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Abstract 

This study of the uses of Europe by the leaders of the Front National shows how the opening 

of a new European political space can have indirect effects, supporting political parties at the 

domestic level and strengthening specific actors within political organizations. The theme of 

Europe, together with European elections and the European Parliament, are transformed by 

FN leaders into material as well as symbolic resources which they mobilize in the national 

political space at both inter and intra-party level. These uses of Europe reinforce the capacities 

and resources of the party as well as its legitimacy and visibility. It helps FN actors to widen 

their electoral support and allows party presidents to strengthen their position. The article 

reveals the specificity of the FN relationship to the European arena and underlines the strong 

continuity of the practices developed by the new leadership. Finally the study provides a 

detailed account of the process of FN Europeanization and advances understanding of the 

impact of European integration on domestic political competition. 
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Introduction  

The Front National (FN) has progressively made its mark as one of the main 

opponents to the European Union (EU) in the French and European political space. The way 

the FN has reclaimed the political arena at the European community level for use as a 

resource in the national political game sheds light on the evolution of the party and the French 

political arena. It also serves comparative purposes as a tool for understanding opponents to 

the EU and the way European integration fits into national political spaces. 

The study of the Europeanization of parties and party systems has developed since the 

2000s. The first publications focused on the effect of European integration on domestic 

political cleavages and showed that the direct impact of European integration on party 

systems remains limited (Mair 2000, 2006; Bartolini 2005). But the literature emphasizes that 

it is fundamental to study the indirect effects of European integration on the power relations, 

activities and practices of political parties to understand the recent evolution of national 

political systems (Ladrech 2005, Mair 2006).  

However, so far, research has essentially focused on the indirect impact of the process 

of European integration on the formal structure of party organizations, in particular on EU 

specialists within party organizations (Aylott et al. 2007). The European integration process 

also reinforces the contemporary evolution of political parties (Katz and Mair 1995, 2009) 

including the progressive marginalization of activists and strengthening of the autonomy of 

party elites (see for example Raunio 2002), as well as the promotion of new modes of 

legitimating political decision-making, inherited from the deliberative model of EU 

institutions (Roger 2009). Over the past decade, another debate has developed which analyses 

‘euroscepticism’ (see Szczerbiak and Taggart 2003, 2008, Mudde 2012). Our knowledge of 

opponents to the EU has grown but the debate has long been focused on taxonomic concerns 

and definitional disputes and has offered a weak analytical framework. Unlike preceding 

work, the emphasis here will be on opposition to Europe as a tool of competition rather than 

as an attribute (Dakowska 2010). 

Hence the article investigates the uses and strategies of appropriation by the FN of the 

Europe issue, as well as of the European elections and institutional arena, in national 
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competition by partisan actors. Our hypothesis is that, in the French case, this impact of 

European integration is far from negligible and that it indirectly contributes to structuring the 

French political landscape today. The European political arena is understood here as a matrix 

of new political constraints and resources to which national political actors contribute (Coman 

and Lacroix 2007). The objective of the article goes hand in hand with the need to 

contextualize the study (Goodin and Tilly 2006) and pay constant attention to both inter- and 

intra-party competition. The analysis reveals how, in the case of the FN, the European 

political arena can indirectly constitute an effective base for partisan entrepreneurship and 

strengthen a specific group within the organization. Thus, it helps us understand how (and 

under what conditions) the Europeanization of a medium-sized opponent can be a way to 

sustain its political activity in national competition, therefore contributing to shaping it. The 

analysis of the FN case raises questions about some aspects of the second-order model (Reif 

and Schmitt 1980) that seem to have led to downplaying the diversity of national parties’ 

mobilizations for European elections (especially in the case of smaller, medium-sized, and 

new political parties). It invites us to pay closer attention to those actors to measure more 

adequately the impact of the Europeanization of national competition. 

Numerous studies of the FN have shed light on its history, ideology, and strategy 

(Declair 1999, Mikenberg and Schain 2003, Dezé 2012), the sociography of its executives 

(Birnbaum and François, 1996) as well as of its members (Lafont 2005) and voters since the 

1980s and more recently (Schields 2007, Mayer 2013). Even so, analysis of the party’s 

relationship with European integration remains neglected to this day. While the FN’s stance 

on the Europe issue has been reviewed (Balent 2012), it remains secondary and the 

appropriations and uses of the Europe issue and the European political arena by the leadership 

at the inter- and intra-party level are never a central issue (with the notable exception of 

Kestel 2008). 

The analysis here is based on a methodology combining archival research (press and 

party archives); interviews with party executives in charge of European issues; discourse 

analysis based on a systematic quantitative analysis of FN Euromanifestos since 1984; and 

qualitative analysis of party programs, propaganda material and leaders’ media appearances. 

We draw on various strands of political party analysis to investigate the FN in terms of 

strategy and entrepreneurship, but also as a producer of ideology and discourses, as well as 

ways of thinking and cultural grammars mobilized by activists, sympathizers and voters 

(Hastings 2001). We also consider it as an organization whose domination is the object of 

struggles. Thus, we share the approach of scholars who study radical right parties using the 
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tools and concepts of political party analysis (Mudde 2010), and who have in recent years 

called for repositioning European studies within the broader agenda of political sociology 

(Favell and Guiraudon 2009).  

The first section of the article will show that European elections and the European 

political arena fulfil specific functions in the FN, such as acquiring symbolic as well as 

material resources which are then turned into domestic political assets, helping the FN to 

sustain its political activity. The European elections thus appear as a first-order event for FN 

actors. The second section analyses the evolution of FN discourse on Europe and uses of the 

criticism of Europe in French national competition. These are also important assets for the 

organization at the national inter and intra party-level. Additionally, we will address the 

multiple media discourses on the ’new FN’, by examining current developments and 

continuities in the use of the Europe issue by the FN since Marine Le Pen became the head of 

the party in January 2011. While limited and specific changes can be pointed out, the analysis 

shows the great continuity of political practices under the new leadership. 

 

Uses of Europe as a back door for national politics  

 

Over the past few decades, the European political arena has become a new allocator of 

resources for political actors. The importance of this phenomenon and thus of European 

elections for small and medium-sized political parties, particularly in political systems 

characterized by a strong bipolarization, has probably been somewhat overlooked. In France, 

small parties are clearly disadvantaged by the two-round majority electoral system, which 

tends to give the lion’s share of seats to mainstream parties and leave little space for 

newcomers. Access to parliamentary seats is conditional on the ability of party executives to 

be part of a governing coalition. Unlike other smaller organizations, the FN remains excluded 

from these.1 By contrast, EU elections are more favorable to small and marginal parties, due 

to the proportional voting system, the fact that voter behaviour tends to benefit non-

government parties (Reif and Schmitt 1980) and the limited costs and financial risk. This 

creates a window for the FN, strengthened by the fairly similar pro-European stance of the 

mainstream parties in France since the 1990s especially. FN actors were able to benefit from 

this opportunity and obtained between five and eleven MEPs from their first participation in 

1984 until 2004, three in 2009 and the exceptional result of 24 MEPs in 2014. This part shows 

how FN actors were able to convert those mandates and their European activity into symbolic 
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and material resources to sustain their political organization and political careers in the 

domestic arena. 

 

The European Parliament as a provider of symbolic resources 

 

The European political arena – and the European Parliament (EP) in particular – is a source of 

domestic credibility for the FN. Other political actors, especially those opposed to the 

European Union, share this conversion of European political activity into a domestic political 

resource (Brack and Costa 2009). In a national context in which few political functions are 

within reach, European parliamentary seats are thus presented as external signs of legitimacy. 

Membership in a group and European partnerships are also sources of political respectability. 

The European arena appears as a new resource in the old dialectical game played by FN 

leaders between challenging the rules of the political game and adapting it to fight against 

stigmatization and gain political credibility (Dezé, 2012). The FN MEP and ex-FN vice-

president Bruno Gollnisch stresses it during an interview:  

 

We have no MPs, not a single senator. But for sure, I have more weight as MEP than for 

example my friend, R. Boudeau, who is not elected yet but who is responsible of our 

federation in the Rhône-Alpes region. It gives us legitimacy, it gives us prestige. [...] 

Obviously, when you organize a public meeting, or when you phone the prefect or when 

you address newspapers and you are member of a parliament, it’s not exactly the same 

than if you are just somebody somewhere, representing some tiny political group. 

[...] 

When I mention our friendly relationships, our alliances and our co-operation with our 

friends from Flanders, from Britain, […] from Bulgaria in the Ataka party, from Austria 

in the FPÖ, etc. – people are absolutely thrilled, and even more so when they see people 

in charge, elected representatives.2 

 

While it has been difficult for the radical right to form stable coalitions at the European level 

(Mudde 2007), at every opportunity since the 1980s the FN has actively participated in the 

creation of parliamentary groups and the development of formal partnerships or of European 

political parties (Table 1). 

Table 1. The position of the FN in the political groups of the European Parliament 

1984-1989 1989-1994 1994-1999 1999-2004 2004-2009 2009-2014 2014-2019 
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Technical 

Group of 

the 

European 

Right 

 

 

 

 

Group of 

the 

European 

Right 

 

 

NA 

 

Creation of 

the 

Euronat 

Network* 

 

NA 

 

Technical 

Group of 

Independent 

Members, 

rejected by 

the ECJ 

 

 

 

Identity, 

Tradition, 

Sovereignty 

(ITS) 

in 2007, 

and then 

NA 

 

 

NA 

 

 Alliance of 

European 

Nationalist 

Movements 

(AENM) * 

 

 

NA 

 

European 

Alliance for 

Freedom 

(EAF) * 

*Formal partnerships and European political parties. NA: Non-attached members. 

 

If Euro-parties still hold little weight, a leading position within them can strengthen party 

executives from small organizations or smaller Member-states, for whom access to 

international networks remains difficult (Carter et al., 2007). As with other small French 

parties, FN leaders tried to reach leading positions in their European political groups and/or 

parties. Those European political functions were then converted into political credit and 

highlighted at the domestic level. Every time Jean-Marie Le Pen managed to reach the 

presidency of a parliamentary group this achievement was extensively publicized in the 

party’s national propaganda, as in the 1989 and 1994 Euromanifestos. 

   
Under J-M Le Pen’s pictures, it reads: ‘Member of the European parliament, President of the Group of the 

European Right at the European Parliament, President of the National Front”, and in 1994, PACA regional 

councilor’. 
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EU elections and the choice of European partners are also tools in shaping both the party’s 

domestic image, and internal party competition. For the new party leadership it provides an 

opportunity both to forge alliances for a domestic ‘de-demonization’ strategy and to assert the 

new president’s leadership on this question at the EU level. Marine Le Pen’s speeches at the 

EP can be watched on the FN’s website and Facebook page, as well as on her personal 

website, Facebook and twitter accounts. She thus appears as a political leader of European 

stature. This gives her legitimacy inside and outside the party. The promotion of these 

partnerships is also a way of providing an image of international credibility to counterbalance 

the FN’s national isolation.3 Similarly, she denounced the ‘old’ alliances of the AENM4 

chaired by Gollnish, and made new ones, thereby depriving her former opponent in the 

internal election for the FN presidency in 2011 of the political resource of his strong ties in 

European networks. Since Autumn 2011, Marine le Pen has chosen to emphasize her personal 

membership in the European Alliance for Freedom (EAF), in which she serves as vice-

president. Founded in 2010, the EAF includes outwardly more moderate European partners: 

members of Partij Voor de Vrijheid, of Vlaams Belang, of the Lega Nord and of the FPÖ. 

Ludovic de Danne, the party’s European affairs advisor claims the FN now forms alliances 

with ‘parties that aren’t into caricature and folklore […] with serious people who have 

participated in governments’.5  

 The FN seems to have taken a new step, beyond ‘technical’ alliances, in the 

development of a transnational collaboration for the European elections. Yet the rationale 

behind this is steeped in traditional party practices. The two-level-game played by Marine Le 

Pen between the EU and the domestic arena has long been engaged in by FN leaders as well 

as by other right or radical right parties (Mudde, 2007, Dakowska 2010). The European arena 

is used to present a changed image that fits within broader party strategies – in the FN’s case, 

gaining respectability at the national level. The new leadership’s approach also makes sense 

in light of inter-party competition. An important concern was to present meaningful alliances 

with direct competition from the sovereigntist party of Nicolas Dupont-Aignan, who strongly 

underscores his European partnerships, especially with UKIP.  

 

The European Parliament as a provider of material resources 
 

In contrast to domestic systems in which mandates remain hard to win for newcomers or 

outsider parties, the European arena can provide both seats and financial resources. In this 

way, the Europeanization of FN actors helps the organization to sustain its domestic political 
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activity. The material resources provided by the EP supply the party with the financial means 

to employ executives and staff able to devote themselves exclusively to political activity at 

the national and European levels. Gollnisch remembers here the impact of the 1984 European 

election on the party, when FN actors entered the EP: 

It was a tremendous asset internally. Because, all at once […] we got ten people elected. People like J-P. 

Stirbois who was general secretary of the party, or J.M. Le Chevalier who was more or less treasurer […] 

who was J-M Le Pen’s director of Cabinet, found themselves with an income! It can seem silly but it 

enabled them to be absolutely available on a full-time basis. 
 

For the FN as for others such as the French Greens (Shemer-Kuntz 2013), the European arena 

is a ‘back door’ into national politics. This is even more the case for the FN: as the FN has no 

electoral coalition partners in the French majoritarian electoral system, the EP has played a 

key role in the professionalization of party executives (Kestel 2008). To use Max Weber’s 

phrase, the parliamentary allowance lets them live off and for politics. As a result, Aylott et 

al’s hypothesis is turned on its head (Aylott et al 2007): the specialization on European issues 

does not result in leading positions within the party, but rather, because they hold leadership 

positions, FN executives develop skills on European issues. The overrepresentation of MEPs 

in the FN leadership is striking compared to mainstream or other outsider parties. Since the 

early nineties, the ‘inner logic of the constitution of European lists […] is quite an intuitive 

and natural rule’ (Gollnisch). Priority was given to FN leaders and top executives during 

successive terms. Since 1984, FN presidents have been MEPs, as have general delegates 

(from the creation of the function in 1988 to its suppression in 2007), general secretaries until 

2004 and vice-presidents since the renewal of the function in 2007. The opening of the 

European arena has been one of the conditions allowing the FN to remain in the running at the 

domestic level and favouring the development of the organization. Since May 2014, seven of 

the nine members of the FN executive office have been MEPs (table 2). 

 

Table 2: MEPs in FN’s highest offices 
 

 

European 

Parliament 

terms 

 

MEPs  

in party leadership6 

[out of total MEPs] 
 

 

MEPs who also hold major responsibilities in 

party structure 

 

1984-1989 
 

6 [of 10] 

 

 

Party president, vice-president, general secretary and 

Jean-Marie Le Pen’s Chief of Staff 
 

1989-1994 
 

7  [of10] 

 

 

Party president and general delegate 

 

1994-1999 

 

 

11 [of 11] 

 

Party president, vice-president, successive general 

secretaries and general delegate  
 

1999-2004 
 

4 [of 5] 

 

Party president, vice-president, general secretary and 



9 
 

  general delegate 
 

2004-2009 

 

 

7 [of 7] 

 

Party president, vice-president, general secretary and 

general delegate 
 

2009-2014 
 

3 [of 3] 

 

Party president and the two vice-presidents 

 

 

2014-2019 

 

 
15 [of 24] 

 

Party president, honorary president, 3 vice-presidents 

(among 4), general & vice general secretaries 
 

 

Also important for the FN are the material resources offered by the EP to individual 

MEPs or related to parliamentary group membership. EP funding  is used to hire staff at the 

EU and local levels, but also non-elected leaders. This is a long-standing practice (Kestel 

2008). During the 2009–2014 term, three FN vice-presidents can be found among local MEPs 

assistants in a period of financial crisis for the party and five among the nine members of the 

FN Executive office were MEPs or MEPs assistants. Therefore, EP funding contributes to the 

development of the party as a whole and is partly used to support its national activities. 

Ludovic de Danne, ex-parliamentary assistant and current European affairs advisor, 

acknowledges it slightly during the interview. 

When I interviewed G. Berthu [French MEP of the Movement for France], he told me that having MEPs 

assistants working both on European issues and for the party was a common practice. I can imagine that 

it is the same in the FN? 
 

Yes, a little bit. Because as I told you, we were a millionaire party in terms of votes but very poor in terms 

of financial means. Honestly, we were almost like isolated warriors.7 

 

 

The European election as a resource for internal control by the leadership 

  

To conclude this section it is worth noting that the European election can also be used 

by the leadership as a resource for internal control over the organization. At the intra-party 

level, the opportunity of gaining a parliamentary seat, as well as the allowance and career path 

that come with it, creates heated internal competition. While a formal nominating committee 

does exist, the highly vertical structure of the organization gives the president authority over 

European electoral nominations. Gollnisch confirms this during an interview: 

In theory, we have a nominating committee […] But [J-M] Le Pen kept the European [nominations] for 

himself. The nominating committee is actually quite futile because for many people, it was difficult to 

imagine them taking a stand against the president of the movement. 

 

Thus, for a long time, European elections have been an important opportunity both to 

discipline and/or reward executives, but also to keep a lid on personal ambitions and drive 

potential challengers away. This was already the case in 1998, when the choice of who would 
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lead the FN list for the 1999 European elections resulted in a standoff between Jean-Marie Le 

Pen and the party delegate general Bruno Mégret, who was challenging the leader over 

control of the party apparatus. Then president Le Pen, who was threatened with ineligibility 

but refused to stand down, planned on nominating his wife rather than his challenger. While it 

led to the biggest split in the history of the party, as Mégret and more than a hundred 

executives left the FN, the clash ultimately reinforced Le Pen’s authority.  

The scenario of the 2009 election reads as a remake of that episode. As the top 

nominations were seen as crucial in securing control of the party apparatus before the internal 

election to succeed Jean-Marie Le Pen as party president, the rivalry between Marine Le Pen 

and her entourage and the ‘historic’ executives and supporters of Gollnisch grew more heated. 

Top positions on several lists (Ile de France, Northwest, Southwest) were filled by Marine Le 

Pen and her entourage, leading to the resignation of two long-time party executives (Carl 

Lang and Jean-Claude Martinez, who had declared his candidacy for the party’s presidency). 

The internal management of the 2009 European elections and in 2014, the presence of three 

new candidates among the eight heads of list (Aymeric Chauprayde, Bernard Monot and 

Gilles Lebreton) who belong to the personal circle of Marine Le Pen and of whom the last, is 

not even a FN member (member of the RBM-Siel) exemplifies the direct continuity with past 

uses of this election in the struggle for control of the party apparatus. 

 

Uses and continuity of FN discourse on Europe  

 

This section explores the FN discourses and programs to show that the 

Europeanization of FN practices serves the its political enterprise in domestic competition in 

different ways. The comparison reveals the global continuity with long-standing FN practices 

in the mobilization of the Europe theme by the new leadership. Europe and European 

elections are (increasingly) used as tools to distinguish the party from its competitors.  The 

analysis of the party’s doctrine and of the evolution of its discourse on Europe indeed 

confirms that the party’s European stance must be understood in relation to the national party 

system. But it also performs a cohesion-building function at the intra-party level. 

 

 

Continuity and evolution of FN discourse on Europe  
 

Like many other West European radical right parties (Mudde 2007), the FN moved 

from pro-integrationist nationalism to increasingly structured opposition to the EU in the late 

1980s. A close scrutiny of party literature (programs and manifestos) reveals the continuity of 
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the European doctrine defended by the new leadership. Since the 1990s, the FN’s position on 

Europe is underpinned both by the promotion of the nation, anchored in a traditionalist view 

and opposed to any form of supra-nationalism, and by the rejection of immigration. The FN 

was already a staunch advocate of national sovereignty at the time of the ratification of the 

Maastricht Treaty. By the mid 1990s, the FN’s opposition to integration was tied to a 

perception of politics increasingly informed by identity concerns. The FN’s theses were close 

to those of two think tanks, GRECE and part of the Nouvelle droite, which protect national 

identity. Thus, opposition to integration fits in with the development of the broader ‘neither 

right nor left’ doctrine of the party and its criticism of loss of control over national borders.  

The new leadership’s critique of the EU rests on several long-standing party concerns. 

The main themes of Marine Le Pen’s 2012 presidential program and of the 2014 platform for 

the European elections show a strong continuity with these concerns. The criticism of the 

Euro, the defence of French values, identity and traditions, the protection of French 

agriculture and public services, but also border control (illustrated in the picture8) and the 

restoration of the supremacy of national law over European law have been defended by the 

FN, sometimes since the 1990s.  

 

Two developments in the party’s discourse on the EU should be mentioned. First, 

while it remains critical, the FN’s stance on Europe has become more Europeanized. The 

Europe question has featured increasingly prominently in the party literature over the past 

decade. Lexicometric analysis of Euromanifestos shows that while all parties assigned more 

space to EU-related themes in their programs beginning in the late 1990s, the most dramatic 

increase observed is for the FN (Figure 1) – between 1989 and 1999 around 30% to 36% of 

FN Euromanifestos specifically discussed European issues, in 2004 the proportion reached 

more than 47% and by 2009 it had reached 67% (Reungoat 2012ab). Progressively, especially 

since the 2000s, the party’s documents have also contained more and more detailed proposals 

on how to ‘change Europe’.9 

 

Figure 1: Global proportion of FN Discourse on European issues at European elections (in % of the 

Euromanifestos) 
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Second, after 2010, as the financial and economic crisis hit Member States and the 

new leadership made its mark, the discourse of FN leaders on Europe became tougher – 

particularly in the media appearances of the current president and her entourage. The choice 

of more aggressive words radicalised the party’s image. Criticisms of the Euro have been part 

of FN doctrine since the middle of the nineties but ‘exit’ from the Euro is now regularly called 

for and part of the FN’s official agenda. Marine Le Pen initially used this discourse during her 

internal campaign for the party leadership. As the FN candidate for the French presidency she 

then ostensibly took a very firm stance on Europe and emphasized the need to ‘take France 

out of the Eurozone’ in order to ‘recover our monetary sovereignty’. The party’s vice-

presidents echoed her words. Florian Philippot called for ‘a concerted end to the Euro’.10 This 

argument was often repeated during the 2012 presidential campaign, as well as the 2014 

European one. In March 2013, the proposal came with a new demand. In the wake of the 

Italian elections, in which candidates who criticized the EU garnered high scores, Marine Le 

Pen ‘solemnly [asked] the President of the Republic to organize a referendum on France’s exit 

from the European Union’. This demand was reiterated in the following months by the most 

prominent FN leaders11. It was however toned down during the 2014 European election 

campaign.  

 

 

Understanding the mobilization of FN anti-EU discourses 

 

To understand the current radicalization of the FN discourse on Europe and the 

detailed proposals to exit the Eurozone, it must be put in historical perspective. We know that 

EU-related issues is framed in the domestic political spaces (Taggart and Szczerbiak 2008, 
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Neumayer 2008, Harmsen and Schild 2011, Conti 2014). That is why parties’ stances on 

Europe are evolutionary processes and must be seen in relation to the patterns of national 

competition in order to be understood. The increasingly central place of Europe in the FN’s 

discourse is part of a strategy of demarcation from mainstream parties. More precisely, the 

study of the discourses of French political parties since 1992 confirms this fact and shows a 

dual trend (Reungoat 2012a).  

First, after 1999, and definitively after the 2004 election, the way opponents to the EU 

both on the right and left of the political spectrum, including the FN, presented their European 

stance changed progressively. They no longer emphasized that they were against Europe, but 

claimed they were for another Europe, and presented themselves as promoters of alternative 

European projects. This also applied to other European parties (Mudde, 2007: 165). This trend 

extended to French mainstream parties in the second half of the 2000s, particularly in the 

wake of the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty and then in the context of the economic 

crisis. By the end of the decade, calls for ‘another Europe’ were made across the entire 

political spectrum. Flirtation of French mainstream parties with ‘euroscepticism’ was 

particularly visible in the 2009 and 2012 elections (Rozenberg 2011, Vassallo 2012).  

Faced with majority parties that present themselves as torchbearers of change and of 

an alternative Europe, interparty competition has pressured anti-EU parties to toughen their 

discourse in order to retain the resource of distinctiveness. This evolution illustrates the 

‘incitation effect’ described by Robert Harmsen (Harmsen 2007: 84–85). Similar 

developments can be observed in various Member states from eastern and central Europe at 

the beginning of the 2000s, (Neumayer 2003, Szczerbiak, 2008, Dakowska 2010). The 

radicalisation of the FN leadership’s discourse on the EU and the Euro is the result of 

continuity in the party’s discursive practices, as it fulfils the same functions as former stances 

on Europe. 

The new FN leadership also continued the party’s strategy of dominating the political 

space of opposition to European integration. Since the early 1990s, FN executives have 

strived to define the party as the ‘true voice’ of opposition to the EU to fend off many 

competing anti-EU endeavours from single-issue parties or partisan factions. They have 

teamed up with individuals whose political credit could prove useful. In 1999, General de 

Gaulle’s grandson, Charles de Gaulle, was second on the list for the European elections, after 

Jean-Marie Le Pen. The Gaullist legacy of defence of French national sovereignty is indeed a 

shared reference worth competing over (see also Startin 2014), as it brings significant 

legitimacy in the circles of the anti-EU right. More recently, the radicalisation of the leader of 
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the small sovereigntist and Gaullist party Stand up Republic! Dupont-Aignan, served as a 

trigger, pushing the FN to follow suit. In November 2010, upon announcing his candidacy for 

president, he tore up a giant fake ten-Euro note, which then featured in his campaign posters 

and launched a campaign calling for France’s exit from the Eurozone. Beyond the use of more 

aggressive words against the European construction, the FN has collaborated with the party 

‘Souveraineté, Indépendance et libertés’ (SIEL), founded in January 2012 by a figure of 

French sovereigntism, Paul-Marie Couteaux to attract sovereigntist activists and Gaullist 

voters in the 2012 and 2014 elections.  

 

The cohesion-building function of radicalism at intra-party level 
 

While the strategic dimension of political stances has often been rightly pointed out, it 

has all too often been perceived as the dominant motive of critical opposition to the EU. This 

leads one to overlook constraints relating to intra-party struggles and cultures. In addition to 

appearing to voters as a salient feature in domestic competition, the party’s radical critique of 

the EU also constitutes a valuable resource at the intra-party level. This is meaningful for 

grassroots members. Radicalism fulfils a cohesion-building function. In the FN’s case, the 

drastic calls to exit the Eurozone and sometimes the EU itself since 2010–2011 have had two 

main benefits. First, they served as a resource for Marine Le Pen in the fight to secure the 

party’s leadership. Accused of defending an excessively moderate line, the campaigning vice-

president displayed her ability to ‘talk tough’ as early as 2010, thus ensuring the continuity of 

her father’s style. We know that, along with the party’s iconography, symbols and 

celebrations, this specific discursive style helps the FN construct a social space with 

distinctive reference points, a cultural universe that is at odds with the dominant codes.  

The FN’s discourse on the EU must therefore also be understood in light of the efforts 

to sustain its role as ‘producer of meaning’ over the long term. The FN is indeed a political 

organization that produces collective references in terms of culture and identity. FN activists 

often refer to the party as a ‘family’ and see it as a refuge and a very important space of 

sociability. In smaller parties that cultivate a culture of radicalism and differentiation, 

ideology plays a symbolic but central role in ensuring party cohesion. The specific radicalism 

of its political discourse constitutes a central element of the FN’s identity which ensures the 

recruitment and the loyalty of activists and executives. Hence, the tougher stance taken in 

comparison to other parties critical of the EU is also a way to ‘stick’ to this radical culture. 

While it remains a secondary concern, the opposition to European integration seems to have 
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become more central in the FN’s doctrinal landscape, and by extension in the party’s identity 

construction over the past decade. The singularity of FN voters and sympathizers and their 

cohesion around a highly hostile attitude toward European integration has been confirmed  

from the early 2000s on (Ysmal 2000, Belot et al. 2013, Gómez-Reino and Llamazares 2013).  

Like other parties in Europe and France (such as the ‘Front de gauche’ or The Greens who 

became ‘Europe Ecology–The Greens’ in 2010) this use of Europe as a source of internal 

cohesion, illustrates how European integration can contribute to restructuring collective 

political identity in different ways. This is in contrast with the situation in certain mainstream 

parties especially, where the Europe issue appears to be a possible factor in dilution of party 

identity over recent decades (Roger 2009; 283).  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis of the way party actors deal with Europe helps bring to light their day-to-

day party practices as well as the contemporary evolution of political parties. In the FN case, 

the ability of party actors to develop various ‘uses’ of ‘Europe’ has contributed to sustain and 

develop the party in the domestic competition for thirty years and has buttressed, internally, 

the domination, first, of Jean-Marie Le Pen, and then of his daughter and her entourage. 

Despite a few changes (in the communication of EU issues and new European alliances), the 

new leadership’s attitude toward Europe reflects a globally unchanged approach. There is 

continuity as well in the uses of the European arena, the alliances forged at the EU level and 

the European elections, all of which were already observable in the FN of the 1990s and 

2000s. The analysis here is a modest contribution to rising scientific questioning about the 

transition of the FN since 2011 and the potential change it could induce (Crepon and al., 

forthcoming). 

The European integration process thus contributes to shaping the political game at the 

inter- and intra-party level and also the practices of party actors. For comparative purposes, 

our findings show that the degree of openness/closure of domestic competition to outsiders, 

the party’s position within it and its relationships with majority parties are significant. Party 

doctrine, identity references and the specific feature of its structure are also determinants that 

play an important part in shaping the ‘uses’ of the European political arena by party actors. 

The specific mobilization of the Europe issue and arena by the FN is the result of its exclusion 
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from MP positions because of the French institutional framework and voting system, but also 

of the impossibility, imposed by rival parties, of entering governing coalitions. In other words, 

the FN could be compared to other radical parties as well as to small or medium-sized 

political organizations, in outsider positions in the domestic competition, who all share a 

specific interest in mobilizing ‘Europe’. 

This analysis reveals a constitutive weakness of the second-order election model. The 

latter considers European elections to be political events where there is ‘less at stake’ and 

hence low levels of commitment from political parties. But this model leaves the practices of 

smaller, medium-sized and new political parties in a grey area and although Reif and Schmitt 

(1980) mentioned that these parties could expect ‘brighter prospects’, subsequent analyses 

have tended to neglect the importance of actors’ perceptions of European elections. Unlike 

governmental parties, European elections appear as first-order events for some outsider 

parties because they provide a unique opportunity to gain seats as well as symbolic and 

material political resources. This is also the case in France for the Greens and parties from the 

European United Left (GUE/NGL). Finally, this article helps showing the indirect effects of 

the development of a European political space on national competition. This supranational 

arena can contribute to the survival of parties, and consequently to pluralism by helping, 

against contemporary trends of de-politicization of domestic political competition (Katz and 

Mair 1995, 2009), to maintain and strengthen political conflicts within national party systems. 
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