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INTRODUCTION


Rebuilding the Dream





I am trying to give France the appearance of a solid, firm, confident and expanding country, while it is a worn-out nation.… The whole thing is a perpetual illusion.


—CHARLES DE GAULLE (1890–1970)


France is a very easy place to idealize. Even if—like me—you grew up in one of the less salubrious suburbs of Paris, there is much to be positive about. Those of us whose earliest memories are of concrete residential blocks and run-down community centers surrounded by vandalized street furniture certainly have the myths drilled into our heads at a very early age.


We learn about the Belle Époque, when France represented not just peace and prosperity for the elite, but incredible technological breakthroughs that benefited everybody. The medieval slums that had bred disease and discontent in my home city were replaced by a golden, modern Paris with wide avenues, parks, and aqueducts. World’s fairs showed off icons of the industrial era: there were escalators and futuristic conveyor-belt pavements that moved at three different speeds. Up went the Eiffel Tower, and the Paris Métro was inaugurated down below.


Belief in the Belle Époque can apply to France today, if you really want it to. The country is the most visited in the world, attracting close to one hundred million admirers from every corner of the globe each year. They come to do business and to study, but predominantly to relax, to eat, and to fall in love. Many even aspire to live in France, or at the very least they like to mimic its joie de vivre in their own countries. Beyond the culture—from the language of Molière to Impressionist paintings—an extremely generous welfare state, including universal access to education and health care, is a source of envy around the world. France’s capital is an Olympic city and an epicenter of ecological hope, one that lends its very name to the United Nations Paris Climate Accords of 2015.


Yet the modern Republic is failing to live up to its once-exalted reputation. Nostalgists hark back to a time when Gallic civilization was exported with pride. They resent that very little has replaced the glory days, and that all they have left are rapidly fading shadows. There is a profound fear that all that Frenchness—a universal mode de vie—is being swallowed up by bland multinationalism. France’s lost grandeur manifests itself domestically in ancient institutions that are no longer fit for purpose. Corruption, civil strife, industrial decay, and globalist standardization are all part of the crisis. This sense of downgrading—déclassement—is also reflected in foreign policy; France is no longer the great world power it once was.


The Republic is built on dissent, and the French still revere a Revolution that saw every privileged rank, including that of King and Queen, replaced with the category of Citizen, which is what everybody with a French identity card is today. It is meant to provide great advantages, not least of all the warm feeling of belonging that comes from the highest principles known to humanity, enshrined in our tripartite national motto: Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité—Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. Such ambitious language has inspired supremely optimistic innovation, and indeed genius, in every field. It also empowers citizens to keep on dissenting, while aspiring to that sacrosanct motto.


France’s National Day is July 14, commemorating 1789, when a mob stormed the Bastille prison in Paris and commoners—the Third Estate—rose up against the absolute monarchy of Louis XVI. They were enraged by unjust taxes, debt, and a series of terrible harvests. Most of the aristocracy was killed off, but the fighting by no means stopped there. On the contrary, radical expressions of discontent went on and on, through the Terror, the Napoleonic Wars, and numerous other rebellions, right up until today. The bloodshed has been horrific, but it has never succeeded in killing the fantastical dreams of an evolving nation.


This book continues in this disruptive tradition. It focuses on ten key themes: Politics, Society, the Far-Right, Protest, Terrorism, Education, Identity, Feminism, Economics, and Foreign Policy. I’ll be assessing the fault lines in France’s approach to all of them, and how they might be rectified. Fixing France does not suggest magical solutions; there are already too many Gallic illusions, and we do not need more of them. A crucial step is to accept reality and deal with it appropriately.


What makes France especially interesting is that it is overwhelmed by idealism. It goes back to those who created a Republic based on sacred texts concentrating on Enlightenment values that are impossible to apply to real life. Freedom and equality for one group of French citizens usually means the suppression of another group.


I consider myself particularly well qualified to examine such a dichotomy, because my North African background often excludes me from France’s national story. I was born in Paris to Algerian parents, I was educated in Paris, I have a French passport, and I can think in French (“Being French” is very much a mode of thought and expression). Yet there are many French people who do not acknowledge that I am French, because of my origins and because of my appearance. Many like me are pushed into lives on the periphery.


As with numerous young French people in recent years, I had to go abroad to further my life chances. Fortunate meetings and a lot of reading inspired me to move to the United States. I secured a position as a Lecturer at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, and my first journalistic experience was as a host on WCBN-FM, the student radio station. I was free to chat about a range of subjects of my own choosing, and listeners responded enthusiastically. I enjoyed all the lofty clichés about the US, reveling in a dream powered by can-do ambition and energy, rather than an increasingly blurry history. There was adventure everywhere, no matter what my background.


Britain was next. I studied at the London School of Economics, taught at Oxford University, and was welcomed into similarly prestigious organizations with the minimum of fuss. Comparable elite institutions in France were certainly not interested in signing me up. While the US and UK media offered me paid assignments and contracts, French companies did not allow me a look-in, not even as an unpaid intern. Rejection was sometimes for boorish bureaucratic reasons, but there was also prejudice. A significant part of the exclusion process involved never being told about the most rewarding opportunities in the first place. Jobs weren’t just unavailable to people like me—we simply didn’t know about them.


Those of us from Algerian backgrounds are still viewed by many as being “French Muslims of Algerian origin,” an administrative term that became very popular among authority figures when Algeria was the “Jewel in the Crown” of Empire. This remained so during the war of resistance, one that ended in an Algerian victory over France in 1962 and then independence. The Algerian War, more than sixty years after it finished, is absolutely crucial to any understanding of modern France, partly because the Fifth Republic itself—the present iteration of the French ideal—was created by Charles de Gaulle to deal with the growing threat posed by Algerian nationalists. The Constitution of 1958 produced a Republican Monarch who continues to rule with an absurd amount of power and resources. De Gaulle—a devout Roman Catholic who firmly believed in a supernatural universe—celebrated an Eternal France, but also recognized the hollowness of many of its supporting myths.


There have been fewer than ten Presidents since De Gaulle, and all—including the current incumbent Emmanuel Macron—have been white men from pretty much the same background. They regularly use flowery rhetoric, and quasi-religious references, to express their version of the national will. All can rule by presidential decree, allowing them to bypass Parliament, as happened when Macron raised the pension age by two years to sixty-four in March 2023. It was a measure that appeared innocuous enough, but it led to nights of rioting, as even teenage students objected to seeing their retirement plans challenged. Macron retreated to his palace, safe in the knowledge that his hyper-privileged position was also guaranteed by a ruthless security state that includes a nuclear arsenal.


In France, everybody is technically entitled to a fair share of national joy. There is no American-style “pursuit of happiness” clause in the French Constitution, but Louis Antoine de Saint-Just, an especially prominent revolutionary, did set out the French variation in a speech to the National Convention in 1794 when he said: “Let us teach Europe that you do not intend there to be one unhappy man or one oppressor on French soil. Let this example bear fruit throughout the world, and let it foster love of the virtues and of happiness. Happiness is a new idea in Europe!”


Sadly, the French are certainly far less content than their reputation for running the world’s most popular tourist destination might suggest. Pessimism is written into the French language. Pervading gloom gave rise to Existentialism, one of the most influential philosophical movements of our times. Sighing is a national pastime.


The French think their politicians are corrupt and useless, and that the sluggish judiciary and traditionally fawning media do not hold them to account. The government performed disastrously during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many public hospital workers were on strike when the virus arrived from Wuhan, China, in January 2020, and—as in neighboring countries such as Britain and Italy—there were huge shortages in tests and protective equipment. Economically, France has yet to reform its unsustainable social model or to work out how to make modern capitalism benefit all citizens. There are worries about purchasing power, inflation, and jobs disappearing because of new technology and the democratization of knowledge online, even before the shared nightmares of global warming, rogue states, and a European war in Ukraine contribute to a feeling of impending doom.


Alienation descends like a cloud, especially among those living in rural areas and on suburban council estates. An endemic problem is that these people are not even recognized as being disadvantaged, because officially there is no such thing as a separate community with its own grievances. The French universal model is about equality in everything, including suffering. The principal victims of this systematic fault are instead ignored. French leaders talk about avoiding ghettoization, but it has already happened. Millions of citizens are isolated in their homes, in their schools, in their hopeless search for quality jobs, and in their overall sense of detachment from a fast-changing world.


People like me are certainly not meant to write state-of-the-nation books like this one, nor to suggest ways of mending a broken republic. Thoughtful expression about France, including its deep-seated issues, is supposed to come from members of a class who inhabit the upper-floor apartments in the Haussmann buildings on either side of the River Seine, and who also spend much of their time in Paris’s historic bistros and bars. They have usually enjoyed a comfortable, bourgeois upbringing, having attended not just a university but also a graduate school that gave them a sense of what it feels like to be part of a narrow ruling class. They like to agonize—French philosophies are frequently a direct product of lived café culture experience—but generally they think their homeland is doing pretty well and they are very glad to be a part of it, despite the ennui. Such privileged voices pontificate languidly about beauty and truth and revere the romanticism of their City of Light—a city they consider to be filled with people who are just like them. This is not a literal perception—of course they are aware that greater Paris is a metropolis full of social diversity—but they like to imagine that everyone is striving to become an educated, articulate French citizen who can fantasize about expressing themselves to a like-minded audience. They embrace conformism.


The myth of an impossibly romantic, magical city inhabited by bookish aesthetes has as much to do with the area of suburban Paris where I grew up as Marie Antoinette, France’s last proper Queen, had to do with five-a-side football. The Essonne department, south of the capital, is known as the 91 and contains the sprawling housing configurations that the authorities and the media call “troubled.” Sensitive Urban Zones (ZUS) is the official jargon. The grands ensembles were built to deal with a huge population explosion after the Second World War. The 91 also includes Orly Airport, which is still an entry point for thousands of immigrants every year.


Many of the original towns in the 91 were bombed to pieces by the Allies, so planners effectively starting from scratch were given carte blanche. Rather than conveying a sense of utopian splendor—that was the objective of the architects—these housing developments are chronically underfunded and bleak. The fallacy is that creativity among their sizeable populations does not extend far beyond aggressive rappers aiming crude insults at politicians and their oppressive forces of law and order. Snarling lyrics highlight unemployment, discrimination, and the outrageous hypocrisy of the Paris establishment writing their ponderous books a few miles away.


Growing up in the 91, I very soon became aware of the enormous potholes in my country’s national story and the myths that sustain French identity. It all started when teachers at my infant school, following the national curriculum, told me and my classmates that, no matter what our heritage, we owed a large debt of gratitude to fair-skinned, red-haired tribesmen from the Iron Age and early Roman period.


“Our Ancestors, the Gauls” remains a legend that is integral to “Being French.” There is particular emphasis on Vercingetorix, chieftain of the Arverni tribe who led heroic resistance against Julius Caesar before surrendering to him and then being executed in Rome in 46 bc. Beyond formal lessons, we were introduced to such Gauls through the Asterix and Obelix comic strip series, about an indomitable Gallic village that was the last to stand up to the Romans. The settlement is unnamed, undoubtedly so that it has a universal feel to it. Residents gorge on wild boar roasted on spits, in between beating up those trying to subjugate them. As with the fantasies about Paris, there is a supernatural element to the success of these cartoon Gauls: they have a druid’s magic potion that makes them indestructible. The important point is that they are quarrelsome, very tough, and also rather brilliant. Asterix and Obelix, like Vercingetorix, personify the greatness of an ancient, troubled nation.


Marshal Philippe Pétain, the Nazi collaborator, put the Vercingetorix story to what he thought was particularly good use during the war, when he compared the Gauls’ capitulation to the Romans to France’s humiliating defeat following the German Blitzkrieg in 1940. The idea was that Vercingetorix had submitted to a superior Roman culture, and thus modern France should bow to a new European order organized by the Aryan master race. Vercingetorix, the “first resistance fighter in our history,” became a symbol of the defeated French—but the happy, proud defeated French. Submission was encouraged.


Having to look up to Vercingetorix is hard for a brown-skinned Muslim who does not eat pork (and certainly not spit-roasted boars). My family background is the North African city of Annaba; my parents were economic immigrants from a country that was once run by French colonizers who exported war and destruction and acted in a manner that was even crueler than the Romans. We just don’t connect with Vercingetorix.


France’s revolutionary tradition involves frequent outbursts of violence by the discontented. However, there is now a significant distinction between types of dissenters. While anti-government protesters such as students and rural workers might be viewed as legitimate political agitators, ethnic minority members rebelling against discrimination and underfunding on the estates are regularly described as savages (sauvages) and scum (racaille). Such words have gone mainstream. White demonstrators might smash up the Arc de Triomphe, blockade the Sorbonne, break windows on the Champs-Élysées, and set fire to branches of the Bank of France, yet such rioting is considered quirkily democratic. Some destruction draws public sympathy, no matter how much it costs to repair or how many people are hurt. Opinions change when the perpetrators are non-white, however. “Terrorism”—the most extreme manifestation of dissent in the Republic and a word that was invented in France—is used to demonize entire communities of French citizens. Collective guilt is routinely spread by those who think there are too many “foreigners” in France.


Such manipulations are the specialty of the most consistently successful political dynasty in recent French history—a grouping currently known as the Rassemblement National (RN) that can trace its roots right back to the Waffen-SS and specifically the Third Reich’s Charlemagne Division. The RN attracts a huge vote at elections, largely because it is focused on a hatred of immigrants and anyone linked to them. The Nazi connection, and the RN’s association with those who still believe that the Occupation of Algeria was a good thing, is one of France’s worst failures. Two Le Pens—father and daughter—have used the family party, which was formerly called the Front National (FN), as a springboard to the highest office in the land. They have not quite succeeded, yet.


The RN’s fixation on populist nationalism—which excludes any deep thinking—benefits from an education system designed under Napoléon Bonaparte. It encourages pride in the nation: its institutions, its history, and its military. Overwhelming conformity and a sense of civic dignity lead to a glorification of the past—not just battles won, but also colonies gained. You hear terms such as “Republican model” and “French values” as if they should not be questioned. While America and Britain are full of inquisitive students, the French learn by rote. Young people are convinced that they are part of a great state and want to perpetuate it.


This reactionary view extends to modern French philosophy, which is dominated by populist pessimists: angry men (as with Presidents, they are almost always white males) who are certain that the country’s fall is due to forces that should have remained outside France. Stated facts are scant, but hatred is deep. The French are very good at seeing national problems in terms of betrayal, and they are quick to blame everyone except themselves.


I intend to add to this cacophony of outrage, but always in a manner that is backed up by evidence—which, in many cases, I’ve uncovered myself—and that offers solutions. I’ve interviewed plenty of powerful people, as well as listened to voices who are not normally given a chance to express themselves. These voices include disillusioned women who complain about France’s abysmal gender equality record and rising rates of sexual violence. Meanwhile, France’s secular tradition—laïcité—is routinely weaponized to criminalize Muslim women for wearing the “wrong” type of clothing.


For all these reasons, Fixing France is first and foremost a constructive critique, but it can also be read as a contemporary guide. There are many aspects of the country that I admire, even if they might sound idiosyncratic at times. France produces the greatest footballers on the planet—Les Bleus are recent World Champions—and the best players by far come from the same areas of Paris as me, the outer suburbs (many of them have Algerian blood coursing through their veins too). Some say these players become so good because they hone their talent on cramped artificial pitches rather than the full-sized grass ones used by members of more prosperous communities. Taking part in smaller games develops close control and the skills needed to dribble around an opponent. Deprivation does not come with many advantages, but you always have to look on the bright side.


It is often said that Paris is now like a permanent museum or an ornate garden like the ones at Versailles. Complacent technocrats fiddle around at the margins, but no change is substantial, let alone able to capture the imagination. Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité are on postage stamps and government posters—often alongside a depiction of Marianne, the female firebrand in a Phrygian bonnet who embodies the triumph of the Republic—but it increasingly all feels very shallow and tokenistic.


The writer James Baldwin summed up how important dissent is in his short story “This Morning, This Evening, So Soon,” which is primarily set in Paris.1 He describes a Black American jazz musician returning from France to the United States, where he had suffered extreme bigotry. He lampoons the Statue of Liberty as “an ugly joke for me.” The Stars and Stripes meant even less to him, and he said he “had seen the French flag drive the French into the most unspeakable frenzies.”


For the narrator of the story, the state of Alabama, where he grew up, was a place of oppression and danger. Paris was his salvation, because he was viewed as a glamorous visiting artist there, rather than a marginalized Black man. In turn, the colonized North Africans he mixed with—people just like my parents—experienced nothing but prejudice. Just as pertinently, Baldwin wrote in Notes of a Native Son: “I love America more than any other country in this world, and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her perpetually.”2


France’s “perpetual illusion” has locked it into glorious myths, recalling legendary moments that have little hope of being repeated. French elites are joining an increasingly powerful transnational global class, while those left behind settle for bland conformity. France is undergoing an identity crisis, and those of us who care have every reason to highlight failures that are both inherited and new. What is needed to change all this might be nothing less than a radical overhaul of the republican model—including bringing about a progressive Sixth Republic. I hope my book will explain exactly why, while also suggesting how France might be fixed.
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POLITICS


The King Is Dead, Long Live the President





I’m proud of my immaturity and political inexperience.


—EMMANUEL MACRON (1977–)


On a surreal Friday evening in 2017, I witnessed firsthand the elation of a young Frenchman who was about to be elevated to one of the most powerful positions on earth. It was May 5, and Emmanuel Macron and I were in the open-plan office of Mediapart, the Paris online news and investigative outlet, sipping from glasses of water as we discussed the absolutely bizarre situation he found himself in.


Macron had just beaten a range of candidates from established political parties in the first round of elections to choose France’s twenty-fifth President. Opponents included one from the sleaze-ridden Gaullist conservatives—hubristically calling themselves Les Républicains—who was already an indicted criminal suspect. Another was a despairing Socialist from a party that had achieved next to nothing during five years in power. This meant that the two major political parties in France would not be providing a President for the first time since the Second World War. Instead, all Macron had left to do on the following Sunday was get more votes than Marine Le Pen, the current representative of a far-right dynastic organization whose founding members had included Waffen-SS veterans who had sworn an oath to Adolf Hitler and defended a Nazi France.


The brutal simplicity of Macron’s task was hardly a cause for optimism. On the contrary, it was an indictment of a system capable of quickly turning any determined individual into a quasi-dictator who might accurately be portrayed as an elected King (there has never been a female President of France). Hardly anybody had heard of Macron a few years before. The first election he ran in was for the presidency. He had no traditional constituency, no partisan supporters who had stood by him through thick and thin. Like everywhere else, French politics can be extremely tribal, but Macron had no tribe. His En Marche! (On the Move!) party was less than a year old and had a flash-in-the-pan novelty feel to it, not least of all because it shared Macron’s EM initials. It appeared to represent nothing except for Emmanuel Macron.


Yet there he was, not yet forty and bracing himself to take charge of the third-largest economy in Europe, along with the codes to a nuclear arsenal. More than that, the former banker and civil servant would become the principal representative of his country on the world stage, ready to be welcomed as an honored guest from the White House to the Kremlin.


Macron was relaxed and affable, a clean-cut, boy-next-door type with sideburns in the same light-brown color as his Caesar-style hair. Wearing a conventional business suit and tie, he fixed his bright blue eyes and gap-tooth smile on anyone who showed an interest in him. I was certainly fascinated, and he responded to my first approach with an outstretched right hand. When I took it, he used his left hand to perform a warm double shake.


Macron was open to all kinds of questions, listening intently before replying with a slight but noticeable lisp. I was working for a British newspaper, so I asked him to answer as much as he could in English. He laughed nervously—he had just spent two hours being interrogated about anything and everything in his own language—but he quickly rose to the challenge. Macron came across as an aspiring actor keen to be seen as a precise statesman, but there was plenty of hesitancy. He would say something quite coherently and then clarify it, as if he was somewhat ashamed of what he had just said. I was drawn to this at the time, as it suggested vulnerability and honesty. The boy wonder did not just have an answer to everything; he had three or four.


Macron was a bit older than me but very much of the same generation. Apart from his wife, Brigitte, everybody in his entourage was a thirtysomething go-getter who had grown up in a world dominated by small screens and instant communication. Brigitte had just turned sixty-four, making her a quarter of a century older than Macron.


“We’re being watched and filmed all the time,” Brigitte told me, as one of my colleagues shot a video of us chatting. “It wasn’t like this in the past, but it is something everybody has to adapt to. It’s hard. We have to be ready for everything. People are always recording.”


Brigitte knew that modernization was integral to her husband’s future, so her comments were not complaints. She was aware that the age gap with her husband was indicative of the rapid societal changes of the last few years, not least of all in the way politics was done. Pompous, untrustworthy old men had run France for years. They had often been able to keep the cameras away, ensuring all kinds of behind-the-scenes manipulations, from diverting taxpayers’ money for private or party use to discreet second families.


Macron had been a Rothschild investment banker—hardly the kind of job that instills love and affection in anyone—but there was no hint of financial impropriety around him. He did not boast about being a classically trained pianist, instead expressing his fondness for golden oldies: Jacques Brel, Charles Aznavour, and Édith Piaf were all favorites. His karaoke choice was Johnny Hallyday’s “Que je t’aime.”


The Macrons highlighted their unflashy provincial background; they were clearly very proud of it. Both were from Amiens, the capital of the northern Somme department, one historically associated with cataclysmic warfare. Amiens was destroyed while being fought over repeatedly during both world wars. Much of it had to be rebuilt, and the countryside around it is full of memorials to humanity’s abject failures. Macron told me that he was only too well aware of how quickly relations between nominally civilized nations can descend into bloody chaos. The old ways needed changing, he said.


I tried to push Macron on policy details, but he was more interested in discussing ideals, the kinds that are crucial to any understanding of France. By law and tradition, everyone is meant to be in the service of the Republic’s ambitious declaration championing Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. These high principles have had global influence. The works of great French Social Contract philosophers certainly had much to do with the American Revolution against British colonialists. The Founding Fathers looked to France for new ideas about independence and freedom. Thomas Jefferson’s “All men are created equal” owed much to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example. Macron—who studied philosophy at university—appreciated such antecedents as much as anyone else set to become President of France.


The Mediapart event—Macron’s last effort before election campaigning stopped—was broadcast online and given the title “Beat Le Pen, and Then What?” This was very appropriate. The good news was not that Macron had some brilliant new program for France, but that he was not a Républicain, he was not a Socialist, and—best of all—he did not belong to Le Pen’s party, which was then called the Front National.


The implication was that Macron was a safe alternative on a ballot form full of beasts. The worry was that, having fulfilled his principal job of keeping the vile creatures at bay, he might do what elected monarchs do best, which is not very much at all beyond posturing in flowery, ambiguous language.


Being President of France comes with executive jets, fleets of limousines, and a detachment of bodyguards—from cavalrymen to secret servicemen. There are no less than seven magnificent residences available, including country homes designed exclusively for leisure. It was hoped that Macron would not spend his time trying to enrich himself or attempting to replace his wife with somebody else—something that all his immediate predecessors had done during their terms of office. Once elected, any new President becomes the most powerful figure by far in French politics, a supreme leader who underpins the entire republican system.


Soon after guillotining King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette, the French elevated Napoléon Bonaparte to Emperor. It was as if they longed to return to the mysticism of royalty and the sense of enduring certainty it provided. The Fifth Republic has continued with this tradition, creating a mighty role at the heart of a highly centralized nation. France functions not just by the administration of law but on the force of an individual’s personality, even though such a concentration of power is anathema to democracy and undermines the very principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité that hold France together.


Common Criminals


As well as Macron, I’ve met all of France’s other twenty-first-century heads of state: the late Jacques Chirac, Nicolas Sarkozy, and François Hollande. They not only appeared flawed but in two cases were provably deeply flawed: Paris courts found them guilty of corruption.


Both Chirac and Sarkozy—who were once firm allies—were convicted following highly publicized trials after they left office. Their indictable offenses had not prevented them from being given access to the codes of the French nuclear arsenal or from having a pivotal role in world affairs. Chirac and Sarkozy’s ultimate shame and humiliation said everything about a system of government that has been in crisis since the very foundation of the Fifth Republic in 1958, at a time when France was coming close to civil war.


A semi-presidential system was then created. It technically involves a dual executive, which is to say a President working alongside a Prime Minister and Cabinet. Articles 20 and 21 of the Fifth Republic Constitution state that the Prime Minister and his administration govern, but the reality is that the President is very much in charge. He selects his own Prime Minister—one who, like all ministers, does not have to be an elected politician—and can dissolve Parliament at any time. In fact, he can bypass Parliament altogether and rule by decree. For good measure, the President has a suspensive veto on all legislation: if he’s unhappy that Parliament has agreed on a bill, he can request another reading. This gives him effective control of the National Assembly, France’s lower house, which sits in the Bourbon Palace in Paris and comprises 577 deputies drawn from single-member constituencies via two-round elections. The upper house is the Senate, which is inside the capital’s Luxembourg Palace. It is made up of 348 Senators chosen by around 150,000 officials during indirect elections. The Senate is mainly concerned with constitutional and foreign affairs. However, “in the event of a serious crisis,” both houses of Parliament become redundant as the President can exercise emergency powers.


Crucially, the President is free from prosecution while in office and can pardon wrongdoers. A new measure introduced in 2007 means he can technically be removed in cases of “breach of his duties,” but such a move requires an initial two-thirds majority vote in the National Assembly, which he is likely to control, so it would be extremely difficult to achieve, especially at short notice. The President chairs the Council of Ministers, the equivalent of an American or British Cabinet. He appoints three out of nine judges on France’s Constitutional Council, which adjudicates on the constitutionality of legislation, and judges serve nine-year terms on the court. The President also negotiates and signs all foreign treaties, and can call a referendum on any contentious issue. The President can convene the Congress of the French Parliament, which is when both National Assembly and Senate members meet at the Palace of Versailles, the former stately home of the French monarch.


Unlike the British model of parliamentary democracy, where the head of state is largely a ceremonial figurehead—an actual King or Queen—the President of France has an electoral mandate all to himself, and this helps make him stupendously powerful. Thus, the nature of those who become President is crucial to any understanding of France’s system of government. Bearing in mind that the American Constitution gives Congress the authority to impeach and remove a serving President of the United States—and that this has been attempted in recent years—there is an argument to suggest that the French President is in an even stronger position than the American one. The President’s finger is on the nuclear force de frappe, and he is the commander of all of France’s armed forces.


I’ve noted an immense flunky count during all my visits to the Élysée Palace. They come at you from all angles. As well as civil servants engaged in political and administrative work, they include uniformed staff serving vintage wines and cordon bleu food, plus those who can help the President with his fitness, his holiday plans, his moneymaking, or any other private interest, including his love life.


François Hollande used to meet his mistress in an apartment in Rue du Cirque (Circus Street, appropriately), just around the corner from the Élysée Palace. The Chef d’État would get there by hopping on to the back of a scooter driven by one of his many plainclothes heavies, who would wait outside the building while the President cheated on his Première Dame. Sometimes, the officer would buy croissants for Hollande and the Deuxième Dame. This was by no means an unusual example among the thousands of taxpayer-funded public servants who attend to the President. Sarkozy, Chirac, and—probably worst of all—François Mitterrand were all known for their affairs while in office.


There is certainly a profound sense of unreality among the gilt decor, Louis XIV furniture, and endless mirrored salons of the Élysée Palace. There, I heard Nicolas Sarkozy admit that he had started bombing Libya before getting approval from the United Nations in 2011. He announced this grotesquely cynical news in a matter-of-fact manner as his butlers handed out petits fours and glasses of Bordeaux to correspondents from around the world.


It was around the time when Sarkozy and his third wife, the former supermodel turned pop singer Carla Bruni, had been pilloried for running up an annual bill of €275,809 on fresh flowers. The figures were part of the first state audit of a French leader’s expenditure since the reign of Louis XVI. The King’s outrageous spending with Marie Antoinette was one of the causes of the 1789 French Revolution. Following his own audit, Sarkozy immediately asked for the receipts for any undisclosed items to be returned to him, so that they would not create a public outcry. This attempt at secrecy failed, as did an effort to keep quiet about the fitting of two €75,000 bread ovens on the presidential Airbus A330. It is a cliché to keep comparing modern French Presidents and their partners to the two most famous guillotined royals in history, but it is never wholly inappropriate.


Algerian France


Those of us from an Algerian background are particularly well qualified to analyze the failings of France’s President-King because of his historical links with our oppression. In May 1958, the Algerian War of Independence was at its height when European settlers, supported by the French Army, launched a putsch against the Governor-General in Algiers and called for the dissolution of the government in Paris, so that it could be replaced with one explicitly and robustly committed to the survival of the North African colony. They argued that General Charles de Gaulle, who had been in the wilderness for twelve years after leading the Free French through the Second World War, was the only leader capable of preventing the abandonment of Algeria.


European settlers loyal to Paris—known as pieds-noirs (“black feet” literally, but referring to the black shoes or boots invariably worn by the colonists)—organized themselves into “vigilante committees” to fight Algerian revolutionaries from the National Liberation Front (Front de Libération Nationale, FLN), who were demanding freedom. France had pulled out of Vietnam after almost a hundred years of colonial rule following defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. Shaken by this catastrophe, France was ill-equipped to deal with the Algerian crisis. The National Assembly approved the restoration of De Gaulle—the war hero sexagenarian—to take charge. This followed an 82 percent majority vote backing the new Constitution in a constitutional referendum. “Vive De Gaulle!” was the rallying cry of French patriots, while he insisted, “Who honestly believes that, at the age of sixty-seven, I would start a career as a dictator?”


Despite De Gaulle’s initial caution, paratroopers and other elite military units were prepared to take control in mainland France if he was not reinstalled as leader. President René Coty told Parliament that the nation was “turning towards the most illustrious of Frenchmen.” De Gaulle said he would accept his new role under the precondition of a new Constitution that would end the Fourth Republic—the unloved one (la mal aimée)—and include the all-powerful President. The first head of the Fifth Republic would naturally be De Gaulle himself. More than that, he wanted extraordinary powers to deal with the security threat posed by the increasingly successful Algerian nationalists. This opened the way for more savagery against indigenous Algerian Arabs and Berbers and the subjugation of their human rights. Algeria was administratively part of France at the time; it had its own départements and representatives in the Paris Parliament. Despite this, those living in Algeria were treated as appallingly as the Algerian Muslim diaspora on the mainland.


De Gaulle certainly tried to present himself as a King-like figure who was above the fray. He kept well away from Paris on the day in October 1961, when up to three hundred pro-FLN demonstrators were murdered by police in the center of the city, for example. De Gaulle’s new Republic was to remain profoundly influenced by the Algerian disaster, long after the Algerians won their War of Independence in 1962.


De Gaulle wanted the new presidency to embody the nation. There was a mystic quality to this. It was as if he envisaged France always being ruled by a modern Joan of Arc, someone imbued with so much unearthly power that all resistance, no matter how determined, could be crushed. Instead, more worldly Presidents survived various insurrections using France’s ever stronger security state.


De Gaulle was from a devout Roman Catholic family. He took comfort in a supreme commander, centralization, and unquestioning faith. An omnipotent ruler, safe in a walled palace and surrounded by the Republican Guard, fitted in perfectly with his vision. As De Gaulle is said to have told a confidant, “In reality, we are on the stage of a theater where I have been keeping up the illusion since 1940. I am trying to give France the appearance of a solid, firm, confident and expanding country, while it is a worn-out nation… the whole thing is a perpetual illusion.”


Fallen Gods


François Mitterrand, Socialist President of France between 1981 and 1995, certainly worked hard to mythologize himself. He was considered so haughty that he was dubbed “God,” but not necessarily in an admiring, or morally affirming, way. His duplicitous life included creating a personal dirty tricks unit to keep a second family hidden. His long-term mistress, Anne Pingeot, was a state secret throughout Mitterrand’s fourteen-year presidency, as was the couple’s child, Mazarine.


All kinds of dark arts were employed, including the wiretapping of journalists, lawyers, and political rivals. There were criminal trials and convictions of operatives—foot soldiers in the security services who carried out illegal missions—long after Mitterrand’s death in 1996, and judges ruled that he was the “instigator and essentially the controller of the operation.” When news about Mazarine finally leaked out toward the end of his presidency, Mazarine felt she was “the shame of the French Republic, and an affront to morality.”


Mitterrand’s successor, Jacques Chirac, was not as Machiavellian as his immediate predecessor, but he was nicknamed “the Bulldozer” for good reason. As far as corruption in French public life was concerned, Chirac’s criminal conviction in December 2011 was highly significant. He was allowed to skip the trial because of ill health, including memory loss, but did not appeal the verdict. When found guilty in the most historic court in France, he became the first former head of state of the Fifth Republic to be publicly exposed as a common criminal. Less than five years after stepping down from office and losing immunity from prosecution, he was found guilty of embezzlement and abuse of trust.


Chirac’s trial at the première chambre civile of the Palais de Justice related to his time as Paris Mayor from 1977 until he was elected President in 1995, but it threw light on every aspect of Chirac’s character—and on the kind of person who inevitably ended up in the Élysée Palace. Institutionalized sleaze was the focus, and action was finally taken against a decaying system that has produced an extraordinarily decadent and ineffective political class. Chirac’s punishment—a two-year suspended prison sentence—was measly considering he misspent millions in taxpayers’ money, but the impact of his conviction could not be underestimated. In a pertinent twist, Chirac was tried in the same Paris courtroom where Marie Antoinette was condemned to death by guillotine.


Chirac had introduced a law preventing serving Presidents from being prosecuted. This meant that nobody could touch him when, as head of state between 1995 and 2007, the corruption allegations first surfaced. It was eventually proved that as Mayor of Paris he had created fictitious jobs and diverted money to his conservative party, in part to reward supporters. Put in simple terms: Chirac spent twelve years as President thanks to dirty money. Yet Georges Kiejman, Chirac’s defense lawyer, said on his client’s conviction, “What I hope is that this ruling does not change in any way the deep affection the French feel legitimately for Jacques Chirac.”


Chirac’s crimes were a symptom of a country that has been in denial for years. The French Foreign Minister Alain Juppé had already received a fourteen-month suspended prison sentence over the same allegations in 2004. If this kind of scandal had happened in any other democracy, there would have been a public outcry, but strict French privacy laws and a fawning Paris media had originally ensured that such matters were relegated to a protracted magistrates’ inquiry that few showed much interest in.


One of the reasons successive administrations got away with so much was because of the deferential attitude the French had toward the institution of the presidency. Economic stagnation, bureaucratic incompetence, foreign policy catastrophes, and street riots didn’t seem to inhibit the opulent lifestyles of presidential couples.


Nicolas Sarkozy’s term of office became another textbook case of what was wrong with the system. Sarkozy had considered himself to be the most original French leader in the postwar era, but he also did much to expose the absurdities of the presidential institution. His energy saw him tagged le hyper-président, as well as a “Gallic Thatcher.” Margaret Thatcher had destroyed her own country’s suffocating postwar consensus, taking on the Left in a hugely divisive move aimed at wealth creation. Sarkozy said he wanted to use similar liberal economics to boost growth and employment by cutting taxes, reducing deficits, shrinking government, and loosening labor laws.


Soon, all the Sarkozy propaganda fizzled out. As far as reform was concerned, he was not the hyper-président; he was the president of hype. Sarkozy’s much-vaunted “rupture” with all the outdated aspects of French public life simply did not happen. Rather than a frenetic dash into the modern world, the pace of the Sarkozy government was more like the tired limp of yet another wizened old man—the kind who had been letting France down for years.


Just over a decade after his election to the presidency, Sarkozy was playing out a very different drama—still taking place in the full glare of publicity, but this time within the French criminal justice system. On March 21, 2018, Sarkozy was indicted over millions of laundered dollars he was said to have received from Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, the late Libyan dictator, to illegally finance his successful 2007 presidential campaign. The charge was particularly alarming because Sarkozy had been behind the Western attack on the North African country in 2011, one that ultimately led to Gaddafi being hacked to death by a mob. There were claims that Sarkozy wanted his old friend and ally dead because of his potential to produce incriminating evidence.


Following the announcement of Sarkozy’s indictment, his third wife, Carla Bruni, responded on her Instagram account in three languages—French, Italian, and English—posting the words: “I’m proud of you my love. You are righteous, clear and strong. I’m proud of your dignity against all odds and of how you always stand straight no matter how low the strikes can be.” An endearing photograph of the politician accompanied Bruni’s declaration of enduring love.


The mounting evidence against Sarkozy would see him become the first former head of state in the history of modern France to be tried for corruption linked to his time in office as President. Beyond Libya, Sarkozy had also attempted to obtain classified information from a judge by offering him a prestigious legal position in Monaco, the Riviera principality and tax haven. The judge, Gilbert Azibert, had details about a criminal investigation into Sarkozy’s alleged acceptance of bribes from Liliane Bettencourt, the L’Oréal heiress who was once France’s richest woman.


Sarkozy was also found guilty of a range of offenses in the so-called Bygmalion affair, named after the PR firm that handled Sarkozy’s appearances during his failed 2012 reelection campaign, many of them made with Bruni. The company was said to have used a vast system of false accounting to conceal illegal funding for his campaign. Sarkozy was sentenced to prison for exceeding expenditure by more than $20 million, subject to appeal. The legal onslaught had started when Sarkozy lost his presidential immunity from prosecution when he was ignominiously voted out of office after just one term in 2012. The Paris home he shared with Bruni was raided by fraud squad officers.


Despite this, the Sarkozy-Bruni couple tried to revive the fantastical world they had lost, acting as if they were still VIPs entitled to vast wealth and influence. Sarkozy pressed on with his political career, even standing and failing to become President again in 2016. Bruni maintained her rictus smile at all times, while continuing to record AC/DC and ABBA covers in a bid to be thought of as a stylish crooner, rather than the despairing wife of a busted chancer.


The feel-good façade was impossible to sustain. After multiple failed appeals, Sarkozy was finally placed in the dock. His appearance in Court 32 of the Tribunal de Paris was the first of many, as judges and juries prepared to try him for some of the gravest executive crimes in the history of the Fifth Republic. Their verdicts would not just apply to Sarkozy, but to the increasingly rotten system that allowed him to come to power.


On March 1, 2021, Sarkozy was found guilty of trying to bribe a judge and sentenced to three years in prison, with two suspended. It related to the so-called wiretapping affair, when police investigators listened in on burner phones belonging to Sarkozy and Thierry Herzog, his lawyer. The bug tapes—which were played in the public court for the first time—picked up Sarkozy and Herzog discussing ways of obtaining confidential information about other inquiries that were being handled by judges at the Court of Cassation in Paris. Prosecutors said Sarkozy aimed to garner intelligence from Judge Azibert, including by getting him the Monaco job. Azibert did not take up the post in Monte Carlo, but under French law prosecutors do not have to prove that anybody benefited from a corrupt deal to secure a conviction.


The conviction for corruption and influence peddling meant Sarkozy became the first President of the Fifth Republic to be sentenced to actual jail time, rather than a suspended sentence. He immediately appealed, which began another lengthy delay, and he was also given the chance to serve his sentence using an electronic tag at home. Nevertheless, the judges had made a statement of intent. (The last French head of state to go to prison was Marshal Philippe Pétain, the wartime Nazi collaborator. He was given a death sentence, but because of his age and First World War record, this was later commuted to incarceration.) Carla Bruni, who had been in court for some of the Sarkozy trials, posted the message “The fight goes on” on her Instagram account, and also “The truth will emerge.” She did not specify when or what version of the truth she had in mind.


During his time as Interior Minister and then President, Sarkozy had also built up a reputation as an unreconstructed authoritarian, somebody who believed that tougher jail sentences were necessary to deter criminality. More than that, le Top Cop—another one of Sarko’s varied nicknames—believed that truncheons and tear gas were as important to maintaining France’s social fabric as the deportation of immigrants who “failed to integrate.” He was obsessed with increasing the power of the security state, not least of all to protect the assets of his key constituency: the superrich.


In the summer of 2020, before Sarkozy’s conviction the following spring, his former Prime Minister, François Fillon, and his British wife, Penelope Fillon, were also given prison sentences after being found guilty of fraud. Judges sitting at the Paris Correctional Court ruled that the couple had created fake jobs that paid Mrs. Fillon more than €1 million in public funds. Fillon was given a five-year sentence, with three years suspended, while his wife received a three-year suspended sentence. Both appealed.


Before his conviction, Fillon had been a shoo-in to become the next President of France. There is absolutely no doubt that he had viewed the 2017 presidential election as a chance to escape jail. If he had won the contest—and he gained an impressive 20 percent of the first-round vote, even after having been charged—then he could have evaded prosecution for at least five years and potentially ten. The Fillons were devout Catholics who prided themselves on their moral compass. Fillon was a member of Les Républicains, the latest incarnation of the Gaullist party that was meant to represent the upright politics of Charles de Gaulle.


Supporters of indicted politicians always raise conspiracy theories, suggesting that miscreants like Sarkozy and Fillon are the victims of dark plots. Both claimed their original problems with the judiciary were engineered by left-wing magistrates and police working for a Socialist government. During his first TV appearance after leaving office in 2012, Sarkozy said the justice system was being used as a “political instrument” against him.1 Speaking after being taken into custody by the fraud squad for the first time, Sarkozy said, “In our country, the country of human rights and the rule of law, there are things that are being organized to present an image of me that is not the truth.” Despite such attempted mitigation, the sentencing of a former President of France and his Prime Minister caused shockwaves.


Small wonder that France has some of the highest levels of political mistrust in Europe. In a survey carried out in January and February 2021 in France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom, French citizens were the most damning of their political class. Some 65 percent thought that elected members and leaders of political parties were “mostly corrupt.” This compared to 42 percent who took that view in Germany and 52 percent in the United Kingdom. Moreover, only 16 percent of the French trusted their political parties, versus 17 percent in Italy, 32 percent in the United Kingdom, and 39 percent in Germany.2


The most significant consequence of the François Fillon embezzlement scandal, and the collapse of the fatally divided French Left, was the presidential runoff between Macron and Le Pen. Macron might not have run in any election before April 23, 2017—the first round of voting for the presidency—yet he shot to power following the second round on May 7 with relative ease.


Beyond a ludicrously powerful President, the Fifth Republic has an electoral system that is profoundly undemocratic. The President is under no obligation to put elected officials in the highest offices of state. On the contrary, he can appoint anyone he likes. Government ministers are nominally chosen by the Prime Minister, but only after consultation with the President. Even prime ministers are frequently nonelected officials. Jean Castex, who was brought in as Prime Minister by Macron just before the COVID-19 pandemic struck, had no democratic mandate. Nor did Macron himself when he started his ministerial career in Hollande’s single-term administration. Macron regularly rules by decrees. Over fifty-three days from the end of October until the start of December 2022 alone, his government used Article 49-3 of the Constitution nine times to pass legislation without a parliamentary vote. The most controversial use of 49-3 came in March 2023, when Macron pushed through a rise in the retirement age from sixty-two to sixty-four. It was his big chance to shake up France’s ruinously expensive social system, he argued, and he was ready to weather nationwide dissent, including riots and strike action. Such behavior at a time of war in Europe, galloping inflation, and post-COVID-19 exhaustion prompted comparisons with the Bourbon Kings.


The De Gaulle model presidency undoubtedly corrupts. The strange Constitution encourages all of the lofty arrogance, sneakiness, and sinister backstabbing of monarchy. The President is entitled to too much of a fairy-tale lifestyle, and abuse is all but inevitable.


Emmanuel Bonaparte


Amiens, Macron’s hometown, is just ninety miles from De Gaulle’s birthplace of Lille. The two northmen naturally shared a fascination with warfare, given the crucial role their area of France played in two world wars and numerous historical battles before that. They were educated at schools founded by Catholic monks, including Jesuit ones, and revered Christian icons such as Joan of Arc, as well as the great French philosophers.


“The history of my family is one of republican ascent in provincial France,” Macron writes in his autobiography, Révolution. Like De Gaulle, he focuses on duty to his country. He may have been born seven years after le Général’s death, but Macron’s devotion to the mysteries of ancient France is every bit as strong as De Gaulle’s.


Despite the appalling records of his immediate predecessors, Macron certainly believes in the presidency and the Gaullist dynamic upon which it is based: that of a commander guiding the state using the power of his personality and glorious national myths. Within six months of his coming to power, Libération used an editorial to describe the new President as “Emmanuel Bonaparte.” Libé said Macron was “an imperious character” combining authoritarianism, youthful energy, and hurried reform. “Like Bonaparte, Macron sleeps little, works constantly, speaks in a piped and cutting voice, and decides on everything.”3 Macron also became the youngest head of state since Bonaparte.


Storytelling and symbols are essential to Macron. On the night of his election victory in 2017, he chose to celebrate at the Louvre, surrounded by emblems of old imperial glory. Macron walked slowly and solemnly across the Cour Napoléon toward the glass Pyramid, which had been part of Mitterrand’s Grand Louvre plan aimed at projecting France as a forward-thinking nation. As Macron followed in the footsteps of his predecessors, thousands of supporters waved blue-white-and-red tricolor flags. Rather than “La Marseillaise,” the music blaring out of speakers was Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy”—the EU anthem. Here was a new leader firmly tied to ancient Kings and Bonapartism but also modernity and a European project that he would now be guiding. “Europe and the world are expecting us to defend everywhere the spirit of the Enlightenment which is under threat in so many places,” he declared.


It was Challenges magazine that first gave Macron his “Jupiter” nickname in 2016, in the run-up to his presidential win. Macron said Hollande, his predecessor and former boss, “does not believe in a Jupiterian leader, but I don’t believe in a normal president. The French aren’t waiting for that. On the contrary, such a concept makes them feel insecure.” Macron added, “I think the president of contemporary, democratic France needs to be someone who leads society by the force of his convictions and actions and offers clear direction.”


Like De Gaulle, Macron spoke as if he was somebody who embodied France, echoing Louis XIV’s apocryphal boast: “L’État, c’est moi” (I am the state). Cultivating the image of the all-powerful military man from day one of his presidency, Commander-in-Chief Macron appeared on the Champs-Élysées after his election in a military jeep instead of the traditional limousine. Favored publicity stunts included being lowered by winch into a nuclear submarine or posing in his Top Gun French Air Force fatigues. He relied on secret “defense councils,” particularly when dealing with crisis issues such as the COVID-19 pandemic, terrorist crimes, and the Ukraine War. Being in charge of the force de frappe, France’s independent nuclear strike capability, also appealed to Jupiter’s sense of omnipotence.


Macron relocated his own court to the Palace of Versailles three times in less than a year of office: to receive Russian President Vladimir Putin, to address both houses of Parliament, and to host a “Choose France” business summit for the heads of multinational companies. Macron also celebrated his fortieth birthday at the Château de Chambord, François I’s Renaissance hunting lodge in the Loire Valley.


On April 5, 2018, Macron even paid a nocturnal visit to the Basilica of Saint-Denis, where many of the former Kings and Queens of his country, including Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, are buried. He lingered at the tomb of King Dagobert, the first monarch to be interred there, and at the graves of François I and Henri II.


Macron is a superb actor, and his theatrical choreography is perfectly suited to being President of France. The bill for paying a makeup artist called Natacha to powder his face during his first three months of office came to €26,000. An Élysée Palace spokesman admitted that the cost was “a little bit high,” and that future bills would be “significantly reduced.” Previously, the near-bald Hollande had been accused of shampoo socialism after spending almost €10,000 a month for a personal barber.


Macron says “En même temps” all the time. It literally translates as “At the same time,” but the best English-language equivalent is probably “On the other hand.” “It will not be on the Right, not on the Left,” said Macron in 2016 while discussing his new movement and disingenuously ruling out a crack at becoming head of state. “I took time, I reflected, I consulted, I associated,” he waffled. “This is not a movement aimed at producing yet another umpteenth presidential candidate. This is not my priority today. My priority is the situation in the country.” L’État, c’est moi, in other words.


Macron’s well-scripted modesty was designed to place him above squalid and selfish ambition, to turn him into a universal figure focused solely on the future of France, but in the vaguest way possible. The mysticism of the presidency suited Macron. On May 8, 2016, a month after the launch of EM!, Macron was in Orléans for the anniversary of France relieving the English siege of the city in 1429. Paying tribute to Joan of Arc—the Maid of Orléans—Macron filled his speech with allusions to his own career trajectory, an extraordinary conflation. Both Joan and Macron came from provincial backgrounds, but “like an arrow,” fulfilled their destinies, Macron said.


There was no martial glory involved in Macron’s own rise to power, least of all against the English. After coming fifth in his class when graduating from the civil service school ENA (École Nationale d’Administration) in 2004, Macron started with the elite Inspection Générale des Finances—a fast track to some of the biggest jobs in the French technocracy. (The combined local and overseas government system that Macron skipped over is vast. There are some thirty-five thousand communes, all with a council and a Mayor, while 101 departments are headed by a general council and President, as are eighteen regions. Despite all of this administration, it has not been reformed since Bonaparte’s time.)


Macron joined François Hollande’s presidential office aged thirty-four as a civil servant and became the Socialist President’s personal envoy at the Group of Eight (G8), Group of Twenty (G20), and European Summits. Macron had briefly been a member of the French Socialist Party years before but was not during his period of service with Hollande. The Socialists offered to set Macron up as a member of Parliament in an easily winnable constituency, but he showed no interest. This did not stop Hollande from making Macron Minister for the Economy, Industry, and Digital Affairs. Socialist policies were failing, so a bright specialist who understood real-world capitalism was needed. Macron had spent four years from 2008 working for the merchant bank Rothschild & Co. in Paris.


When told about Hollande’s plan to tax high incomes at 75 percent, Macron likened it to “Cuba without the sun.” Macron is a free-market capitalist with a self-professed social conscience, like Bill Clinton or Tony Blair. He approves of someone making lots of money but, like many French, is suspicious of the excesses of Anglo-American commerce.


Macron was a highly polished, technocratic graduate of ENA, and yet, according to the mythmaking, both he and Joan of Arc had been chosen for greatness.4 “I don’t believe in a normal president,” said Macron. “The French aren’t waiting for that. On the contrary, such a concept makes them feel insecure.” Macron continued to articulate like a Jupiter should. Speaking about the void in national life since the 1789 Revolution, Macron said, “In French politics, this absence is the presence of a King, a King whom, fundamentally, I don’t think the French people wanted dead. The Revolution dug a deep emotional abyss, one that was imaginary and shared: the King is no more!” France has tried to fill this void, most notably with Napoléon Bonaparte and then Charles de Gaulle, but “the rest of the time,” said Macron, “French democracy does not manage to fill this void.”5 Of course, Macron did not literally want a King back. Just somebody like the King would do. Somebody like Emmanuel Macron. Macron projected himself as a man-of-the-hour hero who would heal his country.


In addition to artfully choreographed images, modern PR tools—endless selfies, bilingual tweets, and the catchphrase “France Is Back”—are a big part of the Macron package, exploiting emotions over intellect. He wants to be one of the most visible statesmen in the world, a guardian of democratic values who will go anywhere and everywhere to support justice and truth.


An early indication of just how close Macron felt to Jupiter was the strange Benalla affair of 2018. A video released on May Day that year, captured by a journalist called Taha Bouhafs, showed Alexandre Benalla, a key Macron security aide, wearing a police helmet and identification tag as he beat up a woman demonstrator on the streets of Paris. He then dragged her away to be arrested. Following public outcry, Benalla was suspended on full pay for two weeks but then welcomed back into the President’s inner circle. Benalla carried a gun for “personal security” and said he had secured a National Assembly pass so as to use its gym and library. He was not officially entitled to any of these rare privileges.


Benalla had been Macron’s chief of security during his presidential campaign. The pair often went biking and on skiing trips. They jogged and played tennis together. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the attack on the woman did not end Benalla’s cosseted position. He was still regularly pictured with Macron afterward. He helped organize the triumphant return of France’s World Cup–winning football team to Paris following their victory in Moscow in the summer of 2018.


Prosecutors eventually started investigating, and Benalla was charged with assault and impersonating a police officer, but Macron was by no means happy about this. “You’re the only ones who are interested in this,” he told journalists.


Macron joked, “Benalla has never had the nuclear codes.” Then he changed his tune to “I am to blame” and dared his opponents and the press to “come and get me—I will answer to the French people.” He first acted as if he was above the law, and then made out that he was the law. Despite this, Benalla was sentenced to three years in prison, with two suspended, subject to appeal, in November 2021.


De Gaulle started his own father-of-the-nation act on radio and then became a master of television. During the emergency intervention in Algiers in 1958, De Gaulle was feted as a savior figure, as he appealed to both sides—the French nationalist settlers and the indigenous Arabs and Berbers who wanted an end to French colonialism. His speech in Algiers on June 4 was broadcast live on radio and also recorded for newsreels and TV. It lasted nine minutes, and the most memorable phrase reassured everyone: “I have understood you!” This could have meant anything. Academics are still arguing over it to this day. En même temps is in the same school of political vocabulary.


De Gaulle’s priority was for the President to become the key decision-making office in France, effectively taking control of foreign and defense policy so that his country might once again achieve great power status. The illusion of authority crumbled a few years later when France lost the Algerian War, following regular attempts by nationalist terrorists of the Secret Army Organization (OAS) to assassinate De Gaulle as part of their campaign to keep Algeria French.


More than sixty years later, a President of France was again telling Algerians one thing and the French quite another. Macron visited Algiers during his 2017 campaign and said that 132 years of colonization had been a “crime against humanity,” adding, “It’s truly barbarous, and it’s part of a past that we need to confront by apologizing to those against whom we committed these acts.”


Four years later, Macron’s administration released a new report on the “Memory of Colonization and the Algerian War,” and a spokesman for the President was adamant that there would be “no repentance, nor apologies” for what had happened.


A Sixth Republic?


Before considering the possibility of a new political arrangement based on a continuity model—a Sixth Republic—let us recall how we got to where we are today. The First Republic was proclaimed in 1792, during the Revolution, but beyond glorious ideology (notably the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen), it was underpinned by carnage. Madame Guillotine and la Terreur were creations of an intensely violent period that lasted until November 9, 1799, when Napoléon Bonaparte launched a coup d’état called 18 Brumaire after the eccentric republican calendar system. In 1804, Bonaparte crowned himself Emperor of the French under the First French Empire. The French largely feign indifference toward Bonaparte nowadays, but there is no doubt that his legacy is enormous. The Napoleonic Code remains the basis of the country’s system of civil laws. Bonaparte wanted to micromanage his entire empire, and he did this through a “Code” that, more than two hundred years on, is still hugely influential—it has shaped the legal systems of more than seventy countries around the world.


After Bonaparte’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, Bourbon Kings ruled France until 1848. The Second Republic followed the 1848 Revolution, one of many that spread across Europe. Bonaparte’s nephew, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, was elected President, and in 1851 he, too, staged a coup and proclaimed himself Emperor Napoléon III of the Second Empire. He ended up being captured during the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, and a Third Republic was proclaimed following France’s crushing beating. The new republic was focused on a parliamentary system of government and lasted for seventy years until the Nazi Occupation during the Second World War. All power was then handed over to Marshal Philippe Pétain and his Vichy collaborators.


Charles de Gaulle, who had run the Free French while in exile, returned to France after the war, when, in 1946, a Fourth Republic was created. A system of proportional representation led to instability, as multiple parties competed in the decision-making process. By the time the Fourth Republic ended in 1958, there had been sixteen prime ministers in just twelve years.


Given its turbulent start in 1958 during the Algerian War, there was no guarantee that the Fifth Republic would last more than a few years. Michel Debré, the author of the new Constitution, originally wanted a UK-style prime ministerial government, but Article 5 set the President up as the “arbitrator” of pretty much everything. In 1965, there was the first direct election of the President, giving him even more legitimacy. Debré described De Gaulle as a “Republican Monarch,” while De Gaulle himself referred to a “popular monarchy.”


The decision to reduce the French President’s term from seven years to five in 2002 might sound as though it would have weakened the President’s power, but it in fact made him stronger. It meant that the focus of political debate would almost always be on the incumbent in the Élysée Palace.


France’s two-round election system for President and Parliament is also of great use to the monarchical President. Changes to the electoral calendar in 2001 saw parliamentary elections moved from the midterm—when they acted as a check on the head of state—to a couple of weeks after the presidential election. This pretty much guarantees a repeat of the election result and, with it, a pro-President Parliament, with no midterm challenge to the head of state.


Macron was only too aware of the extra power this gave him, saying after his 2017 election, “You have elected me, now give me an Assembly that allows me to govern.” He got exactly what he wanted. Macron’s fledgling En Marche! movement easily won the National Assembly elections in June 2017. A party that did not exist a year and a half before took 308 seats to add to the 42 won by its allies, the Democratic Movement (MoDem), giving the coalition a vast majority in the 577-seat National Assembly. Le Pen’s Front National won just eight seats.


The 2022 legislative election that followed Macron’s second presidential victory was not as successful for him as 2017, but he got by. There was a hung Parliament for the first time since 1988, but Macron’s Ensemble (Together) bloc still secured the most seats: 245 out of 577. Macron was able to make Élisabeth Borne the second female Prime Minister in France’s history, so there was no fear of another period of cohabitation—that is, when a President must work with an opposition Prime Minister. Le Pen’s Rassemblement National, however, won eighty-nine seats—the most in their history.


As usual, millions had turned out to oppose the RN. The two-round electoral system is meant to prevent instability, but in fact it encourages tactical voting. People use the first round as a protest vote and then work together to keep a detested candidate out. Thus, we end up with an “anyone-but-X” candidate like Macron.


Despite the RN’s relatively limited success in parliamentary elections (they do a bit better at the local and regional level, and in the European Parliament), the fear of a Le Pen becoming President has become routine. A single representative of a populist movement opposing immigration and globalization, while promising traditional left-wing welfare and protectionist policies, has millions of supporters, despite the party’s overtly racist antecedents. In other parliamentary systems, such individuals can be tamed for good through centrist grand alliances, but not in France.


The straitjacket of the presidency prevents France from establishing a stable parliamentary coalition of the kind that governs other countries such as Germany. The mainstream parties do not come together to pass commonsense reforms, as they are too obsessed with who is going to win the next presidential election.


Disillusion has translated into a steady decline in turnout at elections, to the extent that the largest voter bloc is made up of nonvoters. A dismal 46 percent turned out to vote in the second round of the legislative elections in 2022. In mainland France, Seine-Saint-Denis—the poorest suburb of Paris—held the apathy record: 63 percent of registered voters failed to appear. Turnout in the second round of the 2022 presidential election for the whole of France was 72 percent, the lowest in such a runoff since 1969.


A new Constitution should, at the very least, abolish Articles 8, 12, and 15 of Title II of the current one, removing the President’s right to appoint the Prime Minister, call new elections, and serve as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces. Making it essential for the Prime Minister to be elected would certainly strengthen democracy, as would an end to the President ruling by decree. More efforts to spread real power away from Paris and across the whole country would also help enormously. Focusing an entire system on a kingly President is failing, and changes to the October 4, 1958, Constitution can be achieved through Article 89: “The President of the Republic, on the recommendation of the Prime Minister, and Members of Parliament alike shall have the right to initiate amendments to the Constitution.”


One leading early critic of the reactionary presidential system enshrined in the Fifth Republic Constitution was François Mitterrand, the future Socialist President. In 1964, he published a pamphlet called Le Coup d’État Permanent (The permanent coup d’etat). The essay said De Gaulle had betrayed France by replacing a sovereign Parliament with a single leader who enjoyed unbridled powers. Mitterrand argued that the Algerian crisis that ensured De Gaulle’s return from the wilderness had been staged in order to put an elected dictator in place. It was one of numerous conspiracy theories that alleged that the Fifth Republic might be illegal. Mitterrand compared the events of May 13, 1958, to those of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s coup of December 2, 1851. Mitterrand’s opinion about the Fifth Republic naturally changed when he spent a full fourteen years as head of state under the system that De Gaulle had created, but his original insight remains compelling.


Macron’s highly classified “defense councils” are a prime example of presidential manipulation. He has relied on them to tackle all the big issues facing France in recent years, including the COVID-19 pandemic, terrorist threats, and war in Ukraine. Meetings take place in the Élysée Palace every week, and all participants are bound by “defense secrecy.” “The Defense and National Security Council is a French specificity,” according to the Élysée. “It is a select Council of Ministers, chaired each week by the President of the Republic to coordinate defense and national security policy.” It was enshrined by Article 15 of the 1958 Constitution, to allow the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces to mainly deal with military matters. Sure enough, Macron expanded its powers with a decree in December 2019 “to address internal security, economic and energy issues and respond to major crises.” In other words, Macron can bypass Parliament or any conventional Cabinet any time he likes, so as to deal with any problem as if he were le Général himself.


When Queen Elizabeth II died on September 8, 2022, all the living French Presidents paid emotional tributes. Macron said we “all feel an emptiness” at her passing, as he told the British people, “To you, she was your Queen. To us, she was the Queen. She will be with us all forever.” Macron was once again alluding to the hollowness in the French system caused by the absence of a blood monarch, and specifically the constitutional monarchy that works so well in Britain. Yet he has gradually moved France’s own presidential monarchy toward becoming an absolutist one.


A crucial factor in the reform of France has always been a cataclysmic event, usually a war. It took defeat in the Franco-Prussian War to bring about the Third Republic, Allied victory in the Second World War to create the Fourth Republic, and the chaos created by the Algerian War for the Fifth Republic to emerge. Unsurprisingly, there are now numerous failings with the Fifth Republic—born as it was in a reactive moment of national crisis and colonial collapse—and plenty of dissenting voices. Yet it will take a lot more than France’s traditional street anarchism or leftist coalitions in Parliament to bring about a Sixth.
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