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Last Sunday, French voters gave President Emmanuel Macron his second term and Europe 
heaved a collective sigh of relief. Though Mr. Macron scored a convincing victory over his far-right-wing 
challenger, Marine Le Pen, his victory margin diminished when compared to the 2017 run-off, from 66% 
to 58.5%, while Ms. Le Pen improved her score from 34% to 41.5%, reflecting the changing character of 
French politics. Nevertheless, given that only two popularly elected Presidents have won second terms 
(François Mitterrand in 1988 and Jacques Chirac in 2002), Mr. Macron has reason to feel chuffed. 
European Union leaders, facing twin challenges of the Russian war in Ukraine and a tepid recovery from 
COVID-19, have enthusiastically welcomed Mr. Macron’s victory given Ms. Le Pen’s overt 
Euroscepticism. 
 
A changing politics 

France’s two-step voting process means that in the first round, voters express their real 
preferences; in the second round, with the field narrowed to two, they reject the one they dislike more. 
At the beginning of the campaign in February, there were a dozen candidates, but by the end of March, 
most were fizzling out. The first round, held on April 10, showed the decimation of the two traditional 
parties that have ruled France since the 1960s, the centre-right Republicans and the centre-left 
Socialists. Republican candidate Valérie Pécresse, who had been part of Jacques Chirac’s team and was 
later a Higher Education Minister, managed a 4.8% vote share, while Socialist candidate Anne Hidalgo, 
mayor of Paris since 2014, got a mere 1.7%. From the days of Socialist Presidents like Mitterrand and 
Hollande, and Republican Presidents like Sarkozy, Chirac and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, this was a rout. 
These two parties have been losing ground, from a collective 56% of the vote in the first round in 2012, 
to 27% in 2017 when Mr. Macron emerged on the scene and captured the imagination of voters as a 
pro-Europe, business-friendly, forward-looking liberal. In 2017, this enabled him to redefine the Centrist 
vote, successfully poaching from both the Republican and Socialist bases. 

Five years later, Mr. Macron had a record to defend and counter the image of being a pro-rich, 
aloof and elitist President. His response to the gilets jaunes (yellow vest) protests lacked empathy. Ms. 
Le Pen capitalised on this by seeking to appear more human and approachable, a single mother and a 
cat lover. 
 
A rough campaign 

In the first round on April 10, Mr. Macron led with 27.8%, followed by Ms. Le Pen with 23.1% 
and left-wing populist Jean Luc Mélenchon (France Unbowed) with a credible 21.9%. Extreme-right-wing 
journalist turned candidate Èric Zemmour, whose presence helped Ms. Le Pen appear relatively 
moderate, also got 7% vote. Other mainstream candidates Jean Lasalle, formerly MoDem (Democratic 
Movement) and Yannick Jadot (Greens) only managed 3.1% and 4.6%, respectively. The fact that far-
right and far-left parties accounted for 58% of the vote in the first round reflects the growing 
polarisation in domestic French politics. Centre-left voters switched from Ms. Hidalgo and Mr. Jadot to 
Mr. Melenchon and centre-right from Ms. Pecresse to Mr. Macron. 

The slow rightward drift in French politics has sharpened since the terrorist attacks in 2015 and 
the consequent debates on identity and laïcité (French version of secularism) emerged as key themes in 
the early weeks till the Ukraine war and rising cost of living assumed priority. 

Mr. Zemmour’s campaign exploited the ‘great replacement’ theory, (originally propounded by 
Renault Camus) — that the non-white, non-Christian and non-French are gradually replacing the white 
Christian French population. Mr. Zemmour grew his base by asking young French people if they were 
willing to live as a minority in the land of their ancestors. Ms. Le Pen, conscious of the need to retain her 
base lest they drifted to Mr. Zemmour, promised a ban on the hijab (headscarf) and a constitutional 
amendment that would distinguish between “native born French” and “others” for access to education, 
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housing and other social benefits, and restricting citizenship to only those who have “earned it and fully 
assimilated.” 

Mr. Macron was late to join the campaign, thinking that he could ensure support by appearing 
presidential, involved with the geopolitics of the war in Ukraine. Since December when tensions began 
rising, he has had nearly two dozen telephone conversations with Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
visited Moscow and Kyiv and had multiple exchanges with North Atlantic Treaty Organization and 
European Union (EU) leaders. He filed his candidature on March 3, a day before the deadline and spent 
little time on the campaign trail before the first round. His poll ratings slipped from 30% in early March 
by five points leading to a strategy shift. 

It was only in April that Mr. Macron realised that the “progressive liberal centrist” platform that 
had delivered victory in 2017 was no longer working. The field was dominated either by a utopian 
extremism of the Left or a nationalist extremism bordering on racism on the Right. Mr. Macron began to 
talk about building a ‘dam’ to preserve the Centre. To shift the debate from ‘identity’, he promised full 
employment in five years, tax cuts for households and small businesses and softened his stand on raising 
the retirement age from 62 years to 65, spreading it over a nine-year timeframe. 

For the second round, the debate turned personal. Mr. Macron highlighted Ms. Le Pen’s ties 
with Mr. Putin, describing him as her ‘banker’, called her a ‘climate sceptic’, blamed her policy as 
‘spelling the end of the EU’ and made the election a ‘referendum on secularism and Europe’. Ms. Le Pen 
blamed him for ignoring the rising cost of food and fuel and declining pensions, sought a ‘Europe of 
nations’ rather than an EU, called him ‘a climate hypocrite’, and the election a referendum on “Macron 
or France’. 
 
The obstacles, from June 

Having secured his second term, Mr. Macron urgently needs to douse the flames of polarisation. 
The 72% turnout on Sunday is the lowest in a presidential run-off since 1969. In addition, of the 34.5 
million votes cast, the three million blanks or spoilt ballots reflect disenchantment with both candidates. 
Mr. Melenchon has declared that Macron’s presidency ‘is floating in a sea of abstentions and blank or 
null ballots’. Over a third of the voters did not vote for Mr. Macron and many left-leaning voters only did 
so because they hated the far-right Ms. Le Pen more. 

National Assembly elections are due in June and if the Left take the Assembly, Mr. Melenchon 
could become Prime Minister; a prospect of co-habitation that ensures policy gridlock. In such a 
scenario, polarisation will only increase and Mr. Macron’s centrist experiment would be a short-lived 
reprieve from the rightward shift. 
That is why at his victory speech at the foot of the Eiffel tower, Mr. Macron struck a conciliatory note, 
thanking those who helped defeat Ms. Le Pen and “promising to be a president for all.” 
 
Relief in Europe, India 

Such was the concern in Europe about the election that in an unprecedented move, the 
Portuguese and Spanish Prime Ministers, António Costa and Pedro Sánchez, and German Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz co-authored an Op-Ed in the Le Monde on April 21, urging French voters to reject Ms. Le Pen. The 
congratulatory messages pouring in from western capitals reflect relief as a Le Pen victory would have 
severely damaged western unity, at a critical moment in Europe. 

India too has reason to be happy with Mr. Macron’s victory. India and France have enjoyed a 
solid strategic partnership, established in 1998 that has expanded to cover cooperation in defence, 
nuclear and space sectors, climate issues and renewables, cybersecurity and counter-terrorism. A 
French presence in the Indo-Pacific has prodded the EU too to shift towards an Indo-Pacific strategy. 
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi will be travelling to Germany and Denmark on a bilateral visit in the first 
week of May. It provides a welcome opportunity to spend a day in Paris to congratulate Mr. Macron and 
impart new momentum to the relationship. 
 
 breathe/heave a sigh of relief (phrase) – to 

suddenly feel relieved (or feel happy) that 
something unpleasant has not happened (sigh 
is a long & deep audible breathing out of 
relief). 

 far-right (adjective) – relating to the extreme 
right-wing of a political party or group; 
extremely conservative, rightist. 

 run-off (noun) – a runoff election is a second, 
or follow-up election, in which the top two 
vote-getters run against each other. Runoff 
elections occur when no candidate meets a 
certain threshold of votes to be declared the 
winner. 

 nevertheless (adverb) – in spite of that, 
anyway, nonetheless, even so. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 
account, bearing in mind. 

 chuffed (adjective) – happy, glad, satisfied, 
well pleased. 

 tepid (adjective) – unenthusiastic, 
uninterested, lukewarm. 

 overt (adjective) – (adjective) – clear, 
apparent, conspicuous, obvious, noticeable, 
observable, visible. 

 Euroscepticism (noun) – opposition to 
increasing the power of European Union. 

 fizzle out (phrasal verb) – fail, disappear, come 
to nothing, fall through, flop. 

 decimation (noun) – the destruction of a large 
proportion of a group. 

 centre-right (adjective) – moderately right-
wing (party). 

 Republican (noun) – a person who is following 
the principles of traditionalism/conservatism; 
rightist, right-winger. 

 centre-left (adjective) – moderately left-wing 
(party). 

 socialist (noun) – a person who is following the 
principles of socialism; leftist, left-winger. 

 rout (noun – crushing/overwhelming defeat. 
 lose ground (phrase) – lose one’s advantage. 
 pro- (prefix) – supporting. 

 forward-looking (adjective) – progressive, 
reforming, radical, liberal. 

 liberal (noun) – left winger; supporter of a 
political and moral philosophy based on 
liberty, consent of the governed and equality 
before the law. 

 centrist (noun) – a person whose political 
opinions are not extreme, falling between 
those of liberals (left wing) and conservatives 
(right wing). 

 poach (verb) – appropriate, acquire, 
misappropriate, take secretly/unfairly. 

 base (noun) –  a group of people considered as 
supporting an organization/party. 

 aloof (adjective) – detached, unresponsive, 
reserved, uncommunicative. 

 elitist (adjective) – associated with an elite 
(most powerful and influential) group of 
people. 

 yellow vest (gilets jaunes) movement (noun) – 
it is a protest movement that began with 
demonstrations in France on Saturday, 17 
November 2018. The fluorescent yellow hazard 
vest, that the protesting people wear, has 
become synonymous with the French protest 
over fuel prices, lower taxes, higher salaries, a 
better life and much more. 

 empathy (noun) – affection, fellow feeling, 
compassion. 

 capitalize on (phrasal verb) – take advantage 
of, make the most of, exploit, benefit from, put 
to advantage. 

 left-wing (adjective) – liberal, socialist; radical, 
reforming, revolutionary. 

 populist (adjective) – relating to the politicians 
who claim that they are representing the 
common/ordinary people. 

 credible (adjective) – acceptable, reliable, 
dependable; believable, plausible, reasonable. 

 mainstream (adjective) – well-established, well 
known, recognized, acknowledged; familiar. 
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 secularism (noun) – the belief that religion 
should not have a strong influence in 
education or other public parts of society. 

 propound (verb) – submit, propose, put 
forward, suggest. 

 ancestor (noun) – forebear, forefather, 
predecessor. 

 conscious of (adjective) – aware of, alert to, 
careful of, wary of, sensible of. 

 drift (verb) – depart, diverge, deviate, get 
sidetracked. 

 hijab (noun) – a head covering, generally a veil 
or a scarf, worn in public by some Muslim 
women. 

 assimilate (verb) – absorb, imbibe, take in. 
 geopolitics (noun) – the study of the 

geographical factors (a country’s position on 
the earth, size, climate, and natural resources 
& etc.) in world politics and inter-state 
relations. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 
achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, and security interests). 

 utopian (adjective) – unworldly, immaterial; 
idealistic, unrealistic. 

 extremism (noun) – radicalism, fanaticism, 
dogmatism. 

 nationalist (noun/adjective) – relating to 
nationalism. 

 border on (phrase) – approach, come close to, 
get close to, near to. 

 racism (noun) – the belief that a particular race 
is superior or inferior to another. 

 identity (noun) – a social category, a set of 
persons marked by a label and distinguished by 
rules deciding membership and (alleged) 
characteristic features or attributes; 
individuality, character, originality. 

 household (noun) – family, house. 
 sceptic (noun) – cynic, doubter, questioner. 
 spell (verb) – cause, bring on, lead to, result in, 

bring about. 
 referendum (noun) – public vote; a direct vote 

in which people cast ballots to decide on a 
specific issue or policy. 

 hypocrite (noun) –  humbug, pretender, 
deceiver; a person who is behaving in a way 
against for which he have moral beliefs. 

 turnout (noun) – participation, attendance. 
(Voter turnout refers to the number or 
percentage of eligible voters who cast their 
ballots).  

 disenchantment (noun) – disappointment, 
dissatisfaction, discontent. 

 abstention (noun) – refusal to vote, abstaining, 
non-voting. 

 due (adjective) – expected, anticipated, 
scheduled for. 

 prospects (noun) – chances, possibilities, 
expectations. 

 co-habitation (noun) – cooperation between 
opposing parties/states; coexistence. 

 gridlock (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, 
standstill, stand-off, stoppage. 

 scenario (noun) – situation, backdrop, context. 
 short-lived (adjective) – brief, short, short-

term, temporary, transitory. 
 reprieve (noun) – cancellation, suspension, 

postponement (of a punishment or something 
undesirable event); stay of execution. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 
experienced before. 

 pour (in) (verb) – come, arrive; flow in. 
 strike a (conciliatory) note (phrase) – have a 

(pacifying) point of view. 
 renewables (noun) – a natural resource (such 

as water, wind, or solar power). 
 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving 

long-term or overall goals. 
 cybersecurity (noun) – the protection of 

internet-connected systems, including 
hardware, software, and data from cyber 
attacks. 

 counter-terrorism (noun) – anti-terrorism; 
actions taken to combat or prevent terrorism. 

 prod (verb) – spur, stimulate, prompt, 
galvanize, motivate, encourage. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 
countries. 

 impart (verb) – give, bestow, confer, grant, 
lend, provide, offer, contribute. 
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