (market correcting) and “nega-
tive integration” (market making).

9 Although Laurent Wauquiez and Xavier Bertrand voted in favour of the 
TCE in 2005, Wauquiez considered a posteriori that he had changed 
his mind by taking a sovereignist turn developed in his 2014 book and 
Bertrand spoke out against the Maastricht Treaty in the referendum 
organised in 1992.

Macron Le Pen

Political position vis-à-vis 
the EU

Liberal model Neo-nationalist 
model

Type of state Member state Nation state

Level of governance European National

Level of integration High Low

Level of differentiation High High

Level of politicisation Low High

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Table 2
A comparison between Macron and Le Pen 
programmes vis-à-vis the EU
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France’s infl uence within them), especially the Commis-
sion, the Parliament and the ECB (Bertoncini and Chopin, 
2019).

Concerning the programme and the political preferences 
likely to be carried in the next presidential election, they 
should be as high on the candidate’s strategy and agenda 
as in 2017, for at least three reasons. First, Europe is at 
the heart of the political DNA of Macron’s voters. Second, 
the left and the right are divided on the European issue. 
Third, in the perspective of a “return match” against Le 
Pen, Europe will be a very divisive issue politically, notably 
in the context of the French Presidency of the EU Council. 
With regard to this last point, however, it should be noted 
that the terms of the debate will not be the same in 2022 
as they were in 2017. On the one hand, Macron will have 
to defend the European assessment of his fi ve-year term; 
on the other hand, Le Pen has abandoned the Europhobic 
“exit” strategy and has refocused her speech on the clas-
sic themes of the extreme right, such as immigration and 
security. Moreover, the question arises as to whether the 
French President will seek to pursue the promised “Euro-
pean Renaissance” or whether he will decide to promote a 
less ambitious programme with the choice of a few (more) 
modest reforms. Finally, the themes and main features of 
the 2022-27 programme could be defi ned on the basis of 
the priorities that have been announced for the forthcom-
ing French Presidency of the EU Council in the form of 
the triptych: relance (recovery), puissance (power) and ap-
partenance (belonging). This discursive register and politi-
cal agenda seems to confi rm and extend the liberal model 
mentioned above.

Le Pen’s election: A demanding remainer in favour of 
the nation state

If we know that Le Pen has renounced her “exit” strategy 
and the will to leave the EU, her position once she comes 
to power will be neo-nationalist, corresponding to the 
slogans “Make France Great Again” and “France First”. 
In such a perspective, Le Pen would support national 
sovereignty rather than European sovereignty and the 
preference (when possible) for ad hoc bilateral or minilat-
eral collaborations rather than the use of the multilateral 
framework within the EU. The question arises as to what 
would happen in a situation of cohabitation if the RN does 
not manage to obtain an absolute majority in the legis-
lative elections following the presidential election: Would 
this lead to a paralysis of Europe by a regime crisis? Al-
ternatively, what would happen without cohabitation? 
Would it lead to a Frexit by referendum, even if opinion 
polls clearly indicate the absence of a majority Europho-
bia, or hard Euroscepticism, in France (see Chopin and 
Lequesne, 2020; Chopin et al., 2020b)?

governmentalist turn by using – in a very classical way – 
Europe as an “Archimedes’ lever” to defend national in-
terests. In the hypothetical case of Macron’s re-election, it 
seems clear that the President of the French Republic will 
seek to pursue the implementation of his agenda aimed at 
developing the constitution of European sovereignty (Ma-
cron, 2017; Beaune, 2020). This project is not perceived 
as the will to build a federal state at the European scale, 
but to consider that the EU constitutes a relevant scale of 
public action complementary to the national level of the 
member states in order to provide responses to challenges 
that both go beyond nations and concern the heart of state 
sovereignty (Chopin, 2017b).

Nonetheless, this notion of European sovereignty pre-
sents a certain ambivalence (Bertoncini and Chopin, 
2020a, 2020b; Fondation Jean Jaurès and Fondation 
Friederich-Ebert, 2021). It leads to the defence of the 
Mitterrandian-Delorist position refl ecting a preference for 
a deeper socio-economic integration, and at the same 
time, working in favour of a Gaullist and/or a Chevène-
mentist position that supports national sovereignty 
(Faure, 2020a). In the COVID-19 context, we observe a 
semantic shift from the theme of sovereignty to that of 
independence, “Made in France” and national sovereign-
ty over European sovereignty, and strategic autonomy 
(Faure, 2020b; Tertrais, 2021). The discourse carried by 
Macron is increasingly similar to the traditional French 
narrative that France should use the EU as a power mul-
tiplier, the famous Archimedes’ lever referred to by Gen-
eral Charles de Gaulle himself. In other words, Macron 
shares with his predecessors a “French Europe”, i.e. a 
“certain idea of Europe” (Parsons, 2006). This could be 
summed up by considering that Macron’s European pol-
icy is featured both by a certain idea of France (Jackson, 
2018) and by an uncertain idea of Europe (Faure, 2020c).

This political ambiguity is refl ected in institutional issues. 
Is it a question of strengthening the role of the European 
Commission and Parliament in the political governance of 
the EU? Or rather promoting European governance fore-
most through the European Council and the role played 
by the heads of state and government, a role that has 
been strongly reinforced by the ten years of “polycrisis” 
that have affected Europeans? The French President 
seems to favour voluntarism and the search for leader-
ship rather than the patient search for a compromise ne-
gotiated with his European partners, which corresponds 
to French institutional and political practice and habits 
(Chopin, 2017b). This shows a preference for the Europe-
an Council as the real executive power of the EU and an 
intergovernmental conception of European policy. Never-
theless, this political style seems to be combined at the 
same time with a focus on supranational institutions (and 
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ticularly pensioners, whose voter turnout is traditionally 
high. On the economic front, the objective will be to pro-
pose a more reassuring economic programme. This would 
involve abandoning the most radical positions concerning 
Europe, which would bring uncertainty, particularly with 
regard to the exit from the euro, an abandonment that had 
already been noted at the time of the last European elec-
tions. The “moderation” of the economic discourse also 
involves a change in the thinking on debt with the aban-
donment of the idea of having the ECB cancel public debt. 
On the contrary, Le Pen has recently declared herself in 
favour of debt repayment while insisting on points already 
mobilised by the current government such as investments 
in the future, support for companies, etc. This economic 
narrative is keen to reassure right-wing voters who are at-
tached to the conservation of their heritage. On the ques-
tion of borders, it is likely that Le Pen develops a defensive 
and closed vision of European national societies in line 
with a neo-nationalist conception and advocates the clo-
sure of borders to immigration as well as the limitation of 
the free movement of people within the EU, including free 
movement within the Schengen area.

Conclusions

Given the complexity of these issues and the contin-
gency of the political situation, it would not be surprising 
if our probabilities do not hold. Perhaps Macron will not 
run again for the presidency, maybe Le Pen will not win. 
Moreover, this analytical grid is a draft, by defi nition im-
perfect and non-exhaustive. However, there is little doubt 
that the 2022 presidential election will be animated by a 
Euroclash, and we have explained the reasons that lead 
us to believe that this Euroclash will see the opposition 
of a liberal project to a neo-nationalist project, both situ-
ated on the right wing. Finally, we hope to have proposed 
an effective compass that will allow us to grasp the main 
political and institutional trends shaping French EU policy 
and which will undoubtedly impact the future of European 
integration.
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