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Abstract 

This paper examines the recent success of the French far right party, the Front National, 

by analyzing the effects of indicators of immigrant presence, unemployment, and low-skilled 

labor on vote share of the Front National for the 2007 and 2012 Presidential elections in France. 

I focus predominately on the 2012 Presidential election, while comparing results from analyses 

of the 2007 elections. I incorporate an additional analysis that examines change between the two 

elections in order to better understand what drives change in vote share for the Front National 

over the years. Two different levels of analysis were included for each model: a regional 

analysis, as well as a municipal one. I find that while increases in unemployment and low-skilled 

labor increase support for the Front National as expected, immigrant share, and the 

accompanying indicators of immigrant presence decrease support for the Front National at the 

municipal level. The effect is not statistically significant at the regional level. This suggests that 

despite the party’s vehemently anti-immigrant rhetoric, economic and socio-demographic 

indicators are the predominate predictors of what drives Front National support.  

________________________ 

* A special thank you to Professor Martin Schain for his guidance and to Shana Warren for her tireless 
aid throughout this process. 
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1 Introduction 
 

This paper examines the recent success of the Front National, or National Front, by 

analyzing the effects of indicators of immigrant presence, unemployment, and low-skilled labor 

on its vote share for the 2007 and 2012 Presidential elections in France. Focusing predominately 

on the 2012 election, this paper compares the results of the 2012 analyses with those from 2007 

to check for robustness. It also incorporates an analysis that looks at what drives the change in 

support between the two elections.  

My dataset includes both regional and municipal-level data. Each analysis was run at 

both levels, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of voting behavior. I predict that 

indicators of immigrant presence- immigrant share, mosques and social housing, the 

unemployment rate, and low-skilled labor- increase support for the Front National, hereafter 

referred to as the FN, for both levels of aggregation. 

My research shows that while increases in unemployment and low-skilled labor increase 

support for the FN as expected, immigrant share, and the accompanying indicators of immigrant 

presence decrease support for the FN at the municipal-level. The effect is not statistically 

significant at the regional level. These results are highly consistent regardless of which year- 

2007 or 2012- is being studied. In analyses where crime rate and poverty rate were included as 

controls at the regional level, neither has a statistically significant effect on FN support. An 

additional analysis examining the change between elections shows that the change in immigrant 

presence has no statistically significant effect on the change in vote share for the FN. However, 

change in the unemployment rate and change in low-skilled labor both positively effect change 

in FN support. These results suggest that despite the Front National’s attempts to gain votes by 

demonizing immigrants, the effect of immigrant presence as a whole does not drive support for 
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the Front National. There is evidence that Muslim immigrants and foreigners do increase support 

for the FN at the regional level, though not at the individual level. This will be addressed in 

greater detail later on. Based on the results of this analysis, I suspect that FN support comes 

predominately from demographically defined groups predisposed to vote for the FN (low-skilled 

labor) or voters disillusioned with a political system that has failed to ameliorate economic 

stagnation.  

While my analysis focuses specifically on the case of France, the recent success of the 

Front National fits into a larger political narrative in Western Europe. Though extreme-right-

wing parties may differ from each other in terms of their precise ideologies, they belong to the 

same party family and can each be treated as members of a larger group (Arzheimer and Carter 

2006). This has important implications for my analysis, because it suggests that the Front 

National fits into a larger pattern of right-wing extremism in Western Europe. 

 
2 Background 

Though founded in 1972, the Front National did not become a political force until the 

European Elections in the mid-1980s. Nonetheless, by the end of the 1980s, there was already an 

established literature attempting to explain the success of the FN (Lubbers and Scheepers 2002). 

At its inception, the Front National was an extremist party with fascist roots and soon became 

France’s biggest nationalist force (Shields 2007). At its core, the FN is a socially conservative, 

economically protectionist and nationalist party. Since the early 1980s, targeting immigrants has 

been at the forefront of the Front National’s political platform (Shields 2007). Over the years, 

Jean-Marie Le Pen, the founder and former leader of the FN has often come under attack for his 

openly xenophobic and anti-Semitic rhetoric; once in 1987, he referred to Nazi gas chambers of 

the Holocaust as a “detail of history” (Fysh and Wolfreys 1992). However, the FN of today has 
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undergone a process of legitimization in the French political arena, particularly with the shift in 

power from the controversial figure of Jean-Marie Le Pen to his more moderate daughter, 

Marine Le Pen (Robins-Early 2015). Rather than being discounted as a protest party, the FN has 

begun to establish itself as a political force in France as Marine Le Pen has softened the openly 

racist rhetoric of her farther in an attempt to rebrand the FN as a conservative, Populist Party and 

shift away from the party’s controversial image. In 2013, Le Pen threatened to sue any media 

outlets or journalists that refer to her party as “far right” (Todd 2013).  

Nonetheless, the FN still carries the torch of its xenophobic forbearers. Leading up to the 

2012 Presidential election, Marine Le Pen made clear her preference for certain immigrant 

groups over others, “…In the old days immigrants entered France and blended in. They adopted 

the French language and traditions. Whereas now entire communities set themselves up within 

France, governed by their own codes and traditions” (Stadelmann 2014). While Marine Le Pen 

has tempered the rhetoric of her father, she invited criticism in 2010 for comparing Muslim 

prayers in the streets to Nazi occupation (Henderson 2013). 

  Ultimately, the Front National’s legacy is entrenched in fascism, and Marine Le Pen has 

never renounced its questionable history. The FN capitalizes on hatred of immigrants, 

particularly Muslim immigrants, and proposes a monocultural, white vision of France. While the 

Eurosceptic aspect of the FN’s political platform has been growing in importance in recent years, 

the FN predominately focuses on issues of immigration. The political platform of the FN, which 

can be found on the FN’s website, proposes to reduce legal immigration by 95% in five years. 

Beyond the obvious issues their immigration stance poses, the FN has serious flaws in its 

political platform. The FN vaguely promises to promote the industrialization of France through a 

protectionist tariff while also increasing military spending, rejecting privatization of public 
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services and increasing welfare spending. After taking first place in the 2014 Municipal election, 

Marine Le Pen declared, “[The people] want to be protected from globalization” (Abboud and 

John 2014). It is troubling to see such mainstream support for parties that reject a phenomenon 

that has come to define the international arena and shows no sign of dissipating. In addition, it is 

unrealistic and problematic to assume that globalization is an avoidable phenomenon. 

Nonetheless, the FN continues to make unprecedented gains. In 2002, Jean-Marie won 5.5 

million votes in the Presidential election (Shields 2007). Between the 2007 and 2012 Presidental 

elections, the FN increased its average vote for the first round elections in mainland France from 

11.2% to 19.1%. In 2014, the FN won the European Parliamentary election under the guidance 

of Marine Le Pen for the first time ever, as well as achieving its best result ever in Municipal 

elections. As current day polls stand, Marine Le Pen is poised to top the first round 2017 

Presidential election with 30% of the vote. While her success in the second round is highly 

unlikely, the growing success of the FN is cause for concern and understanding its recent upward 

trajectory takes on added importance.  

 
3 Literature Review 

3.1 Theory 

The literature review addresses research that lends insight into what variables are 

important in determining FN support. While it is true that large majorities of the French 

electorate have misgivings towards immigrants (revealed through surveys), it is uniquely Front 

National supporters who give this factor such priority in determining how they vote (Schain 

1987). Fundamental to understanding the interaction between immigrants and native populations 

are competing theories that address the effects of contact with immigrants. Realistic Conflict 

theory claims that immigrants and natives are in competition for limited resources and therefore, 
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when you introduce immigrants to a native population, support for right wing, anti-immigrant 

parties will grow. Based on this logic, “out groups” are more likely to be targeted when 

economic conditions worsen or when resources are scarce (Lubbers and Scheepers 2002). On the 

other hand, Contact theory claims that contact with foreigners reduces tensions between native 

and foreign groups, and proposes the opposite hypothesis: there will be less support for right-

wing parties in areas with more immigrants (Rojon 2012). Both theories are important in 

conceptualizing a theoretical framework that explains FN support.   

 
3.2 Immigration Indicators 

  Historically, analyses attempting to explain support for the Front National have focused 

on the presence of immigrants as the main independent variable or variables associated with a 

high immigrant presence, such as crime rate. Most analyses that have been done suggest that the 

Front National is able to capitalize on ethno-racial prejudice that increases with the presences of 

immigrants in keeping with the predictions of Realistic Conflict theory. Evidence suggests that 

compared to all electorates, the Front National uniquely increases its support in areas where 

there are more immigrants present (Lubbers and Scheepers 2002). However, others argue that 

racism existed in France prior to the creation of the Front National and physical proximity to 

immigrants is by no means a necessary condition for hostility to them (Fysh and Wolfreys 1992). 

It is important to note that the level chosen for analysis has important implications. Analyses 

have shown that at the individual level, the relationship between the number of immigrants and 

support for the Front National is negative, while the relationship at a greater level of aggregation 

is positive. The positive relationship at the regional level suggests that media plays a role, 

especially considering those in small communes are more likely to vote for the Front National if 

located in regions with a high immigrant population (Rojon 2012). The negative effect of 
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immigrant presence on FN support at the individual level could be an artifact of self-selection on 

the part of immigrant communities. It is unlikely that immigrants would move to an area where 

hostility towards immigrants is high. Likewise, it is possible that areas that have an influx of 

immigrants also have an exodus of xenophobic voters. However, Mirna Safi finds little support 

for “the white flight” effect in France, suggesting that voters do not move out of areas just 

because immigrants move in (Rathelot and Safi 2013). A regional analysis should account for the 

self-selection bias of immigrants since both immigrant-friendly and immigrant-hostile 

communities are situated within larger geographical areas. However, it is important to compare 

voting behavior at both the macro and micro level in order to better understand how exactly 

voters respond to immigrant presence. 

In explaining the perceived “threat” of immigrant groups, it is essential to understand that 

certain immigrant groups are perceived as more of a “threat” to French society than others. 

Although second generation immigrants are more likely to declare they feel French than the first 

generation and there is a fast economic and cultural integration process between first and second 

generation immigrants (Algan et al. 2010), certain ethnic groups have struggled and continue to 

struggle in France. According to an index of integration created by Mirna Safi, it is Algerian, 

Moroccan, and sub-Saharan African immigrants who show the greatest socio economic 

difficulties, and generally, the lowest overall index of integration compared with Turkish, 

Portuguese, Southeast Asian, and Spanish immigrants (Safi 2009). One possible explanation for 

this could be religion of immigrants. Studies show that Muslim immigrants show higher 

attachment to their culture of origin and lower identification with the host society than do their 

Christian counterparts and that these differences do not decrease with the time immigrants spend 

in France (Adida et al. 2012). In addition, while cultural and economic integration may be fast 
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between first and second-generation immigrations, religion has a strong persistence across 

generations of immigrants (Algan et al. 2010). Much of this failure to integrate could be 

explained by anti-Muslim discrimination that is particularly clear in the French labor market. 

Despite its emphasis on secularism, the “myth” of a Christian France persists today (Adida et al. 

2010). Lower assimilation of Muslims can be explained by French discrimination against those 

they identify as Muslims, which contributes to Muslims lack of trust of French citizens and 

French institutions in return (Adida et al. 2012). The lack of assimilation and discrimination 

directed towards Muslim immigrants can explain why the FN so frequently targets groups from 

Africa and North Africa in particular.  

 Regardless of the specific immigrant group, any form of animosity towards immigrants is 

likely made worse by the “ethnic clustering effect.” Immigrants tend to move considerably less 

out of communes where their co-ethnics are numerous. With limited mobility of both immigrant 

and native populations, conflicts over resources are likely increased, while ethnic clustering 

increases the perceived threat of immigrant groups by natives (Rathelot and Safi 2013). Evidence 

suggests that the presence of immigrants has an effect on Front National support. However, it is 

also clear certain immigrants pose more of a threat than others to native French populations, 

likely due to their perceived failure to integrate.  

 
3.3 Political/Sociodemographic Indicators 

Moving on to a discussion of political variables, many scholars have emphasized the role 

of the FN as a protest party, capturing dissatisfaction with politics or politicians. Lubbers and 

Scheppers find that it is primarily non-conformist, authoritarian, and unfavorable out-group 

attitudes that uniquely contribute to support for the Front National, while identification with 

France and political dissatisfaction exists to an equal extent in other electorates. While political 
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dissatisfaction is important, it is not the sole explanation for Front National support, disproving 

the hypothesis that the Front National exists solely as a protest party (Lubbers and Scheepers 

2002).  

Socio demographic variables go a long way in explaining Front National support and can 

inform political attitudes. Lubbers and Scheepers found, using surveys for an individual analysis, 

those who embody non-conformist and authoritarian attitudes are those with lower education, 

low income, young people, lower white-collar workers, and police and military employees, all of 

whom represent a higher percentage of Front National supporters. Arzheimer and Carter point 

out the general socio demographic groups that have proven more likely to vote for extremist 

right-wing parties: men, both younger and older voters, those with lower levels of education, and 

shopkeepers, artisans, and small-business people. The results show that being male and being 

young (under the age of 25) has a substantial impact on extremist, right wing voting. The authors 

hypothesize that this effect is due to the competition of these groups with immigrants over 

welfare, as well as lack of social ties. Gender and education have the highest impact on 

propensity to vote for extremist right-wing parties, while age and class have a smaller impact. It 

is believed that those with lower education compete more with immigrants for jobs and those 

with higher levels of education are exposed to more liberal values.  

3.4 Economic Indicators 

Surprisingly, the impact of economic variables, such as unemployment, is highly 

ambiguous. While some analyses find that unemployment and the rise of unemployment do not 

affect Front National support (Lubbers and Scheepers 2002), a general analysis of extremist 

right wing voting in Western Europe finds that unemployment has a significant, negative effect 

on extreme-right voting contrary to expectations (Arzheimer and Carter 2006). A separate 
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analysis of Western Europe finds that higher rates of unemployment provide a favorable 

environment for extreme right support (Jackman and Volpert 1996). Sebastian Rojon finds that 

while unemployment by itself increases support for the Front National, presence of immigrants 

coupled with unemployment has the opposite effect. He finds that in communes, the negative 

effect of presence of immigrants is even stronger when there is high unemployment. At the 

department level, the positive effect of immigrants becomes negative when there is high 

unemployment (Rojon 2012). This makes little sense and is something that will need to be 

explored in my analysis as France continues to be mired in a sluggish economy.  

4 Theory/Hypotheses 

Because this analysis considers a more recent period that has yet to be fully studied, I 

cannot assume that the relationships between variables formerly demonstrated still hold. That 

being said, my hypotheses are in keeping with previous studies that have addressed the topic. 

Continuing the trend of current research on the topic, I will be looking at immigration and 

indicators of its presence, as well as socioeconomic indicators on support for the Front National. 

Given that the rhetoric of the FN labels immigrant groups as out-groups, I predict the premises of 

the theory hold true: as the presence of immigrants increase, so too does support for the FN at 

both the department and commune level (H1a). In her analysis of immigration and conflict in 

Europe, Dancygier argues that immigrant-native conflict is more likely within countries with a 

strong social welfare system, because the allocation of competitive resources are decided by the 

state rather than market forces. The relatively open citizenship laws in France give many 

immigrants and ensuing generation of immigrants “formal access” to these benefits and to the 

electoral arena. Likewise, the FN often portrays immigrants as burdens to an “overstretched 

welfare state” (Dancygier 2010, 266-267).  However, it is unlikely that a native French person 
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has exact knowledge of the number of immigrants present in his commune or department, 

particularly if he does not interact with immigrants on a daily basis. Therefore, it is necessary to 

provide an alternative measure. I introduce two indicators of immigrant presence in order to gain 

a better understanding of how immigrant presence affects voting behavior. These indicators are 

unmistakable signs of immigrant presence although they have different connotations in French 

culture.  

While the Front National targets immigrant groups as a whole, the party is particularly 

adamant about linking immigrants of Muslim origin to high crime rates and to the disintegration 

of French culture. Research supports the notion that Muslim immigrants in particular are 

considered threats to native culture: a poll conducted by French publication Le Figaro shows that 

43% of French people feel that Islam is a threat to French national identity (Guénois 2012). I 

assume that the tendency to view Muslim immigrants as a particularly dangerous out-group 

means that an increase in indicators of Muslim presence, in this case Islamic religious sites, 

increases support for the far right (H1b). Abiding by the same logic, I include a measure for 

foreigners from predominately Muslim countries. Though not an indicator of immigrant 

presence, I suspect that foreigners from predominately Muslim countries are perceived as a 

threat, regardless of their religion, and I predict that at the department level, as presence of 

foreigners from predominately Muslim countries increase, so does FN support (H1c). Beyond 

framing immigrant groups as out-groups due to cultural differences, the FN is strategic in 

attacking immigrant groups from many different angles. Invoking economic arguments, the FN 

claims immigrants cost the nation 70 billion euros a year both in their platform and in the media. 

Much of immigration spending is spent on Habitation à Loyer Modéré (HLM). HLM refer to 

social housing in France designed to provide subsidized housing for low-income people. Given 
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that immigrants have a severe disadvantage in the housing market, social housing is a key form 

of social welfare for immigrants in France and housing issues have been at the forefront of 

immigration politics (Hein 1991). While not all inhabitants of HLM are immigrants, immigrant 

communities tend to cluster in areas with many HLM. Furthermore, HLM are often associated 

with non-native groups and high crime rates, particularly in the media. The participants in the 

2005 riots, a highly publicized event, were predominately young immigrants or children of 

immigrants living in social housing projects. Much like public housing is clearly identifiable in 

the United States, I propose that HLM are an indicator of immigrant presence that impact 

perceptions of the native population. Thus, I predict an increase in social housing implies an 

increase in support for the FN (H1d).  

Moving on to economic indicators, unemployment proves to be a driving force in 

determining extreme-right support (Jackman and Volpert 1996, Rojon 2012). Given that natives 

and immigrants compete for jobs, higher rates of unemployment likely increase support for the 

FN. In keeping with the predictions of Realistic Conflict theory, I predict a positive relationship 

between unemployment and support for the FN (H2a). While both the number of immigrants and 

unemployment should be analyzed separately, there is likely a strong link between the two. The 

FN is very vocal, particularly in the context of the recent economic crisis in Europe, about 

linking immigration and high unemployment. As early as the 1980s, the FN featured posters that 

read, “Two million unemployed is two million immigrants too many” (Dominus 2015). Higher 

rates of unemployment coupled with large numbers of immigrants likely exacerbate contempt for 

immigrants and increases support for the far right (H2b).  

Finally moving on to the socio-demographic indicators, past research has shown that 

variables such as education level and low skilled labor have an impact on support for the FN 
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(Lubbers and Scheepers 2002). Manual laborers tend to have lower-levels of education and 

compete more intensely with immigrants for jobs than the average French person. In keeping 

with the predictions and findings of Lubbers and Scheepers, I predict that as the number of 

manual workers increases, so does support for the FN (H3)   

 
5 Data and Methods 

 
Past analyses prove that changing the level of analysis within France produces 

contradictory results. Although studies that operate at the individual level using neighborhoods 

and towns (Rojon 2012, Perrineau 1989) have found a negative relationship between presence of 

immigrants and support for the Front National, this does not necessarily hold true at the 

department level. Lubber and Scheepers (2002) find a positive relationship between presence of 

immigrants and FN support at the department level. That being said, the relationship between 

immigrant share and support for the FN is highly ambiguous. As the level of analysis has been 

shown to be an important factor, this is further considered in my investigation. Furthermore, the 

timeframe of this analysis was chosen in order to better understand the current day rise in FN 

popularity. While the bulk of this analysis will focus on the 2012 Presidential election, it is 

necessary to have a frame of reference. Between the 2007 and 2012 Presidential election, an 

economic crisis hit most of Europe, and France was not immune to its consequences.  

As stated previously, my analysis looks at varying levels of aggregation. The primary 

administrative divisions of France include the regions (there are 21 excluding territories outside 

of mainland France), the departments, and the communes. For the purposes of my analysis, the 

highest level of aggregation includes the departments, which are nested within regions. There are 

101 departments in France total, of which five are overseas, making 96 in metropolitan France. 

However, I did not include Corsica, which counts as two departments, and instead focused only 
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on departments in mainland France, making the total number of departments analyzed 94. As for 

the individual level of analysis, I chose the lowest administrative division in France, the 

commune, and looked at only those communes in mainland France. Communes are nested within 

departments and are the equivalent of municipalities in the United States. Notably, they vary 

greatly in size. A commune can be a city, such as Paris, or a 10-person hamlet (Rojon 2013). 

There are approximately 36,552 communes in metropolitan France, the vast majority of which 

are very small. The median size of a French commune is approximately 400 people (Le Gléau 

1997, 7), setting France apart from the rest of Europe. I refer to this as the “tiny commune skew,” 

which will be addressed later in the analysis.  

 
5. 1 Dependent Variables 

 The data for both the 2007 and 2012 elections was obtained online from the Ministry of 

the Interior (data.gouv.fr). The dependent variable used includes the vote share of the FN 

calculated as the total number of votes cast for the Front National in the Presidential elections 

divided by total votes cast at both the department and commune level. 

 
5.2 Independent Variables  

Most independent variables were obtained from the National Institute of Statistics and 

Economic Studies’ population censuses (INSEE). The number of immigrants, number of 

unemployed, number of workers, number HLM, and population at the commune level were taken 

from the 2007 and 2011 population censuses. I was then able to aggregate all indicators to the 

department level by adding up the values of all communes within specific departments. To create 

the independent variables at both the department and commune level, I created variables for 

immigrants, manual laborers and HLM per 1000 people. INSEE provides the unemployment rate 
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at the department level and I was able to calculate unemployment rate at the commune level by 

dividing the number of unemployed (aged 15-64) by the economically active population (aged 

15-64) and multiplying by 100.  INSEE also provides unique datasets for 2011 at the department 

level that allowed me to include variables in my department analysis not available at the 

commune level. One dataset breaks down percentage of foreigners of the total population by 

country of origin in 2011. I added the percentages of foreigners from Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, 

and Turkey in order to create a variable for foreigners from predominately Muslim countries.  

The data on Muslim religious sights comes from a database (trouvetamosquee.fr) of 

mosques and prayer rooms in France. Created in 2009, the website lists the number of mosques 

and prayer rooms per department, as well as the address of each individual mosque or prayer 

room and information about the mosque, such as its capacity and surface area. Using the 

addresses of the religious sites, I was able to enter the number of mosques/prayer rooms per city 

given that there are only 2,430 total in France today. For the purposes of my analysis, I labeled 

both mosques and prayer rooms as mosques. The mosque variable at both the department and 

commune level is a measure of mosques per 1000 inhabitants. It is important to note that there 

are limitations to this data. Any person who wishes can add a mosque or prayer room to the 

website. In addition, the commune-level data comes from the current day number of mosques, 

while the department level data includes the number of mosques and prayer rooms per 

department in 2011. However, as French law strictly forbids gathering ethnic or religious data, 

this database provides a unique opportunity to look at the effect of Islamic religious sites on 

voting behavior, something that has never been done in a previous analysis. The results from the 

database likely underestimate the number of mosques present in 2012. While the French Interior 

Ministry estimates that there were around 2,449 in 2012, the database registers 2,217 (Laurent 
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and Pouchard 2015).  

5.3 Controls 

Given that the FN frequently blames high crime rates on immigrant groups, I suspect that 

crime levels play a role in recruiting FN support and should be included as a control in my 

analysis. Data concerning crime was found using studies conducted by the Institut National des 

Hautes Études de la Sécurité et de la Justice (INHESJ) for both 2007 and 2011. The crime data 

used measures the number of thefts, destruction and damaging of property per 1,000 inhabitants. 

In addition, INSEE provides 2011 data on the poverty rate per department. The poverty rate is an 

important control because it captures lower levels of education and other indicators that might 

increase support for the FN.  

Based on the assumptions of Realistic Conflict theory, one would assume that in more 

populated environments, people are more likely to vote for the Front National as there are more 

immigrants present and immigrant populations tend to concentrate in urban areas. However, 

given increasing poverty rates, lower education levels, and an increasingly felt social exclusion, 

the rural population is particularly susceptible to FN rhetoric. Le Pen took advantage of this, 

targeting the rural vote and vowing to give a voice to the “invisible” leading up to 2012 

Presidential election. I assume that voting behavior between urban and rural areas is 

fundamentally different due to a cultural and economic divide. Therefore, it is necessary to 

control for the four highly urban departments (Paris and the surrounding departments). I created 

a dummy variable by labeling departments with population density greater than 5000 people per 

kilometer-squared as (1) and the rest as (0). Following the same logic, I created a dummy 

variable at the commune level, coding communes as urban (1) or rural (0) using a dataset from 
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INSEE that labels all communes as either urban or rural. INSEE defines urban communes as 

having a population greater than 2,000 and belonging to a continuous construction zone where 

there is a maximum of 200 meters between every building.  

5. 4 Descriptive Statistics 

Referring to Table 5 in the Appendix, the descriptive statistics at the department level for 

2012 show that immigrant share and low-skilled labor have the highest standard deviations, 

while that of mosques is very small. A one standard deviation change in department population is 

like a move from the department of Rhône in the South-East of France to Paris. Referring to 

Table 6 in the Appendix, it is clear that there are many outliers. A one standard deviation change 

in 2012 commune population is roughly like a move from a city the size of Nice to that of Lyon. 

Like at the department level, the standard deviation for immigrant share, social housing and low-

skilled labor are quite large, while that of mosques is small. The “tiny commune skew” and 

standard deviations will factor into the analysis.  

6 Results 

Using standard OLS regressions, several different analyses were run, all of which 

controlled for geographic fixed effects and clustered standard errors. Regions and departments 

are fundamentally different: they vary both economically and culturally. In addition, it is likely 

that neighboring areas influence one another and that voting behavior in one commune is linked 

to that of its neighboring communes. I assume both the department and commune samples are 

not perfectly random. Therefore, regional fixed effects and clustering were introduced at the 

department level and departmental fixed effects and clustering were controlled for at the 

commune level, ensuring unbiased results and controlling for geographic differences within 

France.  
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  This investigation predominately focuses on the 2012 Presidential election. The first 

analysis looks at the 2012 Presidential election at the department level, while the second does the 

same at the commune level. For both levels of analysis, I compare the results of the 2012 

election with those from the 2007 Presidential election in order to check the robustness of the 

results. An additional analysis looks at the change in FN support, as well as, the change in key 

independent variables, between the 2012 and 2007 election at both the department and commune 

level. This second analysis gives insight into what variables drive the increase in support of the 

FN between the 2007 and 2012 presidential elections and controls for a baseline preference of a 

particular demographic of voters for the FN since it is likely that some FN voters will vote for 

the FN regardless of the number of foreigners present in their commune or department. 
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6.1 Department-level Analysis 

Table 1: 2012 Department Analyses 

 

 Model (1) demonstrates that as expected, unemployment rate, low-skilled labor, and 

number of mosques are all significant and positive, which supports hypotheses (H1b), (H2a) and 

(H3). Though immigrant share is not statistically significant, mosques per 1000 inhabitants has a 

definitive, positive effect. Adding one mosque per 1,000 people implies an increase in support 

for the FN of 45 percentage points. While this may seem like an unreasonably large coefficient, 

it is important to put this in perspective. For example, the department of Ain in the East of 
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France had a population of approximately 600,000 people in 2012. The results suggest that if 600 

mosques were built, support for the FN would increase by 45 percentage points in Ain. However, 

this is extremely unrealistic. There are very few mosques in France compared to other countries 

in Europe and between 2011 and 2015, only 213 new mosques were built, averaging around 50 

new mosques per year in all of France. Therefore, it is extremely unlikely that 50 mosques would 

even be built in one department. A more realistic example would be to look at an increase in 6 

mosques in the department of Ain, which implies an increase of about .5 percentage points on 

FN support holding all else equal. Similarly, a one standard deviation increase in mosques per 

1000 (.01) would increase support for the FN by approximately .5 percentage points all else 

being equal.   

Moving on to a substantive interpretation of other variables, a one percent increase in the 

unemployment rate implies an increase in support for the FN of nearly one percentage point 

holding all else constant at the department level. Using the example of Ain again, assuming that 

the entire population was actively employed, if 6,000 people lost their jobs, support for the FN 

would increase by approximately one percentage point holding all else equal. There were 

approximately 400,000 registered voters in Ain during the 2012 Presidential election. A one-

percentage point increase is the equivalent of an increase in 4,000 votes for the FN. A one 

standard deviation increase in unemployment (1.8%) implies an increase of 1.3 percentage points 

for FN support. Continuing with the analysis, an increase in ten manual laborer per 1000 

inhabitants implies a .74 percentage point increase in support for the FN all else being equal. An 

increase in 6,000 manual laborers in Ain would increase FN support by .74 percentage points 

holding all else constant. A one standard deviation increase in low-skilled labor (21.6 workers 

per 1000) implies an increase in FN support of 1.6 percentage points. Finally, moving from a less 



 21 

densely populated department to a department with population density greater than 5,000 per 

km-squared decreases support for the FN by 4.5 percentage points. This suggests that support for 

the FN weakens as population density increases.  

 To gain a better understanding of how increases in immigrant share coupled with 

increases in the unemployment rate may affect FN support, Model (2) introduces the interaction 

term between the two. Neither significance nor sign changes for any of the other variables in the 

regression. The absolute value of all coefficients increases slightly with the exception of the 

population dummy, which decreases. The interaction term measures the amount of change in FN 

support with an increase in one immigrant per 1000 while holding unemployment constant at 

different levels. Graph 1 in the appendix offers a glimpse of the effect of immigrant share on FN 

support at unemployment levels ranging from 0% to 14%. These values were chosen because the 

unemployment rate never exceeds 14% at the department level. The results suggests that as the 

unemployment rate increases, the effect of immigrant share on FN support becomes increasingly 

negative, refuting hypothesis (H2b). However, the upper bounds of the confidence interval 

always cross zero, which means that the results for all levels of unemployment are statistically 

insignificant and no assumptions can be made about the effect of immigrant share on FN support 

holding unemployment constant at different levels based on these results.  

 Because France does not collect religious or ethnic data, using a measure of foreigners 

from predominately Muslim countries gives a sense of how voters respond to an out-group 

frequently targeted by the media and by FN leaders. Model (3) introduces percent of foreigners 

from predominately Muslim countries to the regression run in Model (1). The signs and 

significance of the variables remain the same as in Model (1), with the new variable being both 

positive and statistically significant as predicted, supporting hypothesis (H1c). Increasing the 
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percentage of foreigners from predominately Muslim countries by 1%, is correlated with an 

increase in vote share of the FN by .07 percentage points holding all other variables constant. 

Reverting back to the example of Ain, an increase of 6,000 foreigners from Turkey, Morocco, 

and Algeria implies an increase of approximately 1 percentage point in the vote for the FN 

(4,000 new votes). A one standard deviation increase in foreigners perceived as Muslim (12%) 

increases vote share of the FN by nearly 1 percentage point. 

 The final regression (Model (4)) includes the interaction term. The sign and significance 

of all the variable coefficients remain the same with the exception of immigrant share, which is 

significant and positive. However, like in Model (2), while the results suggest the effect of 

immigrant share on FN support decreases as the unemployment rate increases, the confidence 

interval crosses zero at all levels of unemployment, meaning that none of the results are 

statistically significant (Refer to Graph 2 in Appendix).  

Table 8 in the appendix compares the results of the 2012 election with those from the 

2007 Presidential election including the same variables but for different years. The results are 

highly consistent and do not differ in terms of sign or significance. The coefficients for 

unemployment rate and low-skilled labor are both highly significant and positive, while the 

coefficient for population density remains significant and negative across years. When the 

interaction term is introduced, immigrant share becomes significant and positive, while the 

interaction term remains significant and negative for both years.  

6.2 Commune-level Analysis 

Based on the results from Table 1, it appears that while overall immigrant share does not 

have a decisive impact on FN support at the department level, presence of Muslim immigrants 
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does. As previously discussed, voters are likely responding to an out-group perceived as 

particularly threatening to French culture and values. Of the main independent variables, the 

unemployment rate has the largest effect on the vote for the FN, followed by low-skilled labor. 

This suggests that economic variables play a significant role in garnering support for the far right 

and that demographics such as manual laborers are predisposed to support the FN. To gain a 

better understanding of the effect of these variables at the individual level, it is necessary to look 

at voting behavior at the micro level. The commune level analysis includes all variables available 

at the department level, other than percentage of foreigners from predominately Muslim 

countries. 
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Table 2: 2012 Commune Analyses 

 

 Contrary to expectations, as demonstrated in Model (1), immigrants per 1000 inhabitants 

and the corresponding indicators of immigrant presence (HLM and mosques per 1000) are  

negatively correlated with FN support at the commune level. Immigrants per 1000 and public 

housing are both significant beyond the 0.99 confidence level. This suggests that as the number 

of immigrants, the number of HLM, and number of mosques increase, support for the FN 

decreases. The results show that all else being equal, an increase in ten immigrants per 1000 

inhabitants is correlated with a decrease in support for the FN of .09 percentage points. While 
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this effect may seem small, a one standard deviation increase in immigrant share (an increase in 

50 immigrants per 1000) implies a decrease in approximately .5 percentage points in support for 

the FN holding all else constant. Likewise, an increase of one mosque and ten HLM per 1000 

suggests a decrease in support for the FN of nearly one percentage point and .13 percentage 

points respectively. A one standard deviation increase in social housing increases support for the 

FN by .3 percentage points, while a one standard deviation increase in the number of mosques 

increases support for the FN by .0045 percentage points.  

As expected, the unemployment rate and manual laborers per 1000 are highly significant 

and positive. A one percent increase in the unemployment rate suggests an increase in support 

for the FN of .15 percentage points, and an increase in ten manual laborers per 1000 implies an 

increase in support for the FN of .25 percentage points holding all else constant. A one standard 

deviation increase in unemployment implies an increase in the vote share of .7 percentage points 

of the FN, while a one standard deviation increase in low-skilled labor is correlated with an 

increases in support of the FN of approximately 1.5 percentage points.  

To put this in more relatable terms, imagine the fictional town of Belleville, which has 

5,000 inhabitants, all of whom are employed and none are immigrants. A factory opens, offering 

job opportunities to 500 immigrants. The arrival of 500 immigrants in Belleville would decrease 

support for FN by almost one percentage point. If all citizens of Belleville are registered voters, a 

one percent decrease equates to a loss of 50 votes for the FN. Imagine instead that the factory 

opening creates 500 job opportunities that go instead to French, manual laborers. The increase of 

500 manual laborers implies an increase in support of the FN of 2.5 percentage points (an 

increase of 125 votes). Finally, picture a scenario where a major factory in Belleville closes and 

500 Frenchmen lose their job (an increase in the unemployment rate of 10%). Five hundred 
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newly unemployed Frenchmen would increase support for the FN by 1.5 percentage points. 

Finally, the transition from a rural commune to an urban one decreases FN support by 1.1 

percentage point. All of these results refute hypotheses (H1a,b, and d) and lend support for the 

Contact theory. In this analysis, when one variable increases, it is assumed all other variables 

remain unchanged. However, in reality, this is rarely the case and as was shown at the 

department level analysis, it is necessary to look at the interaction term to see how 

unemployment and immigration move together. 

Examining Model (2), the results remain consistent when the interaction term between 

unemployment and immigration is introduced to the Model (1) regression. The variables remain 

highly significant and the coefficients remain the same, with the exception of the immigrant 

share and the mosques coefficients, which become insignificant. Examining the marginal effects 

of the interaction term gives a better idea of the exact effect immigration coupled with 

unemployment has on FN support at the commune level.  
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Graph 3: 

 

The marginal effects show the amount of change in FN support with an increase in one 

immigrant per 1000 while holding the unemployment rate constant at different levels. The 

unemployment rate varies from 0 to 24 percent, measured in increments of four percentage 

points. Based on this graph, immigrant share does not have a statistically significant effect before 

the unemployment rate hits approximately 5%. This is because the upper bounds of the 

confidence intervals cross zero at unemployment levels lower than 5%. However, approximately 

90% of communes have an unemployment rate greater than 5%, meaning the effects at 

unemployment rates below 5% are largely irrelevant. At an unemployment rate of 8%, the 

coefficient is (-.007), at 16%, the coefficient is (-.014) and at 24%, the coefficient is (-.021). This 

suggests that an increase in ten immigrants per 1000 decreases support for the FN by 
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approximately .1 percentage points at an unemployment rate of 8%. At an unemployment rate of 

16%, the effect of a 10-immigrant increase (per 1000) is correlated with a decrease in FN support 

of .14 percentage points. Finally, at an unemployment rate of 24%, an increase in ten immigrants 

per 1000 implies a decrease in FN support of .21 percentage points. Based on the marginal 

effects graph, it is clear that the effect of immigrant presence on FN support is profoundly 

negative at the commune level. Furthermore, the marginal effects clearly demonstrate that as 

unemployment increases, the effect of immigrants on FN support becomes increasingly negative, 

which definitively refutes hypotheses (H2b) and further lends support for the Contact theory.  

To ensure that the commune-level results were not the artifact of “the tiny commune 

skew”, Models (3) and (4) include the exact same variables as Models (1) and (2), but look at 

only communes with a population greater than 5,000. This vastly reduces the sample size from 

36,177 to 1,961. Nevertheless, the results remain consistent, proving that the results are not 

driven by the fact that the vast majority of communes are very small. When looking at a sample 

of larger communes, the number of public housing and mosques are no longer significant, the 

signs of all coefficients remain the same, and the absolute value of coefficients increase (with the 

exception of unemployment, which decreases). This means that all variables, with the exception 

of the unemployment rate, have a larger effect on FN support when looking at larger communes 

specifically. It is also important to note that when the sample size is limited to larger communes, 

the R-squared, measuring goodness of fit of the model, increases from 38% to 80%. Once the 

sample size is limited to larger communes, 80% of the variability in FN vote is accounted for by 

the independent variables included in the regression. This suggests that the “tiny commune 

skew” creates abnormality in the data, further justifying the inclusion of a model that looks only 

at larger communes.   
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 Finally, Model (4) includes the interaction term between unemployment and immigration 

in a sample of larger communes. Between Models (3) and (4), all variables remain significant, 

the absolute value of the coefficients for unemployment rate and the urban dummy variable 

increase, while that of the share of immigrants decreases and manual laborers remains 

unchanged. The interaction term continues to be negative, suggesting that as unemployment 

increases, immigrant share has an increasingly negative effect on FN support. Graph 4 shows the 

effects of immigrant share on FN support at levels of unemployment ranging from 0 to 24 

percent. At no level of unemployment do the confidence interval cross zero, meaning that the 

results are statistically significant at all levels of unemployment. Furthermore, the effect of 

immigrant share is even more negative than in Model (2). 

 The results throughout Models (1)-(4) are very consistent. When the “tiny commune 

skew” is taken into account, immigrant share remains significant and negative, unemployment 

rate and manual labor share remain significant and positive, and moving from a rural commune 

to an urban one continues to decrease support for the FN. In addition, in the first model when 

public housing and mosques are significant, both coefficients are negative. As both are indicators 

of immigrant presence, the sign of both coefficients should be consistent with immigrant share, 

which is the case. Referring to the Appendix, Tables 10 and 11 compare results from the 2012 

Presidential election with those from 2007 election. Table 10 shows that the signs and 

significance of all variables remain the same for both elections when looking at all communes. 

Furthermore, the coefficients of all variables remain fairly constant between elections. Table 11 

compares results from the 2012 and 2007 Presidential elections limiting the commune size to 

those with a population greater than 5,000. Much like the previous example, the sign and 

significance of the independent variables do not vary with the exception of the urban dummy 
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control, which is not significant in the 2007 Presidential election analysis, and the unemployment 

rate and interaction term, which both have more significance in the 2007 regressions than in the 

2012 ones. Again, the coefficients do not vary dramatically. Ultimately, the results are very 

consistent, regardless of which Presidential election is being analyzed.   

6. 3 Change in FN Support between the 2007 and 2012 Presidential elections 

Table 3: Measuring Change in FN Support at the Department Level 

 

 As previously mentioned, in order to understand what is driving an increase in support 

for the FN between the 2012 and 2007 elections, Table 3 looks at change in the key independent 

variables, as well as, change in FN vote share between the two elections. Change in social 
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housing is not included in this regression, because it is unlikely that there was significant 

variation in the number of HLM between the two elections. Therefore, this analysis looks only at 

the key independent variables: immigration, unemployment, and low-skilled labor. Independent 

variables from 2007 were included as controls in order to account for baseline levels of 

immigration, unemployment, and low-skilled labor. This allows for a differentiation between 

communes whose initial levels of immigration, unemployment, and low-skilled labor were 

higher than those whose initial levels were lower. For example, compare an increase in 4% in the 

unemployment rate between two departments. The first department had an unemployment rate of 

4% in 2007, which increased to 8% in 2012, while the second had an unemployment rate of 10% 

in 2007 that increased to 14% in 2012. One would imagine that voters in the department with the 

higher pre-existing unemployment rate would feel the effects of the 4% increase more strongly, 

which would in turn influence voting behavior. 

 While there is variation in the independent variables between the two election years, it is 

limited. Therefore, this regression is not a perfect measure of what is driving increases in FN 

vote share over the years. However, it is important to include in order to better understand what 

is influencing the change in support of the FN over time. In addition, it allows for a useful 

comparison of the 2012 analyses results. The results of the change analysis show that none of the 

change variables are statistically significant. This suggests that change in the vote share for the 

FN between 2007 and 2012 has nothing to do with change in the number of immigrants, the 

unemployment rate, or the number of low-skilled laborers. However, the coefficients of the 2007 

unemployment rate and 2007 low skilled labor per 1000 are statistically significant and positive. 

This implies that changes in the independent variables do not increase support for the FN 

between elections, but that the pre-existing levels of unemployment rate and low-skilled labor do 
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have a statistically significant, positive effect. In addition, the population density dummy is 

unexpectedly statistically significant, which suggests that specific locations are driving the 

results.  

Table 4: Measuring Change in FN Support at the Commune Level 

 

 Table 4 runs the same model as Table 3. The only difference is that a second regression is 

run limiting the size of the communes to 5,000 or more. More variables are statistically 

significant in the commune-level analysis than the department-level analysis, because there is 

more variation in the commune-level variables. The standard deviations of all change variables 

are much higher at the commune level than at the department level. The results in Model (1) are 
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to be expected. Change in unemployment rate and change in low-skilled labor are statistically 

significant and positive. While change in the number of immigrants is not a factor in explaining 

change in FN support, the 2007 measure of immigrants per 1000 is statistically significant and 

negative. In addition, the 2007 number of low-skilled laborers is statistically significant and 

positive. The results suggest that an increase in the unemployment rate of one percent between 

2007 and 2012 is correlated with an increase in FN support of .02 percentage points between 

2007 and 2012 all else being equal. An increase in ten manual laborers per 1000 between 2007 

and 2012 implies an increase in FN support of .06 percentage points between the 2007 and 2012 

presidential elections. Although these results support the previous analyses, the coefficients are 

small.  

 As was done in previous analyses, Model (2) limits the communes to those with a 

population greater than 5,000. In this regression, only change in low-skilled labor is statistically 

significant of the change variables. An increase in ten manual laborers per 1000 from 2007 to 

2012 suggests a .21 percentage point increase in vote share for the FN between the 2007 and 

2012 Presidential elections. The fact that change in unemployment is no longer significant 

suggests that voters in small communes are more likely to vote for the FN due to changes in the 

unemployment rate between periods. In this model, all 2007 independent variables are 

statistically significant. The negative coefficient of 2007 immigrant share and the positive 

coefficient of low-skilled labor support the previous analyses. In addition, removing all of the 

most rural communes causes the urban dummy variable to become insignificant, as one would 

expect. However, the coefficient for the 2007 unemployment rate result is unexpectedly 

negative, meaning that as the baseline level of unemployment increases, it has a negative effect 

on FN support over time. This suggests that among larger communes, those with higher 
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unemployment rates are associated with smaller increases (or decreases) in the FN vote share in 

2012 versus 2007.  Despite the fact that an economic crisis hit France, the results imply that 

within larger communes, voters were less likely to vote for the FN due to higher unemployment 

rates in 2012 than in 2007.  

7 Discussion 

   Ultimately, while the results are very consistent at both the department and commune 

level between years, a comparison of department and commune level results is less 

straightforward. The evidence proves there is robust support for hypotheses (H2a) and (H3). 

Throughout the analysis, the coefficients for unemployment and low-skilled labor are 

consistently significant and positive no matter the level of analysis. However, the effects of 

variables that have an immigrant component are less clear.  

   At the department level, the immigrant share variable is predominately insignificant and 

only becomes significant and positive when the interaction term between immigrant share and 

unemployment rate is introduced. While the positive coefficient seemingly validates hypothesis 

(H1a), the interaction term suggests that as unemployment increases in a department, the effect 

of immigrant share on FN support weakens. Based on these results, immigrant share does not 

seem to have much of an effect on FN support at the department level.  On the other hand, the 

commune level results show immigrant share has a definitive, negative impact on FN support, 

clearly refuting hypothesis (H1a). Similarly, mosques and public housing have a negative effect 

on FN support at the commune level, refuting hypotheses (H2b) and (d) respectively. This 

suggests that as natives increasingly interact with immigrant populations, out-groups are viewed 

as less of a threat. The negative coefficient of the urban dummy and population density variables 
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also support this. This holds true even for out-groups deemed particularly threatening at the 

individual level. However, the mosques variable has a clear, positive effect at the department 

level, as does the percentage of foreigners from predominately Muslim countries. These 

contradictory results suggest that while the majority of communes show a negative relationship 

between presence of immigrants and indicators of immigrant presence and FN support, when 

communes are situated within the bounds of a specific department, the aggregate relationship is 

positive. While some departments show a negative relationship between these indicators and FN 

support, others show a positive effect. Summing the total effect of mosques and percentage of 

foreigners from predominately Muslim countries on support for the FN at the department level 

gives a positive coefficient so that the aggregate effect at the department level is positive. This 

indicates, unsurprisingly, that regional differences in how voters perceive immigrant populations 

exist.  

   Comparing the fixed effect coefficients of departments shows a clear east-west divide. To 

get a better understanding of regional differences, Table 12 uses commune-level data to compare 

regions. Running the standard regression of Model (1) of Table 2 for each of the 21 regions 

provides interesting results. When significant, the coefficients for unemployment and low-skilled 

labor are always positive, while those of HLM and mosques are always negative across regions. 

Although the effect of immigrants is predominately negative when comparing regions, there are 

specific regions for which it is positive. The three regions that show a statistically significant 

positive coefficient for immigrant share are neighboring regions in the southwest of France 

(Aquitaine, Midi-Pyrenees, and Limousin). This lends evidence to the theory that different 

regions perceive immigrants differently. One would expect to see regions within the same area 

perceive immigrants similarly, which is the case. Further analysis into regional differences needs 
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to be done in order to provide a substantive explanation for this. It is possible that there is a 

threshold effect for which immigrant populations exceeding a certain level have a positive effect 

on FN support.  

   Though the effect of immigrants and the ensuing indicators of immigrant presence are 

contradictory, the remaining indicators are very consistent. The unemployment rate is 

predominately significant and positive no matter the year, level of analysis, or type of analysis, 

validating hypothesis (H2a). Similarly, the interaction term, when statistically significant, is 

always negative throughout analyses. Unemployment is clearly a driving force in recruiting votes 

for the FN. However, the results show that voters do not necessarily link unemployment with 

immigration. The premises of Realistic Conflict theory suggest that natives and non-natives 

compete for jobs and that high levels of unemployment increase support for the FN for this 

reason. Likewise, the FN frames high levels of unemployment in terms of immigration issues, 

claiming that immigrants steal jobs from native citizens. However, if voters were responding to 

this logic, one would expect to see voters reacting to the level of immigrants in their 

communities, as well as to the unemployment rate. This is clearly not the case. The analysis 

suggests that voters react primarily to unemployment rather than to the presence of immigrants. I 

suspect this is predominately due to protest voting or voters who have lost faith in the 

capabilities of the major political parties in France. When unemployment rates are high, voters 

want to send a message to the party in power that they are unhappy with their policies. When 

looking at change in vote share between elections, change in the unemployment rate had the 

largest effect on change in FN support when looking at all communes. Looking at larger 

communes only suggests that voters in larger areas are less likely to respond to changes in the 

unemployment rate by voting for the FN than those in more rural communes.  
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  Finally, low-skilled labor has a consistently significant and positive effect on FN support 

at both the macro and micro level, validating hypothesis (H3). Change in manual labor is also the 

only change indicator that is statistically significant and positive when looking at all communes 

as well as large communes. In all change regressions, the baseline number of low-skilled labor 

has a significant and positive effect on changes in FN support. Throughout this analysis, the 

presence of manual laborers is the most consistent predictor of FN support. Manual laborers are 

among the groups most directly in competition with immigrant populations for employment. 

Therefore, the presence of immigrants has a direct effect on their economic welfare. It is likely 

that FN support lies with demographically defined groups that directly compete with immigrant 

groups for employment. Two alternative analyses (Tables 7 and 9 in the Appendix) look at the 

effect of crime rate at the department level in 2012 and 2007 respectively. Table 7 also includes 

the poverty rate. Neither of the two indicators is statistically significant in any of the analyses. 

This suggests that these are not good measures for predicting FN support. Ultimately, research 

on far-right voting should focus on targeting specific demographically defined groups that are 

susceptible to FN voting, such as low-skilled labor. An analysis looking at education levels and 

support for the FN would likely yield interesting results. More work could also be done to 

uncover how FN voting is effected within the low-skilled labor demographic. For example, 

comparing voting behavior between unionized workers versus non-unionized workers, or 

comparing voting behavior by industry.   

    Based on the results of this analysis, I suspect that the bulk of FN support comes 

primarily from baseline popularity of particular demographically defined groups, as well as 

protest votes due to a lackluster economy. However, voters do clearly respond to indicators that 

Muslim immigrants are present when looking at aggregate indicators. A recent study of 
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referendum voting on citizenship in Switzerland demonstrates clear discrimination against 

immigrants from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey. The country of origin was by far the most 

important determinant of naturalization success (Hainmueller 2013). Furthermore, the authors 

suggest that tension between ethnics and natives in Switzerland is not different from current-day 

tensions exhibited elsewhere in other European countries and that one should expect to see 

similar results if other countries were given the same opportunity to voice their preferences 

regarding immigrant citizenship. What is demonstrated in the case of France is that while 

discrimination in France towards immigrants likely exists, it is not necessarily sufficient in 

garnering FN support on the whole.  

   Nonetheless, competing political parties in France should not underestimate the FN. Just 

because average voters do not directly respond to immigrant share does not mean that they are 

not susceptible to the arguments of the FN. There is no doubt that the FN has undergone a 

process of legitimization and made significant gains as French voters become increasingly 

disillusioned with the political system. Political parties hoping to counteract the recent gain in 

FN popularity should focus their campaigns predominately on economic issues and target groups 

predisposed to vote for the FN, such as those living in rural communities and low-skilled labor. 

Improving faith in the French political system and their ability to counteract the economic 

decline would largely counteract the recent expansion of FN support. Although this analysis is 

specific to France, far-right political parties throughout Western Europe make very similar 

arguments and are similarly gaining ground. Political parties in other nations hit by the economic 

crisis have significant progress to make in restoring faith in their respective political institutions 

to counteract far right party support.  
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8 Conclusion 

 This study is among the most comprehensive studies done on the recent rise of FN 

support. While the FN may still have a certain stigma attached, there is no doubt that it has 

undergone a process of legitimization in recent years thanks to Marine Le Pen. Therefore, an 

analysis of the recent time period has more relevance in explaining why voters are swayed 

towards the far right. No analyses, besides that of Sebastian Rojon, investigate extreme-right 

party support at both the regional, as well as individual level. Analyses that have studied support 

for the FN at the individual level have often focused on neighborhoods or cities (Perineau 1989, 

Rey and Roy 1986). Few sub-regional analyses (below the department level) have studied the 

entirety of France. Furthermore, while many analyses have focused only on immigration and 

unemployment, this analysis includes socio-economic variables among the aforementioned 

indicators. In addition, the literature is highly ambiguous with regards to the effect of immigrants 

on support for extreme-right wing political parties. Drawing from the theoretical framework of 

the literature, this analysis introduces indicators of immigrant presence (Islamic religious sites, 

foreigners from predominately Muslim countries, and social housing) that have not been used in 

any prior analysis to better understand the paradigms of Realistic Conflict theory. These 

indicators allowed for insight into how voters react to more “threatening” out-groups.  

The results suggest that contrary to expectations, the bulk of FN support is driven by 

specific groups that are pre-disposed to vote for the FN or by economic indicators. To reiterate, 

while unemployment and low-skilled labor proved to positively effect vote share for the FN, 

immigrant share had either no effect or a negative effect. An area for further research is the 

voting behavior of immigrants and the children of immigrants and to what extent it may 
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counteract support for the FN. While indicators of Muslim presence had a positive effect at the 

department level, mosques had a negative effect at the commune-level. While there are clearly 

regional differences in what extent Muslim presence influences voters to be swayed towards the 

FN, the average effect at the individual levels show that indicators of Muslim presence do not 

increase support for the FN. This suggests that it is specific groups that are susceptible to the 

rhetoric of the FN, such as low-skilled labor. Despite media sensationalism, it is likely that the 

majority of FN support consists of very specific demographically defined groups and that the 

average voter in France does not respond to the rhetoric of the FN. Further study targeting these 

groups is needed to better understand what is driving FN support and far right party support 

overall.  
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10 Appendix (Tables and Graphs by order of reference) 

Table 5: Department-level Descriptive Statistics 
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Table 6: Commune-level Descriptive Statistics  
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Graph 1: 2012 Department-level Average Marginal Effects of Interaction Term (Model (2)) 
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Graph 2: 2012 Department-level Average Marginal Effects of Interaction Term (Model (4)) 
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Graph 4: 2012 Average Marginal Effects of Interaction Term when Commune Size Limited 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-.0
5

-.0
4

-.0
3

-.0
2

-.0
1

0
Ef

fe
ct

s 
on

 L
in

ea
r P

re
di

ct
io

n

0 4 8 12 16 20 24
2011 Unemployment Rate

Average Marginal Effects of Immigrants per 1000 with 95% CIs



 46 

Table 7: 2012 Alternative Department Analysis  
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Table 8: 2007 Department Analyses 
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Table 9: 2007 Alternative Department Analysis  
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Table 10: 2007 Commune Analyses 
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Table 11: 2007 Commune Analysis Limiting Commune Size 
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Table 12: 2012 Regressions by Region using Commune Data  

 

 



 52 

 

 

 



 53 

 

 

 

 



 54 

11 References 

Abboud, Leila, and Mark John. “Far-right National Front stuns French elite with EU 
‘earthquake’. Reuters, May 25, 2014.  

 
Adida, Claire L., David Laitin, and Marie-Anne Valfort. “Identifying Barriers to Muslim 

Integration in France.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 107, no. 52 
(December 28, 2010). doi:10.1073/pnas.1015550107. 
 

Adida, Claire L., David D. Laitin, and Marie-Anne Valfort. “Muslims in France: Identifying a 
Discriminatory Equilibrium.” Journal of Population Economics 27, no.4, 1039-086. 
doi:10.1007/s00148-014-0512-1. 
 

Algan, Yann, Camille Landais, and Claudia Senik. Cultural Integration in France. Publication. 
Paris: Institut D’études Politiques: Department of Economics, 2010.   

 

Arzheimer, Kai, and Elisabeth Cater. “Political Opportunity Structures and Right-wing Extremist 
  Party Success.” European Journal or Political Research 45, no. 3 (May 2006): 419-43. 
  doi:10.1111/j.1475-6765.2006.00304.x. 

Dancygier, Rafaela M., and David D. Laitin. “Immigration into Europe: Economic 
  Discrimination, Violence, and Public Policy.” Annual Review of Political Science 17 

(2014): 43-64. doi:10.1146/annurev-polisci-082012-115925 
 
Dancygier, Rafaela M., Immigration and Conflict in Europe. New York: Cambridge University 
  Press, 2010. 

data.gouv.fr. “Presidential Election Results,” Interior Ministry. Last modified January 6, 2014. 
            https://www.data.gouv.fr/fr/datasets/election-presidentielle-2012-resultats-572126/ (2012 
            results), https://www.data.gouv.fr/fr/datasets/election-presidentielle-2007-resultats 
            572122/ (2007 results). 
 
Dominus, Susan. “The National Front’s Post-Charlie Hebdo Moment.” The New York Times, 
            February 18, 2015. 
 
Escafré-Dublet, Angéline. Mainstreaming Immigrant Integration Policy in France: Education, 
  Employment, and Social Cohesion Initiatives. Report. Brussels: Migration Policy Institute 
  Europe, 2014. 
 
Fysh, Peter, and Jim Wolfreys. "Le Pen, the National Front and the extreme right in 
  France." Parliamentary affairs 45, no. 3 (1992): 309-326. 
 
Guénois, Jean-Marie. “L’image de l’islam se dégrade fortement en France.” Le Figaro, October 

25, 2012. 
 



 55 

Hainmueller, Jens, and Dominik Hangartner. "Who gets a Swiss passport? A natural experiment 
  in immigrant discrimination." American Political Science Review 107, no. 01 (2013): 
  159-187. doi:10.1017/S0003055412000494. 
 
Hein, Jeremy. "Immigrants, natives and the French welfare state: explaining different 

interactions with a social welfare program." International Migration Review 25, no. 3 
(1991): 592-609. 

 
Henderson, Barney. “Marine Le Pen 'loses immunity' over comparing Islamic prayers to Nazi 
  occupation”. The Telegraph, June 1, 2013.   
 
Husbands, Christopher T. "The support for the Front National: analyses and findings." Ethnic 

and Racial Studies 14, no. 3 (1991): 382-416. 
 
INSEE. “French Population Censuses” (online). Last modified June 
  2014.http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=99&ref_id=fd 
  rp2007&page=fichiers_detail/RP2007/telechargement.htm (2007 Census), 
  http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=99&ref_id=fd 
  rp2011&page=fichiers_detail/RP2011/telechargement.htm (2011 Census). 

 
Ireland, Patrick R. The Policy Challenge of Ethnic Diversity: Immigrant Politics in France and 
  Switzerland. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994.  
 
Jackman, Robert W., and Karin Volpert. "Conditions favouring parties of the extreme right in 
  Western Europe." British Journal of Political Science 26, no. 04 (1996): 501-521. 
  doi:10.1017/S0007123400007584  
 
Laurent, Samuel, and Alexandre Pouchard. “Quel est le poids de l’islam en France?” Le Monde, 
  January 21, 2015.  
 
Le Gléau, Jean-Pierre, Denise Pumain and Thérèse Saint-Julien. Towns of Europe: To Each 
  Country Its Definition. Report no. 6. INSEE STUDIES, 1997 
 
Le Site Officiel du Front National. “Programme Politique du Front National.” Accessed March 
  15, 2015. http://www.frontnational.com/le-projet-de-marine-le-pen/ 
 
Lubbers, Marcel, and Peer Scheepers. "French Front National voting: a micro and macro 
  perspective." Ethnic and Racial Studies 25, no. 1 (2002): 120-149. 
 
Ramalingam, Vidhya. “The European Far Right Is on the Rise, Again. Here’s How to Tackle It.” 
  The Guardian, February 13, 2014.  
 
Rathelot, Roland and Mirna Safi. “Measuring the Effect of the Local Ethnic Composition on 
 Natives’and Immigrants’ Geographic Mobility in France.” Evidence from Panel Data 
 (1982-1999).. 2013 - 02. 2013. <halshs-00835495> 



 56 

Rey, Henri and Jacques Roy. “Quelques réflexions sur l’évolution électorale d’un département 
  de la banlieue parisienne.” Hérodote 43 (1986): 6-38. 
 
Robins-Early, Nick. “A Field Guide To Europe’s Radical Right Political Parties.” The 
            Huffington Post, February 12, 2015. 
 
Rojon, Sebastien. “Immigration and Extreme-Right Voting in France A Contextual Analysis of 
  the 2012 Presidential Elections.” Masters diss., University of Oxford, 2013. 

Safi, Mirna. "The immigrant integration process in France: Inequalities and 
  segmentation." Revue française de sociologie 49, no. 5 (2009): 3-44. 
  doi:10.3917/rfs.495.0003 
 
Safi, Mirna. “Une refondation manquée. Les politiques d’immigration et d’intégration en 
  France." La vie des idées, 2014, pp.1-9. <hal-01025107> 

Schain, Martin A. "Managing difference: Immigrant integration policy in France, Britain, and the 
  United States." Social Research 77, no. 1 (2010): 205-236. 
 
Schain, Martin A. "The National Front in France and the construction of political 
  legitimacy." West European Politics 10, no. 2 (1987): 229-252. 
 
Shields, James. The Extreme Right in France: From Pétain to Le Pen. London: Routledge, 2007. 
 
Stadelmann, Marcus. "The Marinisation of France Marine Le Pen and the French National 
  Front." International Journal of Humanities and Scoial Science 4, no. 10(1) (2014). 
 
Todd, Tony. “Don’t call us ‘far right’, says France’s Marine Le Pen.” France 24, October 4, 
            2013.  
 
 
 


