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This paper is a very informal early set of thoughts about the tensions between race and class 
within today’s Front National, the radical right wing party in France.  The paper will largely 
be interpretive and descriptive rather than theoretical  - a series of observations about the 
relationship between class and race in today’s Front National.  Drawing from ethnographic 
observations, I argue that rank and file members of the National Front, and the party’s 
politicians, see racial tensions in contemporary France as a product of an elite bourgeois, 
cosmopolitan political class infected by the moral decadence and laxity of the 1968 
generation.  Having allowed the deceitful values of multiculturalism, political correctness, 
and diversity to run amok, excessive immigration and allowances for Muslim immigrants is 
seen as the fault of this political class.  In this sense, National Front members claim not to 
be racist, as they claim not to blame the immigrants themselves, but those in power who do 
not insist on their integration.  Racial tensions are therefore transformed into class 
grievances. 
 HOWEVER, once a member of the much-maligned political class is a person of 
color, members of the Front National revert to overtly racist discourse.  Thus, racial tensions 
are transformed into class grievances only under the condition that the derided political class is a white 
political class.  As I will also argue, some elements within the party that are aiming at wider 
appeal by appearing like a more professionalized party are even adopting some of the 
outward appearances of the otherwise derided white, elite, cosmopolitan political class, 
indicating that there is nonetheless some social proximity enabled by whiteness despite 
cross-class grievances.  The relationship between race and class in today’ Front National 
outlook is therefore complex; Whiteness is a boundary within which class grievances can be 
articulated, but within which there is also a simultaneous social proximity.  By contrast, a 
person of color in power is a figure who is beyond the pale of both class and proximity.    
 
Some background on the National Front and Marine Le Pen: 
Since 2013 I have been conducting research on the National Front in the southeast of 
France, focusing initially on the Vaucluse, an administrative region around Avignon, which is 
the historic heartland of the National Front, and then due to some unanticipated contacts, I 
also focused on the Front National in and around the city of Nice.  I attended local National 
Front headquarters and managed to interview some fairly central figures, such as Marion 
Marechal Le Pen, Marine Le Pen’s niece who is a Member of the National Parliament 
representing the National Front, attended various FN events, including also their annual May 
first march in Paris, and I made extensive contacts with FN activists in and around the city 
of Nice.  In more glamorous terms I was conducting research in Provence and the French 
Riviera – but visiting some of the struggling towns and neighbourhoods often off the tourist 
track.  I also attended the FN’s “Summer University” in Marseille in September, which is 
essentially their annual national convention.  Since then I have been continuing as much as I 
can from afar by conducting interviews. 

Marine Le Pen, daughter of Jean-Marie Le Pen, the party’s founding president, is in 
my view the most influential female politician in recent French history.  Her leadership of 
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the FN has had a ripple effect on the entire spectrum of French party politics. Members of 
the FN celebrate her as a modern woman whose transparency as a political daughter, and as 
an unapologetic divorcee and single mother, are see as an antidote to the shadowy nature of 
the rational-bureaucratic, “ultraliberal” Paris and Brussels elites (see image 1). Her supposed 
transparency and familial modernity are also contrasted to the “unmodern” family life of 
Muslim immigrants. 

Founded in 1972, the FN was born from assertions of Moroccan, Tunisian, and 
Algerian independence from French rule. The pieds-noirs, white French citizens who had 
settled in North Africa for generations and resettled largely in the south of France and in 
Paris post-independence, are one source of FN support. Their assertions of French 
imperialism turned inwards onto metropolitan France since the 1970s. Although the anti-
liberal radical right has a long history in France, since the 1970s it has formulated a critique 
of liberal elites who had first supported the claims of Algerian independence, and have since, 
in the minds of FN supporters, caused France to lose her sovereignty and do the EU’s 
ultraliberal bidding. Distrust of liberal elites also results in disdain for multiculturalism and 
French immigration policy. 

The FN rejects liberalism by asserting French particularity. Liberalism, in their view, 
proposes the false idea that all French citizens are equal regardless of ethnicity, religion, and 
race. Economic liberalism, as promoted by the EU, destroys the uniqueness of French 
patrimony. The personal charisma and confrontational style of Jean-Marie Le Pen, the 
party’s longstanding leader, was contrasted to liberal elites from the party’s founding. Marine 
has deftly channeled her father’s charisma while modernizing the party. She always engages 
in contentious politics, rather than the “post-politics” of technocratic governance. She has 
shaped her familial-charismatic leadership as a form of opposition to distant technocratic 
elites. This strategy has met with remarkable success, as the FN has performed well in the 
municipal elections of 2014, and performed particularly well in the 2014  European 
Parliament elections, garnering some 25% of support amongst French citizens who visited 
for the European Parliament elections.   
 
The intersections of Race and Class: 
The social background of many of my FN contacts in the southeast (the province of 
Provence-Côte-d’Azur, or PACA in short) are what might be labeled “lower middle class” or 
“petty bourgeois” (“la petite bourgeoisie”), adhering remarkably closely to Marx’s classic 
account of this substratum as small shop-keepers, or workers who manage the production or 
distribution of commodities produced and owned by wealthier bourgeoisie.  They were 
neither rich nor poor, and enjoyed a certain level of prosperity and security, which they 
understood was thanks also to the French state.  This was especially so among the older 
generation who were keenly aware of their own sense of relative security, and who lamented 
how this security was faltering for their children and grandchildren.  Within this region, 
many of the FN supporters claimed to have been party activists since the party’s founding.  
They often spoke of having met Jean Marie Le Pen in person, and remembered Marine Le 
Pen as a child or a young woman who would accompany her father to political events 
around the country.  Being a party activist was a multi-generational family affair.  Their 
siblings, spouses, and children were active in the party, and they described party events in 
highly familial and communal terms.  The newer activists were more likely to have once 
voted for the left-of-centre parties, and due to disaffection especially with the Socialist party, 
they had ‘defected’ to the National Front to try something new.  Yet they too were lower 
middle class.  Though in some cases they had more economic and cultural capital, such as 
the Director of an elementary school I will describe somewhat below. 



	 3	

 What was striking about my months of research was that only once in the entire time 
I spent with FN activists did I hear an overtly racist comment in the sense of someone 
explicitly using a racial epithet.  I am aware of course that activists would have been more 
careful around me.  I never hid that I was a sociologist hanging around in order to study the 
party, and I have no idea what happened behind closed doors.  Nonetheless, a common 
refrain I would hear over and over again was that the party was not racist – but patriotic. 
This contrast alone is interesting; how being patriotic is the antithesis of being racist. They 
are open, they claim, to anyone who is a French patriot, regardless of skin color and religion. 
At the same time, there is perhaps no living figure who is more despised within the FN 
today than current Minister of Justice, Christiane Taubira, a black woman from French 
Guyana. I will discuss the case of Christiane Taubira at greater length below, but for now I’ll 
start with an account of how whiteness creates the boundary within which class grievances 
are articulated. 
 
From Race to Class – within Whiteness: 
At a May 1st National Front march in Paris, a woman from the Antibes (a town adjacent to 
the city of Nice) proudly pointed around the crowd of supporters and said to me, “see, no 
neo-Nazis!” Her friend later commented, “We don’t care if you’re black, brown, or green.  
We only care that you’re patriotic.”  Another woman amongst the group of friends, the 
oldest of the women in that group, explained that her young husband had been a resistance 
fighter in the war and lost his life as a result.  She was a widow her whole life because of her 
husband’s anti-fascist heroism, proof that the she and her party comrades were neither racist 
nor fascist. Yet of course the crowd was almost entirely white.  This was true of all the FN 
events I attended.    

At the same May 1st march, I spoke to a woman from a heavily deindustrialized town 
in the northwest of France, an area that the FN is increasingly winning over.  Though I 
cannot confirm with certainty her class origin, she was probably more working class than 
many of my contacts in the southeast.  She explained to me that she and her daughter had 
had to leave the town where they had lived for decades, and where they both work.  She 
claimed that the area had become inundated with Muslim immigrants who harassed them all 
the time, and that their daily lives had become unbearable due to constant fear of violence 
on the streets. But the authorities cast a blind eye on this harassment, and instead gave these 
immigrants special housing rights, which is why they lived in the same neighbourhood.  Not 
able to withstand it anymore, they moved to another town, which is more expensive, and 
which means they have a longer commute to work.  Though she clearly felt disdain for 
immigrants themselves, like many of my informants, her attitude towards immigrants was 
filtered through a critique of the state and a sense of injustice being perpetrated against 
white, native French citizens in the unfair distribution of public housing and failure to take 
care of “native” citizens’ welfare.   

A commonly repeated theme I heard among party activists and politicians was 
disdain for the 1968 generation, and for that generation’s political-ideological outlook which 
they viewed as having destroyed French patrimony, sovereignty, and the moral order.  In 
Nice I interviewed a woman who had also been a party adherent for decades, and who had 
remained more of a rank and file party activist until her husband’s death, after which she 
became a full-time politician.  She is now a member of the regional council of the province 
of PACA (the acronym for the province of Provence-Côte d’Azur).  She was one of many 
interviewees who mentioned to me that the problem with France was its decadence 
following the events of 1968.  Since then, she claimed, there is too little law and order, and 
too much political correctness allowing for bad behavior on the part of immigrants.   
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  Likewise, in a lengthy interview I had with a woman who had been the top of the 
municipal ticket in a town just outside of Avignon, she articulately described to me her 
journey from being a radical leftist to being a member of the Front National.  Pauline, as I 
will call her, represents the new face of the National Front.  She is intelligent and respected 
in her community as the head of the local elementary school.  The town where she lives has 
undergone dramatic economic decline.  The city centre was largely shuttered, and when I 
visited I could mainly see immigrant men and women on the otherwise empty streets.  As 
the headmistress of a school, she felt enormous frustration with what she perceived were the 
typical problems of immigrant families’ encounters with the French school system; poor 
families with parents who could not properly discipline their children and adapt to French 
culture.  Especially frustrating to her, however, was her sense that her hands were tied in 
terms of instilling discipline and respect among her students, many of them children of 
Muslim immigrants.  Because of the arcane rules and procedures set in motion by 1968ers, 
because people of that generation were too politically correct and always wanted to respect 
“communitarianism” (a bad word in republican France), she could not instill French values 
in her own pupils.   

Pauline was anti-elitist to the bone.  She had grown up in a working class family, with 
a factory worker father.  But she had gained an education and had been very successful in 
her career, in fact more so than her husband who had struggled as a small businessman in 
the tourism industry.  The family survives on her income. She had grown up within a family 
that supported the socialist party, and she herself had become more radically left, always 
despising elitism.  Yet, in her mind, since 1968, elitism had melded with liberal political 
correctness, a cosmopolitan, moral decadence that forgot French values and history.  Its 
permissiveness was also detrimental, in her view, to the fate of Muslim immigrants, who 
would never be given the opportunity to succeed in France because of this institutionalized 
moral laxity.  
 Pauline insisted, of course, that she was not racist, nor anti-immigrant, nor anti-
Muslim.  She claimed rather that she loved her secular republic, its history, and the richness 
of its culture, language, and cuisine.  She wanted the best for her students, regardless of their 
religion and place of origin, and wanted to give them all the opportunities France could 
offer.  Yet 1968 had worked to destroy that possibility by allowing for too much cultural 
relativism.  Pauline’s words exemplified how racial tensions were not interpreted as being 
due to the personal outlook of FN adherents.  Rather, she described racial tensions as the 
product of failed elitist state projects, carried by a particular generation and social class that 
embraced a relativistic, cosmopolitan worldview.  This attitude is exemplified in a speech 
from June 2012, by Stéphane Ravier, a National Front representative in the Regional Council 
of Provence-Côte d’Azur, who declared with great flare at a regional council meeting that 
provincial housing development plans to encourage diversity and greater immigrant 
integration were the clientalist work of the “Green Taliban, the Stalinist fossils ‘à la 
française,’ and bobo socialists.”   

Yet, the refrain has become part of the party’s official discourse and policy.  For 
example, the youth organization of the National Front has recently announced that it is 
forming a partnership with other “patriotic” parties in Europe, called the “Young European 
Alliance for Hope,” or YEAH. Claiming to be pro-European in the sense of embracing 
“European Civilization,” and pro-sovereignty, i.e. anti-EU, the alliance has carefully selected 
its partners.  So far the alliance includes the youth wings of the French National Front, the 
Swedish Democrats, the Austrian Freedom Party, and the Flemish Vlaams Belang, a party 
that advocates for an independent Flanders. In a recent phone interview my research 
assistant conducted with Julien Rochedy, the president of the National Party’s youth 
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organization (and whom I’ll discuss more in the next section), he emphasized that the Front 
National youth organization has no interest in forging connections to Hungary’s radical right 
wing Jobbik party: “We want to ally ourselves with patriots and sovereign movements, not 
movements of the extreme right.  Jobbik is an extreme right wing movement.  We are not of 
the extreme right, contrary to what some of the media report.  We don’t want to be 
associated with people who don’t have the same ideas as us.” 

As I previously described, state elites, and I would add mainstream party elites, are 
commonly accused by National Front leaders and activists as having lost their love of 
France.  (I am not focusing in this paper on their sentiments regarding the European Union, 
but the tie between anti-elitism, anti-cosmopolitanism, and Euroscepticism is strong.)  
However, this is an accusation cast against white, French elites.  So long as state elites are 
equated with the white bobo-socialist class, FN adherents maintain a veneer of racial 
neutrality, and discursively couch their criticism of race relations as a problem of elite 
disconnect.  However, a woman of color in power is another story, as is evident from the 
party’s deep hatred of Christiane Taubira. 

 
Christiane Taubira as an Enemy of France: 
As I mentioned above, there was only one occasion when an FN activist openly expressed a 
racist comment to me.  On May 1, 2013, I attended the annual National Front march in 
Paris.  This is a march which takes place along a symbolically rich route through the heart of 
Paris, moving down a very central boulevard which starts at the Palais Royal, passes by the 
Louvre museum, and ends behind the old Opera house.  Although I was originally observing 
the march as an onlooker from the outside, I decided I needed to take the plunge and join 
the stream of marchers in order to try and strike up conversations with various activists. As I 
joined, an older man who was around 80 years old immediately started to speak to me, 
curious about my ipad.  He explained that he had been a party loyalist from the party’s 
earliest of days and first met Marine when she was seven years old.  Today’s problem, he 
claimed, was immigration, there was too much of it: “Too many immigrants, and the Blacks 
have no idea how to work, nor do the Arabs, they’re the same.”  In a flash, the topic skipped 
to Christiane Taubira, a woman he despises: “Cette negresse,” he spat out. “She hates 
whites.  She doesn’t even deserve to be called ‘Madame.’” 
 Most FN adherents were not as candid as this man, but the deep disdain for Mme. 
Taubira was ever-present.  At the time that I was starting my research on the National Front, 
a major political issue in France during the spring of 2013 was Christiane Taubira’s proposal 
as the Justice Minister to legalize same-sex marriage.  This mobilized a large social 
movement against the law. “La Loi Taubira,” or the “Taubira Law,” was the shorthand used 
in the media, in everyday life, and amongst activists for and against the law, to refer to the 
proposed law to legalize same-sex marriage.  It was the main topic of the day in much of the 
country. 
 But something interesting happened when I asked FN adherents what they thought 
of “la loi Taubira.”  For them the “Taubira law” referred to something entirely different; a 
law from 2001 which Christiane Taubira had proposed, and which eventually passed, 
requiring recognition and memorialization of the history of slavery in France and its 
colonies.  Back in 2001, Mme. Taubira was a member of the French National Assembly as a 
representative of French Guyana, an overseas department of France, and a former colony.  
The law recognizes that the slave trade was a crime against humanity, and requires that 
school curricula work to educate children about the history of the colonial slave trade, and 
commemorate the abolition of slavery.  This was the first “Loi Taubira,” and for the Front 
National, and twelve years later, it is still the only “Loi Taubira” of import.   
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 Christiane Taubira has since been cast by the National Front and other right wing 
pundits who flirt with the FN as a national traitor, a woman who does not love France.  And 
here a much more apparent equivalence is forged between race, patriotism, and who holds 
the reigns of “true” French history.  For the history that Taubira asked all French 
schoolchildren to be aware of was the inhumane treatment of people of color in Africa, the 
Caribbean, and the Indian Ocean. White bobo-socialists or Stalinists à la française are 
disdained for their social distance from the “real” troubles of the French lower middle class 
– and increasingly the working class.  However, instilling in all French schoolchildren 
knowledge of the darker side of French history is seen as a diversity agenda gone completely 
awry.  Worse than relativistic moral laxity, it is national treason.   

This is a favorite theme of the right wing website “fdesouches,” referring to the 
concept of “français de souche,” or French citizens who come from French soil, but 
implicitly also French blood, and arguably white Frenchmen and women. A group of women 
from Antibes I have been in close contact with likewise understood the Taubira law I had 
asked about to be the law memorializing slavery, and commented immediately that 
Christiane Taubira is not a patriot and hates France.   

When I attended the “summer university” of the Front National, the climax of the 
two-day event was Marine Le Pen’s speech, which also closed the event.  For most of the 
weekend only a few diehards attended the various panels, largely individuals who fashioned 
themselves as the “thinkers” amongst party activists who were willing to sit and listen to 
hours of policy statements.  Yet busloads of activists from around the country arrived just in 
time for Marine’s speech, creating a real media spectacle of energetic support for her 
theatrical arrival to the podium.  Marine’s speech meandered between the various topics 
typical for the National Front; maintaining French sovereignty, ‘security,’ which implied 
securing French cities from immigrant crime, the problems of globalization and “ultra-
liberalism,” the EU of course.  The audience clapped and booed when it was supposed to. 
And then with one little mention of Christiane Taubira in relation to her more recent 
attempts at prison reform, the crowd went crazy with a long bout of booing and hissing.  
Even Marine Le Pen herself looked surprised at the crowd’s response.1 There was no other 
moment like that at the event; no other political figure was met with the same degree of 
scorn. 

Marine Le Pen herself and her closest advisor, Florian Philippot (whom I’ll also 
discuss a bit in the next section) have been careful to eradicate any overt association between 
racism and the party.  For example, in the run-up to the municipal elections which took 
place in spring 2014, an FN candidate from the east of France had posted on her Facebook 
page a photo of a baby ape next to a photo of Christiane Taubira, suggesting that the photo 
of the young ape was Mme. Taubira at the age of eighteen months.  The young woman 
candidate was swiftly removed from the FN list.   
 And yet the obsession with Mme. Taubira as national traitor continued so long as 
she was Justice Minister.  Her every move was scrutinized by the FN – and by some 
politicians within the centre-right UMP party (former president Nicolas Sarkozy’s party) who 
undoubtedly sensed the national mood and room for racist populism.  Controversy, for 
example, erupted over Mme. Taubira having not sung the national anthem at a ceremony 
commemorating the abolition of slavery.  Taubira wryly, and probably unwisely, retorted on 
her Facebook page that at some events it is more important to engage in contemplation than 

																																																								
1 See: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=4xvFuVJ_nb8#t=1927 
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karaoke.  This response stoked further controversy. She later clarified in a lengthy response 
also on her Facebook page that she had not sung the anthem at many events to mark the 
solemnity of the occasion. The National Front seized on these statements, suggesting that 
she equates the Marseillaise with karaoke, revealing her true contempt for France. Marine Le 
Pen released a press statement on May 11, maintaining that this is “symbolic proof of the 
first order of [Mme. Taubira’s] contempt for France, for its history and its people, who love 
to sing this anthem, and are proud.”   
 
 
Whiteness and Class as Social Proximity and Political Legitimation: 
In this last section, I’ll attempt to show that while whiteness creates the boundary within 
which class grievances are articulated, proximity to elite habitus is also a horizon for political 
legitimacy for the National Front.  Here I will especially focus on how the party has tried to 
refashion itself as a “normal,” mainstream party, what the French have termed 
“banalization” of the Front National.  
 Marine Le Pen and her advisors have used an array of tactics to legitimate the party.  
One interesting development has been Marine Le Pen’s ability to continue her father’s 
discourse of being anti-elitist and anti-establishment, at the same time as she plays a more 
mainstream and institutionalized game of politics.  Of significance is the role of her right-
hand man, Florian Philippot.  Philippot is a graduate of the National School of 
Administration, the acronym in French being the ENA (École Nationale d’Administration).  
The énarques are the elite graduates of the ENA, catapulted by design to the top echelons of 
the French civil service, a path which can lead to the highest rungs of political office.  For 
example, Ségolène Royal who made a failed presidential bid in 2007, current socialist 
president François Hollande, and former centre-right presidents Nicolas Sarkozy and 
Jacques Chirac were all énarques.  Énarques are often easy to spot, instilled with a certain 
manner of speech and dress that one finds across party lines.  Marine Le Pen’s closeness to 
Philippot, and his heavy influence in the party, shows how Marine is playing a double game 
of claiming to be anti-establishment at the same time as she is adopting some of the more 
mainstream rules of the game.  Philippot’s outward appearance, even his bodily habitus, is 
very much that of an énarque. He is almost always in a close-fitting suit with a narrow tie, 
never smiles too much, and holds his body with the controlled composition of the bourgeois 
elite.   

The énarques are, on the one hand, the object of much National Front critique.  
They are the core of the state elite, painted by the FN as distant from the people, too 
cosmopolitan or Americanized, and the carriers of the state’s moral laxity and loss of French 
patrimony and sovereignty.  And on the other hand, this same political class and its class 
habitus are subtly also objects of emulation, a path for political legitimation for the party at 
large.   

I mentioned earlier the figure of Julien Rochedy, the former president of the party’s 
youth wing which has entered into an alliance with similarly oriented party youth wings in 
Europe.  Julien Rochedy and the overall image of the National Front Youth also bear some 
of the marks of a more bourgeois class orientation, at least in style .  Rochedy likes to paint 
himself as a kind of intellectual, and has even published a book where he explicates his 
Nietzschean philosophy. The National Front youth has generally presented a new image for 
the party and its young supporters, though there is some ambiguity also in this sphere.  
Marion Marechal Le Pen, Marine Le Pen’s niece, is the youngest member of the National 
Assembly.  I have interviewed her in person, and observed her presentation of self in the 
Assembly and at various political events.  She is less formal, less bourgeois in style, than the 
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leading members of the Front National youth wing.  By contrast, the young leaders of the 
National Front youth wing present themselves in a style that emulates the Parisian 
bourgeoisie, as apparent in a session focusing on them at the 2013 Summer University.   

 
In Conclusion: 
This paper has not teased out the gender dimensions that intersect with the racial and class 
dynamics apparent within today’s Front National. My focus here is to illustrate how 
whiteness is a social horizon within each class grievances are articulated, at the very same 
time as this very specific co-articulation of class and race can act as a horizon for social 
proximity and political legitimation.  These dynamics enable members of the National Front 
to cast themselves as racially neutral, claiming that membership in the party, and in France at 
large, is based on patriotic commitment to France, regardless of color or creed.  It also 
enables the party to claim that it is not an “extreme right wing” party.   

Yet, if a member of the political class is a person of color, political grievances are no 
longer couched as class grievances, but as unequivocally racist grievances.  Christiane 
Taubira is seen as a traitor because she is a woman of color who has asked the French public 
to reflect on its own troubled history.  For members of the FN, she could do no right.  
Arguably, had a white person promoted the same legislation as she has, that person would 
not be accused of treason, but would be dismissed as a bobo-socialist Stalinist à la française.  
By contrast, Taubira was not dismissed as yet another product of the 1968 generation 
steering France in the wrong direction, but was seen as an enemy of the French nation.  
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Image 1: Marine Le Pen, “Another Voice”: 
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