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The “Marine” Factor

What the Lepenisation of  

French Politics Really Means

Barthélémy Courmont

Marine Le Pen, president of the French extreme-right party Front Na-
tional, emerged on the political scene as not only the daughter and heir 
to Jean-Marie Le Pen, but a smarter and more seductive leader than her 
father. Her rise – just a few months before the 2012 French presidential 
elections – and impressive results in the first round signal that she is 
likely to play a significant role in French politics and change the tra-
ditional political chessboard. In this light, the concept of the “Lepeni-
sation of minds,”  formulated several years ago to describe the impact 
of the far-right party on politicians and public debates, becomes more 
relevant, with Le Pen’s ability to win over and convince voters going 
far beyond the ranks of her traditional supporters. What might be the 
long-term consequences of this “Marine factor”? Is the extreme Right, 
once demonised, becoming a “normal” political presence?  And how 
might this affect other political forces? This article examines what may 
be the future direction of French politics under the growing influence 
of the “new look” extreme-right party.
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Introduction
When he shocked the nation and discounted all surveys pointing in the 
opposite direction by reaching the second round of the 2002 French 
presidential election – having eliminated Socialist pm Lionel Jospin – 
Jean-Marie Le Pen certainly enjoyed the most exciting and successful 
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moment of his political career.1 But he also knew that he did not stand 
a chance of becoming France’s new head of state. Indeed, his opponent, 
Jacques Chirac soundly defeated him two weeks later and assured his 
own re-election. With less than 18% of the vote (a similar result to his 
first-round score of 16.9%) to Chirac’s improbable 82.1%, Le Pen, the 
leader of Front National, the extreme-right party he founded in 1972, 
revealed his limits. Although his first-round result was legitimately 
considered a political earthquake – especially for the Socialist Party, 
which could not reach the second round just five years after a notable 
victory in the 1997 legislative elections – it also proved the inability of 
Front National to win an election and lead the country and marked the 
start of the slow decline of the far-right party.

The 2007 presidential elections confirmed Le Pen’s difficulties in 
appearing as a credible alternative to what he constantly described as 
‘the establishment’ although he remained under very close watch dur-
ing the campaign, mostly because of his previous performance.2 With 
support barely over 10%, Le Pen saw his worst results in two decades 
and was knocked out of the first round, quickly overcome by Nicolas 
Sarkozy (31%) and Ségolène Royal (26%). He finished in fourth position, 
far behind the centre candidate François Bayrou (18.5%). Having lost at 
least one million supporters between 2002 and 2007, most of whom 
had rallied behind Sarkozy,3 Le Pen was no longer the exuberant polit-
ical leader he once was, but an old and tired man when he conceded 
that he would never run for president again. To many observers, Front 
National seemed to be in a moribund state when its historic leader 
announced his retirement after more than 50 years in the political are-
na. This feeling was reinforced with the designation of his daughter 
Marine as his successor. Seen as too young, too soft, not legitimate 
and embodying a nepotism which attracted criticism even from within 
Front National ranks, Marine Le Pen’s ability to rekindle the party she 
officially became president of in January 2011, was at first poorly evalu-
ated.4  Her spectacular rise both within the party and at national level 
proved the contrary.5 

Less than two months later, Le Pen was officially elected president 
of Front National and stunned pollsters by recording 23% of the vote 
in a hypothetical presidential first round - well above the best figures 
her father had achieved and virtually eliminating either the Social-
ist candidate or then president Sarkozy depending on the polls.6 But 
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those opinion polls had proved wrong on many – if not all – past oc-
casions.  In addition, all candidates were still not officially known, and 
Le Pen appeared to be the only one confident she would be running 
in the election, her first major test at that stage.7 However, repeated 
polls giving her around 20% of potential voters – coupled with the dif-
ficulties faced by Sarkozy - clearly indicated an unexpected renewal 
of the extreme-right party. Marine Le Pen was in a position to claim 
justifiably that history was repeating: she had hopes of reaching the 
second round of the presidential election in 2012, just ten years after 
her father’s performance.8 

The official result of the first round of the 2012 election was both a 
defeat and a victory for Marine Le Pen. Coming in third, she did not 
manage to relive her father’s performance and finished far behind 
Sarkozy and François Hollande, who eventually won the second round 
to become France’s first Socialist president since François Mitterrand. 
Nevertheless, with a result close to 18%, Le Pen both outscored her fa-
ther and attracted more votes than any extreme-right party candidate 
in a presidential election in France’s history.9  While her father totalled 
4 804 713 votes in 2002, Marine Le Pen reached an incredible 6 421 426. 
She could claim a serious victory based on her ability to raise the num-
ber of supporters of the extreme-right movement.

It is not just that Le Pen seems capable of hanging onto the sup-
port of the traditional far-right voters who loyally followed her father 
for several decades. Her aptitude for expanding the nationalist move-
ment’s influence and spreading its ideas – with success never known 
by her father – is as impressive as it is alarming for her opponents. But 
how far can she go?  At present, and as the results of the 2012 presiden-
tial election have proved, the chances of a Front National candidate 
winning a major election still seem extremely slim, and most observers 
would simply reject this as nonsense based on the precedent of the 

“Republican front” that secured Chirac’s re-election in 2002 when he 
benefited from the support of not just his partisans, but also the entire 
Left seeking to avoid a hypothetical Le Pen success. Even her ability 
to reach the second round remains debatable. As for the risk of the 
Republican front not being reproduced in a future major election, re-
cent statements by François Fillon, the former prime minister under 
Sarkozy, suggest that this is confined to local elections: the Republican 
blockade will likely stay the norm at national level, especially when 
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it comes to the presidential ballot.  Marine Le Pen knows this reality 
better than anyone. Therefore, the meaning of the “Lepenisation” of 
French politics lies in the “Marine” factor and her ability to transform 
what lately has become an old-fashioned and outdated extreme-right 
movement into a respectable but still radical political party.10 Is she 
making these efforts to enable her to win a future presidential elec-
tion? Not necessarily. In parallel with her own real ambitions, she 
clearly aims to pursue her father’s long-time battle: spreading the ide-
as of the extreme-right across the political classes and, if possible, the 
population. With her natural talent and a favourable political context, 
she might reach what always remained an inaccessible summit for the 
elder Le Pen: turning the party into an accepted and, by extension, re-
spected political force.11

The Emancipation of “Daddy’s Girl”
Since she officially became president of Front National at the Tours 
congress on 16 January 2011 with 67.65% of the vote,12 Marine Le Pen 
has initiated a comprehensive makeover of her father’s political party, 
confirmed in the first-round results of the 2012 presidential election, 
and emerged as an unexpectedly mighty political figure.13 But what is 
behind what some may see as the fast and striking emancipation of a 
one-time “Daddy’s girl?”14

Le Pen’s rise within Front National has been particularly impressive 
since it was certainly not as easy as it may seem and her name may at 
first suggest. On 05 May 2002, the day of her father’s defeat in the sec-
ond round of the presidential election, Le Pen made a noted appear-
ance in a tv debate, revealing publicly for the first time her abilities 
as a political leader. A month later, she reached the second round of 
a legislative election in Lens in northern France and then managed 
to take away more than 32% of the vote in a second-round showdown 
eventually won by a Socialist candidate. This significant result did not, 
however, score her any credit with party delegates, who voted her out 
of an important position on the central committee at a congress in 
Nice in April 2003.  Totally overlooking what might be seen as clear 
party disapproval, and showing obvious signs of nepotism, her father 
chose her as the party’s new vice-president the next day. What appears 
to have been his last political fight – against his own supporters – was 
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an extremely risky manoeuvre that could potentially have accelerated 
a split in Front National, then already quite divided, and shown the 
impossibility of the extreme-right party staying united and surviving 
its founder’s retirement.15 

This was not enough to discourage the young lawyer, who since her 
early years had faced various problems linked to her father’s notoriety, 
from bullies at school to attempts on her life back in the 1970s.16 Be-
ing raised as the youngest daughter of an extreme-right leader surely 
helped to build the toughness she proved once launched on the po-
litical arena. As soon as she took control of the party, Marine Le Pen 
imposed her own style against all odds, as she later claimed in her au-
tobiography.17

This new style at first surprised most observers, but it was driv-
en right from the start by a clear strategy. While preparing for the 
2012 presidential election, Le Pen shocked supporters by adopting a 

“Gaullist” position totally different from the one embodied by her father: 
Jean-Marie Le Pen may be one of the only contemporary French poli-
ticians – along with far-left radicals – who never claimed the Charles 
De Gaulle legacy. In her own words, Marine Le Pen solemnly believed 
that ‘in the Fifth Republic, a presidential election is about a person’s 
relationship with the country.’  Her father, an Algerian war veteran and 
a lively opponent of De Gaulle in the 1960s, probably dreamt on several 
occasions of this ‘relationship,’ but never expressed such views, which 
would likely have alienated him from the most radical elements of his 
movement. But Marine did not seem to be tempted by the extreme Far 
Right. She calculated shrewdly that the most radical Front National 
voters would likely maintain their support for her in the absence of 
any substantial rival. This left her to focus on expanding her audience 
in more pragmatist spheres, which had always been resistant to the 
neo-fascist image of the extreme-right party.18 During the 2011 May 
Day rally in front of the Jeanne-d’Arc statue – used by her father during 
the 1980s as an icon to defend French heritage – she made sure that 
extremist factions of the party such as skinheads were kept out.

The younger Le Pen has also punished those who appear to be the 
most conservative and extremist members of her party. Alexandre Ga-
briac, a young member of regional parliament, was summarily banned 
from Front National in May 2011 after being photographed giving the 
Nazi salute.19 More interesting than the ban itself, however, was the 
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fact that the party’s new president took this decision alone and against 
the wishes of Jean-Marie Le Pen. She also investigated the case of Yvan 
Benedetti, one of the biggest supporters of Bruno Gollnisch (Gabri-
ac too was in his camp), who had been her greatest rival at the Tours 
congress. Benedetti was blamed for an interview he gave in which he 
publicly admitted to being anti-Semitic. He maintains, however, that 
he was punished for his engagement by Gollnisch, and he is probably 
right to some extent. But potential opponents within the party like 
Gollnisch are not Le Pen’s biggest threat. She is far more concerned 
with the Front National image than her father was, and major mis-
takes like those by Gabriac and Benedetti are therefore immediately 
sanctioned and used to convince a broader audience that the makeo-
ver of the party is a reality.  Gollnisch, who declined an offer to be the 
party’s vice-president after Marine Le Pen’s victory, once faced charges 
himself after allegedly denying Nazi war crimes in an October 2004 
press conference. He is generally perceived as more conservative and 
right-wing than the Front National president.

The differences inside the party are not, then, the biggest con-
cern for Le Pen, and cannot be compared with the split the French 
extreme-right underwent in the late 1990s when Bruno Mégret left 
Jean-Marie Le Pen’s party to start his own movement.20 Marine Le Pen 
does not just want to clean out the top ranks of the party her father 
founded: she also believes she has a unique opportunity to establish 
a fresh new image for Front National. When she publicly stated that 
‘the [Nazi] camps were the height of barbarity,’ she not only challenged 
one of her father’s most controversial and criticised statements of the 
mid-1980s, but at the same time “un-demonised” Front National in the 
eyes of many analysts.21 Her strategy insists that Front National cannot 
be considered racist and anti-Semitic if it wants to gain wider support 
and acceptance, and she will not hesitate to sacrifice those who con-
tinue to dispute her vision. Several party members besides Gabriac and 
Benedetti have been censured at different levels for their ‘lack of dis-
cipline’, according to Steeve Briois, the secretary-general of Front Na-
tional. This is a clear message to anyone tempted to be insubordinate, 
and a totally new dynamic not just within the party, but also outside 
it since legal attacks have multiplied against those who criticise her 
actions and statements without showing proof or respect.22 This tactic 
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of taking the offensive also radically differs from the approach her fa-
ther maintained.  Outspoken as he was, Jean-Marie Le Pen constantly 
faced accusations about his statements, but he rarely struck back and 
sued his opponents. Playing the role of the victim, he preferred to take 
a defensive stance, and his daughter has proven to be more reactive on 
this count.

Marine Le Pen has certainly defined her own style, and although ulti-
mately this does not seem to be enough to make her an electoral threat, 
it is contributing significantly to the new image of Front National she 
wants to promote. As the left-wing newspaper Libération once noted, 
she is undoubtedly different from her father, and that makes her far 
more dangerous. British newspaper, The Guardian, crowned Marine Le 
Pen simply ‘the most dangerous woman in France.’23

A “Normalised” Political Party
One of Marine Le Pen’s biggest contributions to Front National over 
the years – most significantly since she launched a political career in 
her father’s footsteps in the mid-1990s and multiplied her media ap-
pearances24 – has been her constant efforts to “normalise” its image.25 
As early as 2000, she became the president of Générations Le Pen, an 
association close to the party whose aim was ‘un-demonising Front Na-
tional.’26  Her clear intention was to transform a political force into a 

“normal” political party, and her more recent statements confirm that 
she still considers this mission a priority.27

The problem has been that Jean-Marie Le Pen’s legacy is extreme-
ly sensitive on this point, and the ideological influences of the party 
he founded, along with its messages, have worked to marginalise the 
whole movement.28 Most of the elder Le Pen’s political career was based 
on his reputation for making repeated inflammatory if not downright 
offensive statements.29 Although this strategy certainly served his 
anti-establishment image, and the stance of the rebel party seduced 
fringe groups in the population,30 it also limited the capacity to at-
tract more voters. For the vast majority of French people, Jean-Marie 
Le Pen’s provocateur stance was proof of his lack of policy arguments.   
Various interviews he gave to the media between the two rounds of 
the 2002 presidential election revealed his inability to propose decent 
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reforms, and he was chided and mocked on many occasions by vari-
ous politicians (including Nicolas Sarkozy, as early as in the 1990s) for 
barking loudly, but not being able to lead the country properly.

Unlike her father, Marine Le Pen is quite comfortable talking about 
economics, and although her economic policy – which may be sum-
marised as leaving the eu and abandoning the euro – is driven more 
by populism than any clear agenda,31 she does manage to explain her 
exit strategy by pointing out the risks related to globalisation.32  Her 
arguments remain controversial, but do not differ much from those 
advocated by a significant portion of Union for a Popular Movement 
(upm) voters as well as some of its members. At the same time, she 
sounds versed enough in the social implications of globalisation to 
compete with anti-globalisation movements coming from the Left.33  
The rejection of the Lisbon Treaty after the 2005 referendum – while 
due to a variety of reasons – and widespread opposition to the euro 
prove how popular these positions can be.34 Even so, in a rare analysis 
of Le Pen’s political programme published outside France, uk expert 
Charles Grant pointed out that ‘she has nothing to say about global 
governance, or what to do about transnational threats such as organ-
ised crime, climate change, proliferation or international terrorism.’35 
In that respect, the focus on the euro a few months before the presi-
dential election clearly had the effect of hiding the lack of analysis she 
might be able to offer in other fields. 

Opting for a populist stance rather than technical analysis, Le Pen 
believes that France needs to re-examine its membership of the Eu-
ropean Union and nato, and it should not make a dogma out of free 
trade. These views have had a significant impact on voters to the point 
that some uk-based journalists have wondered whether France has 
found its own Margaret Thatcher.36 But more important than being 
the “new Iron Lady,” Marine Le Pen sounds ‘like a typical European 
leftist when she complains that nato has subordinated French foreign 
policy to us imperialism, or when she points that many more people 
have died in Iraq since 2003 than in America on 9/11.’37 More recently, 
she criticised what she saw as the pro-American stance taken by Pres-
ident Hollande on the Syrian issue, referring to France as ‘the mistress 
of the United States.’38

Le Pen is also constantly formulating short statements that address 
what she believes to be the “new image” of her party. This is particular-
ly noteworthy when it comes to economic and social issues. When she 
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claims that Barack Obama is further to the right than she is, and when 
she pretends to share a similar approach to the Socialists on social is-
sues while being ‘neither on the Right nor on the Left,’ she puts her 
political engagement ahead of political parties, and seeks to end Front 
National’s identification as an extreme-right movement. Aware of her 
contribution to her party’s image, she even told British journalists that 
‘there is a normalisation of our movement that is incarnated by my 
personality.  The effect has contributed to making our analyses more 
credible.’39  The pugnacity of her insistence on an anti-euro policy has 
certainly brought her some credibility, if not support, at international 
level given the current difficult situation within the Eurozone.

 Marine Le Pen’s other secret weapon is her power to appeal to in-
tellectuals and blue-collar workers at the same time.40  Before the 2012 
presidential election, several opinion polls indicated that she was by 
far the most popular potential candidate with working-class voters 
although the results ultimately proved Hollande and Melenchon’s suc-
cess in this category. This is not a fundamentally new development 
for Front National, but rather the enhancing of an old dynamic with 
new potential to attract voters. Jean-Marie Le Pen previously benefit-
ed from massive support from these spheres, but Marine is also wel-
comed by some journalists and intellectuals who in the past refused 
to interview her father and now keenly entertain the idea that Front 
National should not be disregarded. The case of Robert Ménard, the 
founder and former secretary-general of Reporters sans frontières (Re-
porters without Borders) – who became famous for his opposition to 
the holding of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing – stands out. In a 
controversial book titled Vive Le Pen published on 21 April 2011 (ex-
actly 11 years after the shock of the first-round presidential election), 
the journalist took to the defence of Front National voters.41 He also 
criticised the way that Front National was constantly being pilloried 
by the media, arguing that it should be accepted as a normal political 
party. Seizing on a unique opportunity, the president of Front Nation-
al publicly welcomed the book’s publication and during a rally on 01 
May 2011 defended Ménard against those who vigorously attacked his 
positions.

Louis Aliot, who is at once the vice-president of the extreme-right 
party, head of Front National-affiliated think tank Idées Nation (Ide-
as Nation) and Marine Le Pen’s partner in private life, claimed at the 
start of the 2012 campaign that Front National was receiving increas-
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ing support from various intellectuals and policymakers who believed 
the party had changed and become respectable. Whether they did this 
openly (the most significant instance being lawyer Gilbert Collard, 
who eventually became a member of parliament on the Front National 
ticket on 17 June 2012) or not, the majority of those who approached 
Front National argued that they were neither fascist nor racist. In fact, 
the number of high-profile names, whether politicians, intellectuals 
or popular figures, who align with Front National remains far more 
meagre than Aliot suggests. But what was once a complete taboo is no 
longer off limits.

Marine Le Pen has also succeeded, as has been noted, in cleaning up 
the anti-Semitic image of Front National, and so won significant praise 
from various intellectuals.  Under her supervision, the party publicly 
sanctioned activists such as Christian Bouchet, once a strong Marine 
Le Pen supporter and now accused of being anti-Zionist and pro-Irani-
an. The president of Front National was even invited by a journalist to 
appear on Jewish radio (Radio J), generating friction within the Jewish 
community about whether or not she could be trusted. Her ability to 
disrupt the anti-Semitic image of the party has probably been one of 
her biggest successes and certainly something her father would never 
have been capable of achieving.42

Although she is somehow quickly demolishing what he took five 
decades to build, Jean-Marie Le Pen has every reason to be proud of 
his youngest daughter. As he revealed after letting go of the party com-
mand, ‘she is able to lead the party while looking outwards and making 
ideas accessible and appealing.’43 In other words, she can be either Le 
Pen or Marine depending on her needs. But she can also be both of 
them at the same time. The two Le Pens disagree on some issues, and 
their styles are far from comparable, but Marine’s strength has been 
her capacity to combine the supporters her father slowly built up with 
a new wave of activists who are attracted by the idea of a “Bleue Ma-
rine” coalition. The latter could cover a much larger audience than 
Front National ever was capable of.

The Growing Appeal of the Far-Right
The fear of another “21 April” has driven both political strategies and 
the positions of the major parties over the past decade. The Social-
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ists have pointed out the risks that differences among left voters could 
lead to fratricidal splits and weaken chances of qualifying for the sec-
ond round of national elections. They need to decide whether the best 
strategy is to represent left-wing (including far-left) voters or attract 
centrists, who have emerged as a strong political force. Hollande nota-
bly faced the same dilemma back in the 2012 presidential campaign un-
der pressure from the success of Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s far-left move-
ment. At that time, Mélenchon’s immediate unconditional support 
after the first round proved crucial to the Socialist candidate’s ability 
to unify forces on the Left. This gave Hollande the chance to expand 
his audience towards the centre. 

On the other hand, the Right underwent a major transformation 
after Chirac’s re-election in 2002, leading to the prompt creation of a 
new party called Union for a Popular Movement. This heterogeneous 
party initially aimed to represent all the different sensibilities among 
right-wing voters – excluding those on the extreme right – in order 
to guarantee entry into the second round in any circumstances. This 
strategy was immediately revealed in the legislative election after Chi-
rac’s return, and it showed its relevance. Making good use of the new 
party, Nicolas Sarkozy achieved peak success by regrouping centrists 
and a portion of voters who previously supported Le Pen, but were 
seduced in 2007 by the ump candidate and the possibility of seeing 
ideas transformed into action.  Jean-Marie Le Pen’s failure in his final 
presidential campaign was a direct consequence of this expansion of 
ump and its appeal to the Right.

The proximity between the ideas of Marine Le Pen and those of a 
significant ump faction remains problematic given her ability to broad-
en her group of supporters.  According to several polls, up to 45% of 
Sarkozy’s followers like her ideas. Once elected, Sarkozy quickly dis-
appointed the far-right voters who had abandoned an old and waning 
Le Pen to join Sarkozy’s majority, but soon criticised the French pres-
ident’s security and immigration policies and his image. More impor-
tantly, they blamed Sarkozy for supporting the euro at any cost, main-
taining that the European currency is responsible for the deteriorating 
social situation. As noted, this position makes Marine the number one 
choice for working-class voters who do not believe promises from the 
Left and blame Sarkozy for the increased cost of living since he came 
to power.
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Before the 2012 election, Marine Le Pen maintained that – in con-
trast with the situation in 2007 – Front National supporters were now 
so disappointed with Sarkozy that faced with the choice, many would 
even elect a Socialist over him this time.44 In the circumstances, her 
strategy was to present herself as the best candidate to prevent the 
Socialists’ return; the most efficient way to do this was to challenge 
Sarkozy on the platform he was elected on in 2007 while at the same 
time exposing disharmony within ump.  The greater the divisions in 
the French president’s party, the more Le Pen would succeed in en-
larging her audience. On this point, immigration policy was her most 
powerful weapon, and she ran her campaign on the issue long before 
the names of other presidential candidates were even known.

On 30 May 2011, the Front National leader sent a challenging letter 
to all 577 French mps, in which she called for a public debate on dual 
citizenship.45 Marine Le Pen believed (and still maintains) that this 
status – established in France since the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry – should be debated if not totally abolished. Most observers put the 
number of dual citizens in France between four and five million (there 
is no official data on the topic). Front National has contested these 
figures, arguing that the number of French citizens who also hold Alge-
rian citizenship alone comes to between four and five million.46

Immigration expert Patrick Weil, author of Etre français. Les quat-
re piliers de la nationalité (Being French: The Four Pillars of Nationality), 
reminds us that historically the Far Right has always criticised dual 
citizenship.47 But this time, Le Pen’s party was not isolated on the issue 
since Droite populaire (The “Popular Right”) – a right-wing movement 
iDroump – reacted quickly to Marine Le Pen’s move and claimed re-
sponsibility for the debate. Three MPs from this movement, Lionnel 
Luca, Jean-Paul Garraud and Philippe Meunier, were invited to the 
Elysée Palace a day after receiving Le Pen’s letter – a sign Le Pen’s call 
had directly swayed the Elysée agenda. Henri Guaino, one of Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s closest aides, also maintained that the topic of dual citizen-
ship should at least be debated, echoing the wishes of both the Front 
National president and Droite populaire members. The newspaper Le 
Monde reported on the similarity between the arguments of Marine Le 
Pen and those of Droite populaire, calling this troubling.  So too was a 
parliamentary report by ump’s Claude Goasguen which suggested that 
new French citizens should give up their original citizenship.48 The Pa-
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risian mp was finally forced to withdraw his support after a push from 
his party’s secretary-general, Jean-François Copé amid political crisis. 
More worrying was probably the impact that Droite populaire had on 
Sarkozy’s choices. During the presidential campaign, this met the even 
stronger influence of one of Sarkozy’s most prominent campaign ad-
visors, Patrick Buisson, originally a far-right hard-liner, who shaped 
most of the ump candidate’s tough stance on citizenship and immigra-
tion policy in the spring of 2012.

Behind the dual citizenship issue, the appeal of far-right beliefs and 
their impact on the direction of the ump government raised concerns 
among ump leaders. Nathalie Kosciusko-Morizet, then environment 
minister and recently the runner-up in the 2014 mayoral election in 
Paris, warned her party members not to be seduced by Marine Le Pen’s 
charms, claiming that the new Le Pen was only a softer version of her 
father and propagating the very same ideas. Kosciusko-Morizet, who 
authored the book Le front antinational (The Anti-national Front), which 
strongly criticises Front National, and later had an important role as a 
spokesperson in Sarkozy’s campaign, responded to the attacks on dual 
citizenship, arguing that a person cannot abandon their native citi-
zenship.49 Several high-ranked government members, including Yves 
Jégo50 and Eric Besson, then respectively the minister of industry and 
a former minister of immigration, followed suit, while others chose 
to stay silent. ump was undoubtedly sharply divided on the issue, and 
once Sarkozy officially became a candidate for a second term, he was 
called on to clarify his position before the presidential election lest he 
appear schizophrenic or, worse, like he had been lured into taking an 
extreme-right position to ensure his re-election.51 In that vein, a pro-
vocative piece titled ‘Nicolas Le Pen’ in the Wall Street Journal Europe 
in March 2012 attacked the French president’s stance on immigration 
after he publicly announced his wish to review France’s position in the 
Schengen zone if he was re-elected.52

Under the sway of Patrick Buisson during the re-election campaign, 
Nicolas Sarkozy tried to woo Marine Le Pen’s supporters in the first 
round, coating his electoral platform with a distinct far-right finish.  
He proposed halving the number of legal immigrants allowed into the 
country every year and threatened to pull out of the Schengen free-trav-
el zone unless Europe’s outer borders were more tightly guarded.53 He 
met with sharp criticism not only from the Left, but also from Marine 
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Le Pen, who claimed several times that the incumbent president was 
a liar whose record after five years at the country’s helm proved his in-
ability to arrive at an immigration policy that the extreme-right party 
would endorse. The debate over whether Sarkozy had become tougher 
than Le Pen on immigration grew prominent to the point that it poi-
soned the whole campaign, eclipsing other, arguably more important 
issues such as the economy and high unemployment.

The outcomes of the first-round election – from Marine Le Pen’s 
success to the collapse of the centre – pushed the ump candidate to 
take an even more radical approach. Trying to woo Front National 
voters between the two presidential election rounds, Nicolas Sarkozy 
spoke of Marine Le Pen as ‘legitimate’ and ‘compatible with the Re-
public.’54 He was condemned across various media,55 while some top 
ump leaders, such as former prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin urged 
the President to pay more attention to the ‘humanists’ within ump.56 
Sarkozy’s former minister of sports Chantal Jouanno admitted that 
though she would support the ump candidate in the second round, she 
was extremely concerned by attempts to lure Le Pen supporters.

Sarkozy eventually failed in his re-election bid though he still fin-
ished with a respectable 48.4% – less than 1.5 million votes behind Hol-
lande and a far better result than all polls had predicted. This score was 
largely explained by the support he gained from Marine Le Pen vot-
ers.57 One of the most important lessons of the election was, thus, that 
Front National’s success does not solely lie in the results themselves, 
but in the party’s omnipresence during the campaign and especially 
between the two rounds. 

But for ump, the “Marine problem” did not end with the 2012 pres-
idential election.  The legislative election a few weeks later was even 
more crucial as local-level alliances with Front National proved deci-
sive for holding onto a majority seriously challenged after Hollande’s 
victory. Some Droite populaire members such as Christian Vanneste 
called for local allegiances with the far-right party against the Left. 
Faced with the loss of the legislative election, ump co-founder Thierry 
Mariani evaluated the situation, concluding that ‘opting to the right 
was not the reason for the defeat’58 and suggesting further moves in 
that direction in the future.59 For some observers, such a spectacular 
U-turn (if taken) after years of demonising Front National, along with 



151

The “Marine” 
Factor

the losses in the 2012 presidential and legislative elections, could spell 
the end of ump and its break-up into several smaller entities to the 
right of the political spectrum. On his blog, former prime minister 
Dominique de Villepin (2005-2007), a one-time candidate for the 2012 
presidential election (he exited the race after failing to secure the man-
datory 500 official endorsements needed for candidacy) wrote that 
‘ump looks more and more like this party [that] we could say…asks good 
questions, but gives the wrong answers.’ This was an allusion to what 
he saw as the Lepenisation of the party he had left some months earlier 
to create a political force of his own. It was a view shared by Yves Jégo.60

The legislative election of 10 and 17 June 2012 drove home ump’s dif-
ficulties in reaching a clear and unanimous strategy on Front National. 
Though ump was convincingly defeated, with the Socialist Party giving 
Hollande an absolute majority, it was mostly ump’s stance on allianc-
es with Front National that posed a serious dilemma for the former 
majority party. This was certainly not helped by Marine Le Pen, who 
used the election as a chance to claim parliamentary seats for her par-
ty – for the first time since the 1986 election apart from a few isolated 
cases that were quickly overturned.61 By forming a Bleue Marine coa-
lition (an allusion to the navy blue colour usually used to depict Front 
National’s results in the media as well as an obvious play on her first 
name), and capitalising on divisions among ump leaders, she managed 
to win over several ump candidates who had been tempted by alliances 
against the Left. Most candidates, however, rejected what has often 
been described as a ‘pact with the devil.’ Still, considering Jean-François 
Copé’s struggle to rally his troops – and the adoption of a controver-
sial “ni-ni” (neither-nor) approach, which meant no alliance with Front 
National, but at the same time no alliance against it – several cases 
revealed the cracks inside ump. Most ridiculous was certainly the situ-
ation of Nadine Morano, a former minister under Sarkozy, who, in the 
lead-up to a difficult second round in her district, was the victim of a 
prankster who called her mobile phone pretending to be Front Nation-
al Vice-President Louis Aliot. Broadcast on the Sud-Radio radio station, 
the conversation became a national sensation and was catastrophic for 
Morano, who had praised Marine Le Pen for her talents and admitted 
to sharing a lot with the extreme Right, before adding that her biggest 
fear was ‘seeing [her] country turn into a new Lebanon,’ a reference 
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to Hollande’s wish to allow foreign citizens to vote in local elections. 
Morano was ultimately defeated a few days later, but no sanction was 
taken against her at the level of ump’s leadership.  

More recently, former prime minister François Fillon, an official 
rival to Jean-François Copé within ump, has criticised the “ni-ni” ap-
proach by flagging the option in some circumstances of supporting a 
Front National candidate over the Socialist competitor in a local elec-
tion second round; even if there is no ump candidate in the race. The 
receptiveness to this position across the ranks of Front National – and 
also in Droite forte (The “Strong Right”), the most important and most 
right-wing movement in ump, which inherited Sarkozy’s  Novem-
ber 2012 election strategy and calls for dialogue with Front Nation-
al) - contrasts with the moderate Right’s traditional refusal to consider 
cooperation. It also marks a stark difference from the era of Jean-Ma-
rie Le Pen’s defamatory counter-attacks, which served to isolate the 
extreme-right party and shrink its chances of winning an election.62 
More generally, the divisions among Droite forte, Droite populaire, 
Droite sociale (The “Social Right”) and Droite humaniste (The  “Hu-
manist Right”) have reached a new level with several media sources re-
porting that the levee has broken between ump and Front National just 
as Marine Le Pen predicted.63 In the wake of the election, ump needs to 
take a less ambiguous position regarding Front National, opting either 
for a clear alliance comparable to those seen in several other European 
countries over the last few years, or complete rejection of any dialogue 
and compromise with the extreme Right. Either way, and considering 
the divisions, this decision will have a crucial impact on the party’s 
future, and at the same time, be of benefit to Front National, which 
will either be accepted as a respectable party, or gain support from new 
sympathisers.64 

The fact is that the mainstreaming of Front National goes way be-
yond the positions expressed by some ump members, whether or not 
they are isolated. According to a poll conducted by tns Sofres on 31 May 
2012, between the time of the presidential and the legislative elections, 
51% of respondents considered Front National to be a ‘normal party’ (of 
whom 24% said it was ‘totally normal’ and 27% ‘quite normal’), while 
only 42% did not see the party as a ‘normal one.’65 In another bva survey 
on 12 September 2013, as many as 72% of ump supporters claimed that 
they viewed Front National a ‘normal party.’ This figure puts ump in an 
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extremely delicate position that not only harms its standing in local 
and national elections, but threatens its very existence. It also shows a 
radical change of public opinion about a party that until recently was 
considered untouchable.

Conclusion: A Marinisation of Front National,  
Or the Lepenisation of French Politics?
While the rapid rise of the current president of Front National may 
seem surprising, this is because one crucial question remains unsolved: 
what is Marine Le Pen’s purpose considering that she will probably 
never get the support of the majority of voters and win a national elec-
tion?66  The answer lies in the phenomenon of “Marinisation,” which 
could replace “Lepenisation,” with far more effective results for the 
extreme Right.

Certainly, Marine Le Pen’s “new look” Front National does not 
have much in common with her father’s party when it comes to its 
public image despite the fact that its ideas and agenda remain largely 
unchanged.67 She understands, however, how important image is in 
contemporary politics and how decisive some symbols can be for lend-
ing brand new legitimacy to a party. On this point, we may consider 
that she has already succeeded well beyond her father’s expectations, 
turning a once untouchable, fascist-like movement into a respectable 
political party.

In parallel, Marine Le Pen has not only maintained her father’s lega-
cy of offering an anti-establishment alternative, but continues to grow 
this profile in spheres where Front National was never considered a 
credible voice. When she compares herself to British Prime Minister 
David Cameron68 or refers to Joseph Stiglitz to justify her immigration 
policy, her aim is clearly to suggest an alternative way based not just on 
constant and in some ways irrational denunciation of goings-on under 
various governments of past decades – as was her father’s custom – but 
on proposing solutions which sometimes appear no more radical than 
those from other parties. In this respect, Droite forte has been her best 
ally since the positions of this ump arm are sometimes further to the 
right than those of Front National.

 The biggest consequence of the Lepenisation of French politics, 
therefore, does not lie in the likelihood – still limited – that Front Na-
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tional will reach the second round of a major election and claim power 
at national level. It is more about the impact on other parties, most no-
tably ump. Marine Le Pen’s touch now appears more visible to the point 
that ump’s raison d’être appears determined by its stance on the Far 
Right. Un-demonising Front National’s ideas seems an easier goal than 
un-demonising the party itself. Marine Le Pen understands this better 
than her father ever did, and this is certainly the key to her success.

The current political context is also clearly serving the younger Le 
Pen’s strategy and boosting her credibility. Recent scandals involving 
allegations of sexual assaults by public figures – names range from 
former imf director Socialist Dominique Strauss-Kahn to state Secre-
tary of Public Affairs Georges Tron (ump), who quit his position within 
François Fillon’s government in late May 2011 – along with accusations 
by former minister of education Luc Ferry of participation in orgies, 
have fed Front National’s constant arraignments of the establishment. 
Marine Le Pen was one of the first French politicians to castigate 
Strauss-Kahn after his arrest in New York, and she played a significant 
role in disgracing Tron. This position of defender of a more “moral” 
political class is a legacy of her father, but Le Pen senior was never in 
a position to claim to embody a “cleaner” generation of leaders. Al-
though twice divorced, Marine Le Pen has more credibility as a figure 
of public decency, which will surely support her image in confronting 
the various scandals that undermine both the Socialist Party and ump. 
Fighting corruption has also been one of the main platforms she has 
used to draw more supporters, and she can still exploit the fact that 
Front National representatives have never held any important position, 
unlike all the other significant political parties. Alongside the econom-
ic turmoil within the Eurozone, which has affirmed Marine Le Pen’s 
arguments for an anti-euro policy, this has meant that Front National 
is now considerably more popular than ever before.

The question remains, however, whether the “Marine factor” will 
be a long-term phenomenon, or it will be obscured by a “Marine ef-
fect” which shows its limits and, depending on political measures like 
electoral system reforms, may be nothing but a ‘paper tiger.’69 The 2014 
mayoral and European elections, and of course, the 2017 presidential 
and legislative ballot, will bring vital answers. However, in the lead-up 
to these important political events, Marine Le Pen has already succeed-
ed beyond her expectations by turning Front National into the centre 
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of all attention and a reference point for all political parties – whether 
they are tempted by its ideas or terrified by the prospect of another 21 
April – as well as ‘the hottest political party in the country.’70 Having 
slowly transformed her party’s image, she has now become a factor 
that can influence France’s positions on major domestic and foreign 
issues.71 In this way, Marine Le Pen is not only shaping the political de-
bate in France, but also potentially preparing the political agenda for at 
least the next five years. As political expert Sylvain Crépon has pointed 
out, with Marine Le Pen, ‘the Lepenisation of minds is really begin-
ning,’72 and it is still difficult to evaluate its long-term impact. This will 
surely depend on several factors: First, of course, there are the actions 
of President François Hollande, and how they are perceived by the 
public. Second, there is the ability of ump leaders to prevent their party 
from imploding. Finally, we have Marine Le Pen’s capacity to take the 
un-demonising of Front National even further by attracting notable 
new members and reaching the level of Hollande’s main opponent.73 If 
her successes were unexpectedly great under ump leadership, then the 
stakes appear even bigger under a Socialist government. As sociologist 
Alain Mergier has observed, ‘Front National is no longer at the margins 
of politics, it is becoming its centre.’74 Reaching the centre and inev-
itably becoming a catalyst of French political life – once impossible 
dreams for Jean-Marie Le Pen – seem to have become the reality for his 
daughter’s party. This is a new paradigm in French politics.
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