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Summary 

This thesis describes and analyzes the position and role of the Generation Nation (GN) in 

relation to Rassemblement National (RN). The GN and RN are seen as populist radical right 

(Mudde 2007) social movement organizations, intertwined in a broader mobilization of far-

right organizations and ideas, in France and abroad. By the use of resource mobilization 

theory (McCarthy and Zald 1977), I describe the various ways in which the GN contribute to 

the mobilization of resources for the RN. Throughout the political and ideological schooling 

that the GN provides, the thesis argues that the activists become a “vitrine” to the RN 

(Rotman 2014), contributing to the further normalization of the RN. While the RN is known 

for being a party attractive to career hunters because of sometimes lacking qualified 

candidates for running in elections, I find that the GN activists construct and maintain a 

largely negative view of careerists inside the organizational community. Rather, a high value 

is placed upon the contribution to the rather normal micro-mobilization work (Hunt and 

Benford 2007) in the GN and RN; the distribution of flyers and putting up posters, in short; 

“being present in the terrain”. This seemingly results from the activists’ incarnations of the 

ideas and goals of the RN, which moreover is understood as a conscious strategy by the RN 

(Rotman 2014; Igounet 2015). Moreover, following the view of Melucci (1989), participation 

in the GN and the RN might be seen as fulfilling a need for the “self-realization in everyday 

life” (Melucci 1989: 23).  

The GN and RN are (still) subjects to stigmatization from the environment, particularly in 

places where the RN have low electoral support. In line with previous research of the FN (e.g. 

Boumaza 2002; Bizeul 2003), I find that the GN takes the form of a counter-community 

(Kriegel 1985). Moreover, the young activists are active in a work of re-labeling themselves 

and their activism in the GN; ‘instead of leaning on their crutch, they get to play golf with it, 

ceasing, in terms of social participation, to be representative of the people they represent’ 

(Goffman 1963: 27). Further, the RN might be destined to maintain parts of its demonization, 

as moving too long towards becoming a mainstream mass-party will essentially lead to losing 

the support among voters dissatisfied with the establishment (Wieviorka 2012), and also loose 

the attractiveness among activists particularly seeking to radical parties. Some findings speak 

in favor of the RN already having become too mainstream to some of the sympathizers of the 

far-right.   
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1 Introduction  

 

Since Marine Le Pen’s ascension to the leadership of Front National (FN) in 2011, she has 

worked to make the party a legitimate political force in the electoral competition. Through 

what is known as the de-demonization strategy, she has sought to alter the party’s extremist 

image, while simultaneously preserving its populist radical right potential for voter 

mobilization (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 135). Already in the presidential elections in 2012, 

the FN reached new electoral heights with 18 % of the votes, and thereby nearly doubled the 

scores from five years before. Today, the party organization takes the form of a 

professionalized political enterprise comparable to other big political parties in France (Ivaldi 

and Lanzone 2016; Benveniste and Pingaud 2016). 

The presidential elections in 2017 was perceived as the elections in which the ‘unthinkable’ 

might happen, where the FN might enter the doors of presidential power. Polls from 2014 and 

2015 had credited Marine Le Pen with approximately 30 % of voter intentions for 2017, 

putting her on par with the main center-right and center-left contenders, or even ahead of 

them (Le Figaro 2015; Stockemer 2017: 2). Moreover, public opinion polls before the 

elections suggested that FN’s negative views of immigration, Islam and the EU were shared 

by a large proportion of the French, also showing wide popular support for the party’s 

authoritarian and populist agenda (Ivaldi 2016: 242).  

In the presidential election of 2017, the FN gained 21 % of the votes in the first round, and 34 

% of the votes on the second round. Despite obtaining the highest scores ever in a presidential 

election in the party’s history, the defeat against Macron was a perceived as a significant loss, 

causing several activists and politicians including one of the party’s main strategists, Florian 

Philippot, to leave the party. 

During the spring of 2018, it seemed as if the party was reawakening. In May, Marine Le Pen 

announced that the Front National was to become Rassemblement National (RN), i.e. National 

Gathering, and one month later the youth organization Front National de la Jeunesse became 

Génération Nation (GN). Jordan Bardella was put in as the leader of this ‘new generation’. 

This rising star of the RN were born in the banlieu of Seine-Saint-Denis and became 

department secretary already as a 19-year old. His parents were originally migrant workers 

from Italy, and throughout his promotions the party has emphasized his working-class 

background.  
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The RN (FN) under Marine Le Pen has broadened its electoral appeal among youth. In the 

European elections of 2014, 30 % among the voters between 18-34 years of age voted for the 

FN (Le Monde 2014). Despite being the second most popular party among youth in the 

elections in 2019 and 2017, the RN has an overall high support among the French youth.   

At the same time, abstention rates are particularly high among youth in France. In the second 

round of the presidential elections in 2017, in choosing between La République En Marche ! 

and the FN, one out of three in the age group 18-35 years abstained. Among these, many were 

workers and unemployed (Ipsos). Seeing that the primary electorate of the RN consists of the 

popular segments of the population, workers and unemployed (Mayer 2013; Crépon et. al. 

2015; Stockemer 2017), a primary challenge for the RN in the quest of power might be to 

reach better out to this young group.  

It is in this context that the youth organization of the RN, Generation Nation, might play a 

role. In addition to provide new faces for the party outwards (Rotman 2014), and train 

candidates for running in local and even national elections, the youth organization might also 

serve to reach out to a young electorate.  

Mudde (2007) points to how a strong youth organization might prove essential to the success 

of populist radical right parties. The youth organization bring new and young people into the 

broader movement, socialize them into the party culture, educate them in both ideological and 

practical terms, and finally promote candidates to the mother party. Thereby, the youth 

organization might serve to ensure the party’s survival beyond its historic founding leaders 

(Mudde 2007: 269; Harrison and Bruter 2009).  

Moreover, many radical right politicians and activists first became active in their youth 

(Mudde 2007), and the RN is no exception (Crépon et. al. 2015; Stockemer 2017: 75). We 

know that most individuals develop their political attitudes during their youth (e.g. Sears 

1975), and early experiences with political engagement are assumed to have enduring impacts 

on future behavior and attitudes, also as a consequence of the development of networks which 

are often established at an early age and remain accessible throughout the life cycle (Hooge et 

al 2004: 196). Looking to the social side of political activism, psychologists such as Salzinger 

et al. (1988) and Schaffer (1971) hold that no other age is more synonymous with the need to 

find one’s own place with regard to others by building social networks, and defining one’s 

human surroundings, than the years between 18-25 (Harrison and Bruter 2009: 5).  
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Thus, by studying young radical right activists in their political organizational environment, 

one might get an insight into early political experiences and socialization, which might be 

crucial for understanding their later engagements in political organizations (Mudde 2014: 1-

2), as well as in other life spheres.  

While some scholars write about a relative disengagement in politics and civics among young 

people (e.g. Hooge et. al. 2004; Harrison and Bruter 2009; Weber 2017), others (e.g. Earl et. 

al. 2017) claim that youth engagement has only been changing form, as new types of political 

parties and groupuscules are filling the gap for organized forms of protest channels, and 

moreover, some write of how youth are embedding politics into their daily lives (Earl et. al 

2017: 2). Indeed, some scholars have referred to the development of ‘movement societies’ 

which holds that protests have become a normal part of Western democracies for both youths 

and adults (Meyer & Tarrow, 1998a; Meyer & Tarrow, 1998b).  

While institutional politics in recent years might seem to push youth away (ibid.), the rise of 

movement societies expands the terrain for possibly attractive opportunities for youth to 

engage (Dalton 2009; Earl et. al. 2017: 7-8). 

Nevertheless, recent elections have profiled the FN as a party which does not hesitate in 

promoting young individuals on the party’s lists. In the 2015 local elections, out of all French 

parties, the FN presented the highest proportion (about a fifth) of candidates aged under 35 

years (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 148). These young faces are central to Marine Le Pen’s vote-

maximizing strategy. Rotman (2014) suggests that the youth, political candidates as well as 

activists, constitutes a ‘vitrine’, crucial to the de-demonization of the party. As she 

interviewed young members of the Front National de la Jeunesse, several of them running in 

elections and occupying positions, she found a diverse corpus of ‘militants’. Some were 

holding masters in European law, others were having no education after high school, while in 

return pursuing ‘the school of Marine’ (Rotman 2014: 40). Further, while some were chasing 

a political career, others were mainly seduced by being part of a community in opposition to 

the ‘establishment’. Nonetheless, they were all part of “a youth 2.0 of the twenty first century, 

pursuing their revolution with Marine Le Pen” (Rotman 2014: 12).  

In March 2015, Marine Le Pen gave herself full marks on “fulfilling [her] objectives [of] local 

entrenchment, professionalization and normalization, which”, she said, “formed the triptych 
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of [her] mandate” when taking over as FN leader four years earlier1 (Ivaldi 2016: 241). 

However, scholars (e.g. Crépon et. al. 2015; Ivaldi 2016; Stockemer 2017) suggest that the 

party has neither got rid of its extremist heritage, nor become a normalized actor in French 

party politics. Stockemer (2017) also found that a significant portion of the party members 

preferred keeping their engagement secret, and that many were hesitant in running in elections 

in fear of negative reactions and stigma (Stockemer 2017: 95).  

 

Within this context, I wish to examine the youth organization of the RN, namely this 

organization re-baptized Generation Nation in the spring of 2018. Specifically, I seek to 

answer,   

What position does the Generation Nation hold in relation to the of Rassemblement 

National today? How might stigma affect the experiences of the young activists, and 

how do they deal with an eventual stigma?  

 

By position I mean essentially the status of GN towards its mother party, and the role that the 

youth organization might seem to play in the mobilization of different types of resources to 

the party. The position of the youth organization is likely to affect activist experiences, 

incentives to pursuing activism in the GN and RN and constructions of collective identities. 

Seen through the lens of the youth organization, the thesis is also an attempt to gain into the 

distinctive character of the RN of today; its political culture and integrational strategies as a 

professionalized far right political party in the quest for office.  

Throughout the analysis I will use theoretical perspectives and concepts from social 

movement theory, and particularly the resource mobilization theory (RMT) to account for the 

various ways in which the young activists engage in the mobilization and production of 

resources to the RN. Studying the Generation Nation and Rassemblement National from a 

social movement perspective means seeing the members of the organizations as ‘movement 

activists’, their organizational structures as ‘movement organizations’, and contemporary far-

right politics as ‘a cycle in a longer trajectory’ (Klandermans and Mayer 2006: 7). Seeing the 

GN activists as movement activists also means accounting for their positions among several 

 
1 Interview in Le Monde available at: https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2015/03/29/marine-le-pen-
toutes-les-cartes-sont-rebattues_4605113_823448.html . 
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movement activists and movement organization, all part of a broader mobilization of far-right 

organizations and ideologies and in France. Moreover, following from the resource 

mobilization perspective, I see the GN activists as rational actors, calculating opportunities 

and obstacles, in pursuing goals and incentives to their activism. Following from the 

constructivist approach of Melucci (1989), I presume that incentives to activism are 

constructed and negotiated inside the community of activists throughout the course of their 

political engagement. As reducing the cost of engagement is essential to the mobilization of 

all social movements (McCarthy and Zald 1977), it is interesting to investigate what role 

stigma might play for the activists’ experiences. If the stigma of the party still affects activist 

experiences as Stockemer (2017) claims, the stigma is likely to play a significant role among 

the young activists as they are in this particular momentous time of their lives (Schaffer 1971; 

Salzinger 1988; Hooge et. al. 2004; Mudde 2007; 2014; Harrison and Weber 2009). The 

thesis is also an attempt to gain into the distinctive character and strategies of the  

 

The thesis will continue as follows: Chapter 2 gives brief description of the history of the FN 

and its development parallel to the social developments in France. I will describe its 

ideological heritage from the ‘Nouvelle Droite’ movement, and the emergence of a broader 

far-right and essentially anti-Islamic movement in France, developing largely outside the 

realms of the FN during the 2000s. Central to the chapter is also the de-demonization strategy 

of Marine Le Pen, and the development of the party after 2011. Chapter 3 presents the 

theoretical framework of the thesis. It centers around resource mobilization theory (McCarthy 

and Zald 1977) and the constructivist perspective of Melucci (1989). The constructions of 

collective identities are central in the chapter, as well as a description of resources. In chapter 

4, I describe my methodology for collecting data on the GN, which primarily consisted of 

participant observation. I describe the course of my fieldwork and discuss the decisions that 

were taken during the process. Chapter 5 is dedicated to an analysis of the role of GN in 

relation to its mother party, with a special focus on its performances during the European 

elections of 2019 and its prior campaign period. Attention is also directed to the 

organizational structures of the GN and the political and ideological schooling for the young 

activists in the Île-de-France region. In chapter 6, I ask whether the GN might function as a 

fast track to political career in the RN. Using Klandermans’ (2007) typology of incentives to 

movement participation (instrumentality, identity and ideology), I outline and discuss other 

incentives to participation than simply political career. Chapter 7 consists of various 
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descriptions of the manifestations of stigma in the daily lives of the GN activists. The tension 

lies in the way the RN is currently balancing between being a professionalized party at the 

inside of political competition, while still being outside of a complete normalization.  
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2 Front National before and after 2011, and the party’s social 

context  

 

This chapter focus on the foundation of Front National (FN) and its developments up until 

today. In May 2018, the party officially changed its name and became Rassemblement 

National (RN), and the youth organization Front National de la Jeunesse (FNJ) became 

Génération Nation (GN). Throughout this thesis I will refer the party mostly as RN, apart 

from in party historical conditions where referring to FN is natural.  

While the participation in elections differentiates the FN from other extreme right actors, its 

anti-establishment orientation, xenophobia and anti-Islamic statements have made the French 

media and intellectual society to refer to the party as extremist. In line with Mudde’s (2007) 

terminology, however, I understand the RN as a populist radical right party, as its core 

ideology centers around a combination of nativism, authoritarianism, and populism. Nativism 

is an ideology according to which members of the state should exclusively belong to the 

native group, i.e. the nation, and that non-native elements poses a threat to the homogeneous 

nation-state (Mudde 2019). Authoritarianism refers to a strong need for order, which typically 

manifests itself in the party organization of populist radical right parties, having centralized 

leadership and a strict hierarchy (Mudde 2007). Populism is a particularly broad and widely 

discussed concept (see e.g. Brubaker 2017), here I will refer to it as a discursive and stylistic 

repertoire used by political actors in creating simplistic versions of reality, organizing central 

issues as oppositions (Brubaker 2017), such as the ‘people’ versus the ‘elite’. Moreover, as 

the RN pursues the realization of its ideology through electoral channels, I see it as radical 

rather than extreme (Wieviorka 2012).  

Further, the RN must be understood as a strategic actor in complex interplay with its 

structural conditions; social, political, economic, and cultural factors, in France and in Europe. 

However, as traditional political cleavages might seem to have lost relevance during the last 

50-60 years (see e.g. Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Kitschelt 1994; Rokkan 1999; Kriesi et. al. 

2006; Bornschier 2012), scholars such as Art (2011) claims that structural conditions in 

society become less decisive in the relative success of political parties. Rather, political 

parties should be seen as ‘masters of their own fate’, and scholarly attention should be 

directed towards the organizational choices of parties and their activists in order to understand 

parties’ relative successes and failures (Mudde 2007; Art 2011: 6). In this chapter I will 
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nevertheless take a step back, to look at the structural developments in the French society 

alongside the development of the FN; the party’s successes and failures in meeting demands 

in the population (Klandermans 2007; Mudde 2007).  

Some scholars (such as Mayer 1995 and Stockemer 2017) have referred to the RN as a 

movement. In this thesis I will however treat it as a social movement organization. The party 

should not be mis-perceived as a clearly defined entity, but rather as an actor being part of a 

broad network of far-right actors. This network contributes to the recruitment of adherents to 

the party and plays an important role in ideological innovations and developments of 

discursive opportunities from which the RN can benefit (Mudde 2007; Frigoli and Ivaldi 

2019). 

 

The foundation of the FN and the leadership of Jean-Marie Le Pen  

The Front National was founded in 1972 from a small neo-fascist groupuscule organization, 

Ordre Nouveau2, as an electoral umbrella for nationalist groups to run in the 1973 legislative 

elections. At the time the FN was gathering several nationalist groupuscules (Griffin 2010) 

composed of ancient collaborators of the collaborationist Vichy-regime during the second 

world war, ancients Poujadistes3, nationalist-revolutionaries, royalists, anti-Gaullists and 

right-wing intellectuals, all under the strong leadership of Jean-Marie Le Pen (Klandermans 

and Mayer 2006). This in fact, is one of the constants in the history of the FN, namely that the 

party has been uniting all practically nationalists without exception (Igounet 2014:10). 

Even though the FN was born out of discontent and a will to protest, the time during which 

the party was founded has been described as ‘glorious’. Wieviorka (2012) describes some of 

the broad characteristics of the “Trente Glorieuses”:  

“An industrial society with enterprises and production dominated by Taylorism4, 

lasting growth and low unemployment rates, a republican State fulfilling its critical 

functions of solidarity through public services reaching out to the entire “État-

 
2 The Ordre Nouveau (ON) was founded in the aftermath of May 1968, with the model of the Italian fascist 
Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) (Stockemer 2017: 9). The FN still has the emblematic tricolor flame as a logo, 
copied from the MSI at the time.    
3 Union de la défense de la jeunesse française (UDJF) was led by Pierre Poujade, unionist, and extreme right, 
defending the craftsmen and traders whom he considered endangered by the development of mass 
distribution.  
4 Taylorism is a factory management system developed in the late 19th century to increase efficiency by 
evaluating every step in a manufacturing process to see if the process can be done faster. 
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providence” (footnote) and education, and lastly a nation which, after the de-

colonization, still appears as powerful and central.”  

(Wieviorka 2012: 19, Le Front National: Entre extrémisme, populisme et démocratie) 

 

The memory of the “Trente Glorieuses” is used in the narratives and framings in the RN of 

today, and I will return to this issue later in the chapter.  

While being a period of wealth, the 1945-1975 was also defined by modernization and a 

strong and interventionist state. The European construction was concretized during the same 

period, all of which contributed to a certain inquietude over local and regional identities in 

France (Wieviorka 2012: 20). Thus, while immigration was in decline in 1973-1980 at the 

time when the FN was founded, this was still the primary mobilization issue for the party in 

its founding years5. It was communicated as a threat to French national homogeneity. 

 

The influence from the Nouvelle Droite 

During the 1970s and 1980s the FN operated as a hybrid kind of actor, while gradually 

transforming itself from an extra-institutional far-right movement into a more institutionalized 

political party. In 1983 in the regional elections in Dreux the party gained 17 % of the votes, 

and in the European elections one year after the party gained 11,2 percent which made a new 

record for the party. This sudden political relevance and electoral naissance of the FN is seen 

largely as a consequence of an ideological renewal which essentially consisted of the adoption 

of the ideas of the Nouvelle Droite (New Right), embodied notably by the Club de l’Horloge 

and GRECE conservative think tanks. GRECE (Group for Research and Studies for the 

European Civilization)6 was founded by Alain de Benoist as a reactional movement to the 

1968 movement, in opposition to ‘egalitarianism’, socialism and individualism. As it evolved 

the ND developed a critique of the markets, of “economism” and of a liberal individualism. 

The founders of the Nouvelle Droite movement saw themselves as political intellectuals 

which believed that a political victory could only come after a cultural victory. Their aim was 

thus to establish a ‘new right’ cultural hegemony (De Benoist 1985) (Mudde 2017: 244). 

 
5 France experienced a great wave of immigration between 1956 to 1973, but it was not before the mid-1980s 
that the FN rose to political prominence. It was paradoxically during a period in which immigration was in 
decline, that the FN gained political significance (Goodliffe 2012: 1-2).  
6 In French : « Groupement de recherche et d'études pour la civilisation européenne ».   
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The FN drew much inspiration from the Nouvelle Droite ideology. The previously straight-

forward racism characterizing the party in its founding years was transformed, from a 

‘biological’ racism addressing ethnicities and ‘biological’ traits, to a cultural racism focusing 

on an irreducible character of the differences of the culture and religion of Arabs and Muslims 

to the French culture, which made Arabs and Muslims never being able to fully integrate into 

the French society (Wieviorka 2012). Mudde (2019) defines this as ethnopluralism, which 

holds that there exist different ethnicities which are equally valuable, but they should remain 

segregated. However, in most cases, it lies implicit in the far-rights discourse that the native 

culture is superior to the non-native cultures. Therefore, the ‘new’ ideology of the FN could 

also be categorized as nativism, which refers to a combination of strong nationalism with 

xenophobia (Mudde 2019). Nativism is an ideology according to which members of the state 

should exclusively belong to the native group, i.e. the nation, and that non-native elements, 

whether people or ideas, poses a threat to the homogeneous nation-state. This ideology lies 

inherent in the FN’s discourse at the time of a “Préférence nationale”.  

 

Post-industrialization, immigration, and “the great replacement” 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the French model of society is in decline throughout all its 

institutions (Wieviorka 2012). State services and financial supports dropped. At the same 

time, the organization of industrial production founded on a structural conflict between the 

owners of enterprises and employers, and the labor movement, was losing much of its 

relevance (Goodliffe 2012). At the same time, the banlieues, referring to the suburbs to 

French cities, were gradually adopting bad connotations. The banlieues, being the premier 

homes of the worker class during industrialization, saw during the 1980s and 1990s an 

increased habitation of immigrants rapidly becoming “French”, (at least legally), through the 

French immigration policies of the naturalization of citizenship7 and liberal family 

reunification policies. Several of the French immigrants became binational, and the diasporic 

dimensions of migration became apparent. The geographic and national origins of the 

migrants were diversifying, but Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa were dominant.  

Throughout the 2000s, the banlieues gradually developed into urban ghettos, experiencing 

violence and precarity. During three weeks in October-November 2005 riots in the banlieues 

 
7 See e.g. Ferry, Engels and Lambert (2010).  
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shook the whole France. The majority participating in the riots were Muslims (Wieviorka 

2012).  

The opposition against immigration grew in the population, particularly among the so-called 

“losers of modernization” (Betz 1994). The losers of modernization theory by Betz (1994) 

argues that modernization processes create winners and losers, and the latter will identify the 

very process of modernization as a crisis. In fear of deprivation, this segment of the ‘losers’ 

will seek to distinguish themselves from a ‘social segment below’. Immigrants would often be 

perceived as people ‘refusing to integrate while profiting from social and economic services’. 

Moreover, young immigrants are often perceived to be little else than “racailles”8 (Wieviorka 

2012: 40).  

 

Lack of immigration statistics, and “the great replacement” 

Today, immigration is an extremely contested field among scholars in France. In France 

moreover, publishing statistics on ethnic origin and religion is prohibited (Ferry et. al. 2010). 

This has led to an immense gap in objective knowledge about the social and ethnical diversity 

in France, as one is not allowed to point out ethnical and religious belonging. Nevertheless, 

the increased visibility of Islamic mosques, -associations, and halal shops in the public picture 

have contributed to the spread of feelings of insecurity (Benveniste and Pingaud 2016), 

especially among the less educated population (Mayer 2013). This feeling might further have 

been nurtured by the lack of objective information (ibid.). Benveniste and Pingaud (2016: 73) 

pointed to how they found unofficial statistics circulating among far-right activists, 

“Sometimes you read 3 million Muslims, but everybody knows, all the researchers know it is 

really more, three or four times more”. 

During the 2000s, an anti-Islamic movement took form. While the FN did not focus on anti-

Islamic issues until the accession of Marine Le Pen in 2011, smaller and more extreme groups 

like Bloc Identitaire - today Les Identitaires and its youth organization Génération Identitaire - 

were the earliest to mobilize against Islam, in France and in Europe. The conspiracies of a 

“Great Replacement” lies at ‘the heart’ of this anti-Islamic movement. The ‘great 

replacement’ refers to a conspiracy of a drastic change that will occur in the population, not 

only of France, but of the whole Europe; a change where the ‘white’ or European population 

 
8 Racaille is an old French term meaning outcast or rabble. Racaille was also a term describing the rioters 
during the civil unrest in France in 2005.  
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is being replaced by a ‘new one’ with non-European cultures and religions: “in effect, the 

‘white’ natives are going to disappear under the influx of newcomers” (Camus 2011; 

Benveniste and Pingaud 2016: 73). Today, this conspiration theory is relatively widespread 

today and resonates not only with far-right activists and sympathizers, but also with other 

segments of the population, particularly among individuals with less education in fear of a 

relative deprivation (Betz 1994). However, deprivation is not the only reason for the 

increasing suspicion and hatred towards Muslims and immigrants of North-African and 

Middle Eastern origin in France, as these sentiments are to be found in all segments of the 

population (see Wodak and Van Dijk 2002 on ‘elite xenophobia’; Wieviorka 2012). 

Today, the RN has incorporated the ideas of the identitarian movement, but otherwise does 

not want to admit any connections to the movement because of their extremist image and use 

of violence. Nevertheless, co-founder of the Bloc Identitaire, Philippe Vardon, now occupy a 

leading position in the national bureau of the RN and appears as one of the main strategists of 

the party today, leading to an appeal of the party also towards the identitarian movement in 

France.  

 

The emergence of “Les Oubliés”  

As the de-industrialization progressed during the 1980s and 1990s, state services and financial 

supports declined. Gradually, the traditional labor movement were weakened, and Wieviorka 

(2012: 27) points to how, during the 2000s, the whole working class disappeared from media 

coverage and all public visibility.  

The primary focal points for the FN under Jean-Marie Le Pen were continuously national 

identity and a cultural, ethnic, but also racial homogeneity of the national social body, to 

which immigrants and Jews posed threats. Jean-Marie Le Pen is remembered for his statement 

“One million unemployed French people are one million immigrants too much” (source). 

Apart from converting the fear of the working class into hate towards immigrants and ethnic 

minorities, the FN did not address the social and economic problems of the working class. 

Neither did other political parties, and one talk of the emergence of a ‘political representation 

crisis’, which have largely continued up to this date, with its manifestation in the Gilets 

Jaunes movement. 

At the same time, several significant events happen on the global scene, which aggravated the 

French economy, and poured water on the mill for immigrant sceptics. These were notably the 
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terror attacks by al Qaeda in 2001, the global financial crisis in 2007-2008 and the migrant 

flow to Europe in 2015. The globalization and the European construction, notably the 

European Union, became heavily criticized. 

While Jean-Marie Le Pen for the first time reached the second round in the presidential 

elections in 2002, and surprised everyone including himself, the party’s support declined in 

the years after. An anti-European nationalism and ideas of protectionism became apparent 

throughout this period, but the FN did not manage to make their policies relevant. In the 

presidential elections in 2007 the FN received only 10,44 percent (against 17 % in the first 

round of the presidential elections in 2002). Factions within the party deepened, primarily 

between a pragmatically oriented faction advocating for softening the party’s image in order 

to elevate electoral scores, and another part supporting a continued extremist profile, 

represented by Bruno Gollnisch. In this period, a new elite within the party arose around 

Marine Le Pen9. 

 

The strengthening of a far right ‘intellectual field’  

Meanwhile, during the struggle and mostly irrelevance of the FN during the first decade of the 

2000s, a far-right movement formed and grew largely outside the FN realms and relatively 

independent from it (Frigoli and Ivaldi 2019: 70), capitalizing on the political, economic and 

cultural crises not only in France, but in Europe more broadly. This is partly embodied by the 

anti-Islamic movement outlined above.  

Frigoli and Ivaldi (2019) describes how, according to Bourdieu (1999), the production and the 

reception of new ideas and themes are socially embedded, reflecting competition over social 

power, capital, and benefits (Bourdieu 1999: 7). In France today there is a broad and 

heterogeneous far right interaction network composed of both writers and essayists such as 

Christophe Guilluy and Éric Zemmour, including subcultural networks both online, referred 

to as the French ‘fachosphere’ (Albertini and Doucet 2016), and ‘in real life’. These networks 

produce a specific set of discursive opportunities and shared collective identities, and thereby 

provides the FN with intellectual assets, mobilization initiatives, and grassroots activists 

(Frigoli and Ivaldi 2019: 64).  

 
9 A new political line was developed through the think tank Générations Le Pen, founded in 1998 together with 
the leader of Front National de la Jeunesse (FNJ) leader Samuel Maréchal (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 142). Much 
of the elite of today’s RN is still composed of previous members of Générations Le Pen.   
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Moreover, this implicates that while the RN of today seeks to profile itself as a credible 

political alternative, its connections to more extreme organizations and groupuscules are 

unavoidable, as the party is inextricably linked to a broad and porous far-right network most 

fundamentally through overlapping ideas and shared views of the world. As the RN is today 

placed at the center of this far-right network (Frigoli and Ivaldi 2019), the party attracts a 

wide range of activists and adherents from the whole movement.  

 

The leadership of Marine Le Pen and the de-demonization strategy 

After the ascension of Marine Le Pen to the party leadership in 2011, the FN went through a 

transformation process aimed at maximizing electoral scores (Akkerman et. al. 2016). 

However, in the political program from 201210 issues such as immigration, public security and 

national identity still holds strong positions. Towards immigrants, the program advocates even 

more restrictive line regarding social, economic and security measures (Stockemer 2017: 32). 

Close to all scholars (such as Crépon et. al. 2015; Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016; Stockemer 2016) 

having examined the ‘new’ FN (RN) suggests that the party’s political line essentially stays 

the same.  

The changes of the party are thus mainly related to image. This change has come to be known 

as the dédiabolisation (i.e. de-demonization) and consisted of three important components 

(Betz 2013). First, getting rid of the remnants of the extreme-right tendencies that up to date 

had dominated the FN; second, abandoning much (not all) of the ideological baggage, 

particularly anti-Semitism and straight-forward racism, these two which had caused the 

stigmatization of the party and leaving the FN mostly as a political pariah; and thirdly and 

maybe most importantly, developing of a comprehensive populist radical right program that 

allowed Marine Le Pen to keep most of her far-right electorate, while at the same time 

marking herself as a credible candidate that could reach (some) new electorates.  

From the very beginning of her FN leadership, Marine Le Pen presented herself as the 

“personification of the general will of the people” (Stockemer 2017: 32) with a main objective 

of defending the French nation and its people. In a populist manner, the ‘people’ is a rather 

exclusive term, not involving non-nationals, and the political and financial elites.  

 
10 The RN has not published a national political program since 2012 (Stockemer 2017).  
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Becoming a credible party involved developing policies on other areas than the traditional 

issues of immigration and security. A primary concern for Marine Le Pen was to develop new 

economic policies for the party, socialist and nationalist in its character. Soon after Marine Le 

Pen’s accession to the FN leadership, the 11 December 2011, she addressed “the forgotten” 

people11:   

 

“Farmers, workers, job seekers, young people, craftsmen, shopkeepers, employees, 

civil servants, pensioners, people in rural areas, you are the forgotten ones, you are the 

invisible majority. […] crushed by the madness of the financial system which has 

become the sole horizon for the ruling political caste. For them and their God, the 

triple A, you are triple nothings.” (Marine Le Pen, Speech in Metz, 10 December 

2011) (Wieviorka 2012: 37).  

 

Besides criticizing the financial system and the political establishment in traditional populist 

manner, in this speech Marine Le Pen touched directly upon recent and important sociological 

developments in France (Wieviorka 2012), namely the appearance of the losers of 

modernization (Betz 1994), appearing as a consequence of the dismantling of not only 

industrialization but modernization itself (Wieviorka 2012: 38). One speaks of “la France 

Profonde”, referring to the countryside; a provincial, catholic, peasant France, which is 

implicitly inhabited by “the forgotten”. However, the areas referred to as inhabited by the 

“losers of modernization” in France covers also the banlieues, the previous strongholds during 

industrialization.  

A new focus on peri-urban and rural areas makes de-centralized public services a principal 

issue for the new FN, which signifies a rupture with the FN under Jean-Marie Le Pen, that 

talked about “useless state officials and state interventionism”. For Marine Le Pen, the state 

makes “an essential component of the soul of France”, as she denounces “the renunciation of 

money, the financial markets, the billionaires who unravel our industry and throw millions of 

men and women of our country into unemployment, precariousness and misery” (Wieviorka 

2012: 56-58).  

 
11 Le Parisien commented on the speech, available online at: 
https://www.leparisien.fr/elections/presidentielle/marine-le-pen-je-serai-la-presidente-des-oublies-11-12-
2011-1762984.php .  
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Marine Le Pen thus proposes a more generous welfare system. However, non-nationals 

should not benefit from the same generous welfare system measures as French nationals do. 

Welfare measures proposed by the FN include the elimination of all pensions for foreigners 

who have not worked in France for at least 10 years, and the suppression of all family benefits 

if the parents do not have French nationality (Stockemer 2017: 33). 

However, while immigration is still an issue to the in the RN’s rhetoric, the more ‘traditional’ 

targets of hate rhetoric under Jean-Marie Le Pen such as Blacks, Roma or even Arabs, are 

today largely avoided subjects. Moreover, Jews have completely changed connotations in the 

party’s rhetoric, and the party is today pro-Israel (Fourquet 2016). The principal enemy of 

today is Islam. In line with the ideological framework developed through the Nouvelle Droite, 

Islam is posing a threat to European values and identity.  

Already during her internal party campaign for becoming leader of the FN in December 2010, 

in a speech in Lyon Marine Le Pen expressed her disapproval of the Muslims, in comparing 

their presence to the German occupation during the Second World War:   

 

“Now, there are ten or fifteen places where, on a regular basis, a certain number of 

people come to monopolize the territories. It is an occupation of swathes of the 

territory, districts in which religious law applies, it is an occupation. Certainly, there 

are no tanks, there are no soldiers, but it is an occupation all the same.”12 

  

Marine Le Pen has claimed to be the principal defender of the Republican values, and 

essentially the French laïcité. Under Marine Le Pen the laïcité have been operationalized to 

explain why Islam poses a threat to the French republic and its separation between religion 

and state. However, in more recent years this rhetoric has somewhat stalled, as it partly comes 

into conflict both with the conservative catholic segment of the electorate and the 

identitarians, who also turn to what they perceive as a Christian heritage of Europe in their 

opposition against a ‘Muslim invasion’.  

 

 
12 Available online at: https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2010/12/11/marine-le-pen-compare-les-
prieres-de-rue-des-musulmans-a-une-occupation_1452359_823448.html .  
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A ‘feminization’ of the party 

Marine Le Pen have presented herself as a modern woman, starting her political career 

relatively young, having three children, being divorced two times, and saying that she 

understands women who abort even if she is opposed to the practice (these not necessarily 

being linked). In the presidential elections of 2012, Marine Le Pen received 18 % of the votes 

in the first round. Despite the numbers being higher, the electorate was mostly the same as 

under Jean-Marine Le Pen; working class, artisans, les petits indépendants (the small business 

owners). However, she received significantly more votes from women than her father in total 

(Mayer 2013).  

Marine Le Pen has also sought to incorporate minority groups such as Jewish groups and 

LGBT organizations into “the new FN”. She explicitly condemns anti-Semitism, and she 

considers the Holocaust as ‘the summit of human barbarism’. Opponents, external as well as 

internal13 have denounced for it to be a ‘gay lobby’ around Marine Le Pen because many 

homosexuals fill leading positions in the party.  

In fact, the ‘modernization’ and ‘feminization’ brought by Marine Le Pen seems to create a 

conflict with the conservative and Catholic faction that speaks out for ‘enduring’ French 

values and cultural tradition, as opposed to an ‘aggressive’ modernity allowing artificial 

insemination and adoption practices for “parent 1 and parent 2”. A study by Bienveniste and 

Pingaud (2016) showed that young members of the FN were not comfortable with talking 

about same-sex marriage, and through drawing parallels to capitalism they were likening the 

introduction of surrogacy and assisted fertilization to ‘markets for motherhood’”. Despite 

Marine Le Pen having opened up towards the LGBT-community, she is not explicitly for 

same-sex marriage.   

 

The electorate of the RN 

Under Marine Le Pen the RN (FN) has reached new electoral heights. Already in the 2012 

presidential election, she won 18 % of the votes in the first round and nearly doubled the 

electoral score of FN in the presidential elections five years before. In the subsequent 

municipal and European elections, the FN’s new political position was further consolidated. 

 
13 The party has traditionally been homophobic, and the internal opposition against the new openness towards 
LGBT mainly comes from the followers of Jean-Marie Le Pen.  



27 
 

In the 2014 municipal elections, the FN won 11 city councils and 1544 councilors, and in the 

2015 European elections the party won 25 % of the votes, which made a new record.   

At the time before the presidential elections in 2017, public opinion polls suggested that FN’s 

negative views of immigration, Islam and the EU were shared by a large proportion of the 

French, also showing wide popular support for the party’s authoritarian and populist agenda 

(Ivaldi 2016: 242). In the election, the FN gained 21 % of the votes in the first round, and 34 

% of the votes on the second round. Despite obtaining the highest scores ever in a presidential 

election in the party’s history, the defeat against Macron was a perceived as a significant loss, 

causing several politicians including one of the party’s main strategists, Florian Philippot, to 

leave the party. 

Mayer (2013) pointed out how Marine Le Pen attracts more working-class voters than her 

father and how she has come a long way in reaching the segment of the population hit the 

hardest by the economic post-2008 crisis, the most exposed to unemployment and 

precariousness. Moreover, she obtains a lot more votes among women than Jean-Marie Le 

Pen did (Mayer 2013). Apart from that, Marine Le Pen attracts much of the traditional FN 

electorate:“les petits indépendants”; small tradesmen, craftsmen, and small business owners 

and catholic conservatives.   

Most recently, the RN won the European elections in 2019 with 23 % of the votes, against the 

22 % obtained by the list of La République En Marche! (LREM). Sylvain Crépon commented 

on the election in Le Monde (2019), where he pointed to how the voter groups of the two 

parties essentially represented two poles in the French society: “A France of cities against a 

rural France. A France of the forgotten against a France ‘on the march’. This European 

election reflects ‘two France who do not meet nor talk to each other’”14. Essentially, the RN 

obtains the most scores among the working class. In recent elections such as the one for the 

European parliament it has also obtained more votes among the “Western Catholics”, and in 

the Parisian banlieues (Le Monde 2019).  

 

  

 
14 Article available online at: https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2019/05/27/le-rassemblement-
national-meilleur-representant-electoral-des-categories-populaires_5468260_823448.html . 
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The young electorate of the RN 

The RN (FN) under Marine Le Pen has broadened its electoral appeal among youth. In the 

European elections of 2014, 30 % among the voters between 18-34 years of age voted for the 

FN (Le Monde 2014). Despite being the second most popular party among youth in the 

elections in 2019 and 2017, the RN has an overall high support among the French youth. In 

fact, the RN is not the only radical force appealing to the youth; both Hainsworth (2008) and 

Arzheimer (2012) report an overrepresentation of individuals aged 18–30 in the electorate of 

the radical right throughout Europe, including France (Stockemer 2017: 81). The reasons for 

this might be several. In France, 20 % of the youth between 15-24 were reported as being 

unemployed and seeking jobs in 2019 (OECD). This is twice as many as in Norway in the 

same year, and almost four times as many as in Germany. At the same time, in Italy, where 

populist and extreme political parties are strong, the youth unemployment rate were at 29 % 

in 2019.  

Stockemer (2017) points to how youth no longer develop traditional ties to the established 

parties and are increasingly suffering from insecure positions in the labor market. The 

traditional parties are perceived as elitist and unable to cope with the problems of the youth. 

Moreover, he suggests that internal factors in the FN (RN) might play a role, as the party has 

developed a younger and more dynamic profile under Marine Le Pen, which might appeal to a 

young electorate. However, among youth between 18-24 years of age, 18 % voted for the FN 

already in the presidential elections in 2002 (Anne Muxel in Le Monde 2017). Nevertheless, 

as popular parties among youth in recent elections, next to the RN, have been the green party 

Europe Écologie-Les Verts and the far left party La France Insoumise, a detachment to 

traditional parties and a protest against the established might serve to explain young votes also 

for the RN. Moreover, abstention rates in France are particularly high among youth. In the 

second round of the presidential elections in 2017, in choosing between La République En 

Marche ! and the FN, one out of three in the age group 18-35 years abstained. Among these, 

many were workers and unemployed (Ipsos). Seeing that the primary electorate of the RN 

consists of the popular segments of the population, workers and unemployed (Mayer 2013; 

Crépon et. al. 2015; Stockemer 2017), a primary challenge for the RN in the quest of power 

might be to reach better out to this young group.  
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The organizational structures of the RN and the FNJ 

Today, the RN takes the form of a big political enterprise with a professionalized 

organizational form, which makes it comparable to other big political organizations in France 

(Benveniste and Pingaud 2016: 66). FN’s electoral consolidation has been accompanied by 

the progressive building of an effective nationwide organization and by the development of 

the party’s local base of power (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 135). Already in 2005, Marine Le 

Pen stated that “Political action on the ground and local anchorages support the de-

demonization of our ideas. At the same time, it is not incompatible with a national strategy as 

it develops a culture of governing” (Rotman 2014: 29). Thus, Marine Le Pen has showed 

herself as a more pragmatic leader than her father. This has also allowed for a certain 

organizational flexibility and for leaders in mid-positions and at local levels to develop the 

organization through their own initiatives. In addition, the 2015 departmental elections 

revealed that, of all French parties, the FN had the highest proportion (about a fifth) of local 

candidates aged under 35 years (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 148). 

Despite all this, organizational model of today’s RN remains typical for that of a populist 

radical right party, characterized by a highly centralized, top-down hierarchical system of 

power, the lack of intra-party democracy and the concentration of its leadership; a so-called 

‘charismatic party’ (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 154). 

 

The foundation of Front National de la Jeunesse 

In 1973, the youth organization of the FN, Front National de la Jeunesse (FNJ), was created. 

From the very beginning it was regarded as a key training ground as it recruited young people 

into the party and prepared and trained party officials for the future (Ivaldi and Lanzone 

2016). In the 1990s, the FNJ played an important role in the modernization of the party, and 

Marine Le Pen was herself part of the FNJ at the time (Benveniste and Pingaud 2016: 65). 

The leader of FNJ from 1992-1999, Samuel Maréchal15, was a key figure alongside Marine 

Le Pen in ‘modernizing’ the party, essentially through the Générations Le Pen think tank 

(ibid.).  

 
15 During his leadership of the FNJ, Samuel Maréchal also married Marine Le Pen’s sister, Yann Le Pen. One of 
their daughters is Marion Maréchal, previously politician in the Front National, now running a far-right 
entrepreneurial school in Lyon for graduate students in political science, organizational studies etc.  
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Most research on the youth organization of the FN were conducted in the 1990s and early 

2000s. Boumaza (2002) and Lafont (2001) portrays the activists engagements in the FNJ as 

‘careers of deviation’ (Howard Becker 1985), and described how stigmatization made the 

party engagement to cause a high social cost. While Boumaza (2002) pointed to how most 

FNJ activists came for upper middle-class background pursuing higher studies, while still 

belonging to a segment of population composed of small business owners and artisans. Lafont 

(2001) emphasized a variety of FNJ activists, some coming from an aristocratic, monarchist 

family, some coming from the working-class having parents voting communist, and some 

activists coming from a working-class background, and a rather apolitical family. Benveniste 

and Pingaud (2016) interviewed young FNJ leaders and found that all of them apart from one 

had joined the FN in 2010-2011 and supported Marine Le Pen in her ascension to party 

leadership. Most of them had been, or were to be, candidates in local elections, and they were 

all responsible for training new recruits. To explain their attraction to Front National values, 

they often cite the difficult situation in French schools: fights, lack of respect for teachers, bad 

education … supposed to illustrate the main party orientations. Moreover, Islam was referred 

to as the principal threat to France’s well being. They all emphasized the contribution of 

social media to their knowledge of the party. The activists’ adherents to the party had been 

completed online, an opportunity which was not available to earlier generations. All 

interviewees began their activism early, often being appointed candidates just after their first 

meetings (Benveniste and Pingaud 66-67). 
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3 Resource mobilization theory and the construction of collective 

identity  

 

In analyzing the position and role of the Generation Nation (GN) towards the Rassemblement 

National (RN), I will use perspectives from resource mobilization theory (RMT). For 

describing and analyzing activist experiences related to stigma and their strategies for dealing 

with it, I will use Melucci’s theory of the construction of collective identities. While opposing 

each other on some points, in my analysis they will serve to fulfill one another.  

Even though social movement studies by definition pay the most attention to the ‘non-

institutionalized’ forms of collective action, more institutionalized political activism could 

well be analyzed by using perspectives from social movement theory. In fact, the way in 

which far-right parties emerge, organize, and mobilize public support is frequently likened to 

that of a social movement, and far-right parties is increasingly analyzed as social movement 

parties, as they are bridging the conceptual field between parties as movements (see  Gunther 

and Diamond 2003; Minkenberg 2003; Kitschelt 2006; Kriesi et al. 2012; Gattinara and Pirro 

2018, Minkenberg 2018, Pirro and Róna 2018, Caiani and Cisàr 2019 and Froio et. al. 2020).  

The concept of social movement, however, is highly abstract and difficult do delineate. This 

also has its advantages, as it allows to account for the broader context, organizational 

networks, and processes which the RN and GN are parts of.   

Melucci (1989: 29) defines a social movement as a form of collective action which involves 

(1) solidarity, that is, actors’ mutual recognition that they are part of a single social unit, (2) 

engagement in conflict, and thus being in opposition to an adversary who lays claim to the 

same goods or values, and (3) the breaking of limits of the compatibility of a system. The 

actions of a social movement violate the boundaries or limits of tolerance of a system, and 

thereby pushing the structures of this system.  

This definition suits well with the youth of Generation Nation. (1) Some were likening the 

party to a ‘second family’ and a primary focus among the leaders of the organization was to 

create cohesion among the activists. Moreover, they emphasized that they their common ideas 

kept them together as a group, even if they did not know each other that well. That also 

counted for between different regions inside France. Moreover, the GN maintained relations 

to other European radical right youth organizations such as the Lega Giovani in Italy and the 
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youth organization of Alternative für Deutschland. Some militants would say that “It’s nice 

because if I go to Germany, I know I will have a place to sleep”. (2) The activists of 

Generation Nation were in clear opposition to the established order of society. The 

‘gauchistes’ were said to have ruled France ever since the revolution of 1968, and the 

gauchisme were also used for signifying what they saw as extreme left. Emmanuel Macron 

was another primary target which served to underline the populist narrative of the RN. If I 

asked if the activists saw the RN as extreme right, they might reply that Macron could be seen 

as an “extreme liberal” or an “extreme globalist”. (3) The third part of Melucci’s definition 

concerns the compatibility of a system. I understand a system as a unit which organizing is 

based on internal codes and rules, and the French public society can serve such a description. 

The RN is continuously challenging the French public rhetoric, which is in fact characterizing 

far-right rhetoric which is always ‘on the edge’ of what is ‘acceptable’. Since its breakthrough 

in the 1980s the FN has succeeded in politicizing contentious issues such as immigration, 

security, and globalization.   

However, I do not see the RN or the GN as social movements for themselves. Rather, in line 

with Klandermans and Mayer (2006: 7), I hold that the application of social movement theory 

for studying the GN and GN means seeing the members of the organizations as ‘movement 

activists’, their organizational structures as ‘movement organizations’, and contemporary far-

right politics as ‘a cycle in a longer trajectory’ (Klandermans and Mayer 2006: 7). Despite 

focusing on the mobilization of far-right ideas and organization mostly inside France, the 

mobilization of the far-right stretches across country borders, and even across continents. The 

Western European far right is sharing common ways of expressing their ideas and goals, are 

communicating with each other, and are identifying with each other, even if they hold that the 

contexts and ‘problems’ within each of their countries are differing. Their common response 

to challenges is nationalism.  

 

Resource mobilization theory  

RMT holds that discontent is present in any society and is therefore insufficient for explaining 

the emergence of social movements. Rather than focusing on structural conditions in society, 

RMT presupposes rational actors, calculating opportunities and obstacles in order to promote 

their interests. Moreover, the RMT holds that for a social movement to form, it needs access 

to resources. These can be found in the external environment to the collective actors; within 
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the networks of the collective actors; they might be the result of self-production within the 

social movement; or they might be held by single individuals in the movement, becoming 

aggregated and made collective for the rest of the movement actors to benefit from them. The 

most important forms of resources are nevertheless human time and effort, along with money 

(Edwards and McCarthy 2007).  

A focus on the access and use of resources, however, does not mean discarding the role of 

context, grievances, and conflict for movement mobilization. It rather involves assuming that 

a crucial portion of the movement’s fortunes depend upon activist agency, a various access to 

resources, and organizational skills (Pirro and Róna 2018). Put differently, while theories of 

discontent and structural conditions focus on a demand in society for protest, RMT sheds light 

on the ways social movements and movement organizations supplies individuals with 

opportunities to participate in protest (Klandermans 2007). Focusing on human agency, the 

actors’ creative utilization of resources also becomes a matter of interest. McCarthy and Zald 

(1977) argues that the grievances and discontent of a society might even be ‘defined, created 

and manipulated by movement entrepreneurs and organizations’ (McCarthy and Zald 1977: 

1215).   

The study of collective action thus becomes an examination of the processes, products, and 

consequences of human labor (Hunt and Benford 2007: 438). Hunt and Benford refer to 

‘micro-mobilization’ as the ‘rather normal work’ in which activists engage to produce a 

movement.  

“[…] We understand micro-mobilization as the collaborative work individuals do on 

behalf of a social movement or social movement organization to muster, ready, 

coordinate, use, and reproduce material resources, labor, and ideas for collective 

action. Viewed in this light, micro-mobilization refers to the totality of social 

movement work. A grounding orientation is that collective identity shapes and is 

shaped by micro-mobilization.”  

(Hunt and Benford 2007: 438) 

 

Hunt and Benford (2007) thus argue that there is a dialectic relationship between collective 

identity and micro-mobilization. While keeping this relationship in mind throughout the 
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review of the resource mobilization perspective, I will return to an elaboration of collective 

identity construction later in the chapter.  

By definition, ‘micro-mobilization work’ furthermore requires the coordinated participation 

of individuals. A central component of the work is indeed the ‘production of the coordination’ 

of participation (Hunt and Benford 2007: 438). This involves the recruitment of participants 

and the sustainment and enhancement of current participation16. According to McCarthy and 

Zald (1977), networks facilitate the recruitment of movement activists and decrease the cost 

of involvement. The recruitment of ‘isolated constituents’, on the other hand, puts a higher 

demand upon the movement (organization) itself in appearing attractive to the potentially 

mobilizable individual (McCarthy and Zald 1977).  

Moreover, being a volunteer in a movement organization, such as the activists in the GN, is 

highly time-consuming and might seem to give rather small immediate rewards to the 

participants. Moreover, the stigma surrounding the RN implicate social costs for the activists 

of the party. Following the resource mobilization perspective, ensuring recruitment of new 

activists and the sustained participation of current activists over time, requires certain 

incentives available to the activists17.  

 

Incentives to participate 

Movement activists have different demands, and movements and movement organizations 

might meet these demands in various ways. Klandermans (2007) differentiates between 

instrumentality, identity, and ideology. Instrumentality presupposes an effective movement 

that is able to enforce some wanted changes or mobilize substantial support, identity refers to 

the ability to act on behalf of and together with a collectivity, while ideology refers to acting 

in accordance with one’s ideas (Klandermans 2007: 366-368). The better a movement or 

movement organization is able to fulfil these motives, the more it will ensure the continued 

and even enhanced participation from activists.  

 
16 Participation is a multifaceted phenomenon with a variety of forms. Fundamentally, it differs in the time and 
effort of the actors (Klandermans 2007: 360).  
17 Known as Olsson’s paradox of collective action (Olsson 1965). As the participation in collective action is 
relatively costly to the individual, in terms of time, energy, and the like, while the individual itself is relatively 
unimportant in the big picture, it would be more ‘rational’ for the individual not to participate. To make 
participation reasonable, the goods from participation must outperform the costs of participation.  
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Melucci (1989) holds a different position from RMT in his view on social movements. While 

RMT might be accused of only, in a relatively superficial way, describing the mobilization of 

social movements, Melucci’s (1989) perspective seeks to dig deeper into the formation 

processes behind the manifestations of social movements which can be observed. Melucci 

(1989) thus assumes that incentives to participation are constructed and developed within 

social movement networks. Moreover, the individuals’ abilities to recognize and evaluate 

these incentives are interactive and develop within the social networks to which the individual 

belongs (Melucci 1989: 32). Out of an identification and feeling of solidarity with a 

collectivity, individuals thus engage in the collaborative formation of incentives to participate, 

together with other participants.  

 

Before further elaborating on the broad implications of the concept of resources, I will outline 

some of the (theoretical) implications of social movement organizations (SMOs).  

 

Social movement organizations (SMOs) and the mobilization of resources  

The need for the coordinated participation of activists essentially implies organizational 

structures. In this manner, McCarthy and Zald (1977) argues that organization constitutes 

both a resource for, and a tool of, social movement activists. Organization facilitates 

mobilization through the effective production and distribution of movement resources.  

McCarthy and Zald (1977) theoretically distinguishes between a social movement and a social 

movement organization. According to them a social movement is “[…] a set of opinions and 

beliefs in a population which represents preferences for changing some elements of the social 

structure and/or reward distribution of a society” (McCarthy and Zald 1977: 1217-1218). 

McCarthy and Zald thus see social movements as preferences and ideas about how the society 

should be and should not be, and a wish to change the society accordingly. However, while 

their conceptualization of social movements rests vague, it is further specified through their 

conceptualization of social movement organizations.  

McCarthy and Zald defines a social movement organization (SMO) as  

“[…] a complex, or formal, organization which identifies its goals with the preferences 

of a social movement or a countermovement and attempts to implement those goals” 

(McCarthy and Zald 1977: 1218). 
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Thus, according to McCarthy and Zald (1977), a movement can include a plurality of goals; 

only the SMOs have specified their goals and they act strategically to pursue these goals. The 

SMO must essentially possess resources, however few and whatever type, in order to pursuing 

the fulfillment of goals.   

Analytically separating SMOs from social movements has several advantages according to 

McCarthy and Zald (1977: 1219); it emphasizes that social movements are never fully 

mobilized but rather involved in mobilization processes. Moreover, it focuses explicitly upon 

the organizational component of movement activity. Lastly, it recognizes that social 

movements are typically represented by more than one SMO.  

Thus, movement organizations play central roles in the formation of social movements. All in 

all, the emphasis on resources, effective organization and entrepreneurship explicitly shed 

light on the processes of mobilization of a social movement (McCarthy and Zald 1977). 

Accordingly, I see the GN and the RN as involved in processes of far-right mobilization in 

France. As opposed to perspectives inherited from theories on political parties, holding that 

radical right parties such as the RN maintains a distinct character; a stable “core” from which 

it could be defined and understood, I rather argue that the RN, seen as a SMO, can be better 

understood as a process. This process is categorized by a continuous adaption to the social 

and political environment, and the creative construction of electoral strategies. At the point of 

Marine Le Pens takeover of the party leadership in 2011, the FN even went through a 

complete redefinition of goals and strategies, seeking to modify its image while pursuing 

government power.  

 

A resource typology 

A further examination of the concept of resources will reveal that it is broad enough to 

include almost everything involved in the mobilization of a movement; human resources, 

money and labor, but also advantageous framings of contentious issues, and cultural matters. 

Edwards and McCarthy (2007: 125-128) presents a typology with five different types of 

resources.  
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Resource type  Including  

Moral resources  Legitimacy, solidarity support, sympathetic support, and celebrity. 

Cultural resources Artifacts and cultural products, knowledge how to accomplish 

specific tasks like enacting a protest event, holding a news 

conference, running a meeting, forming an organization, initiating 

a festival, knowledge of cultural codes, symbols, and frames. 

Social-organizational 

resources 

Recruiting volunteers, disseminating information through work, 

congregation, civic or neighborhood connections, informal and 

formal social networks. 

Human resources Labor, skills, expertise. 

Material resources Financial and physical capital, that is, monetary resources, 

property, office space, equipment, and supplies. 

 

The various types of resources are of course differently distributed to different societies, and 

the access of different social movements to different types of resources is highly variable.  

The GN contribute to the mobilization of all these kinds of resources, and therefore the full 

typology will be relevant for my analysis. I consider the human, material and social-

organizational resource types as relatively self-evident and will therefore leave for them to be 

described in the analysis chapter. The mobilization of moral resources for the RN is especially 

relevant, seeing that the party has gone through a de-demonization and is not yet a normal 

political actor in French politics (see chapter 2). A central task for the SMO is to decrease the 

cost of activism and making the movement attractive to potential activists. The RN and GN 

are thus continuously involved in a process of decreasing the cost of activism.  

Moreover, the concept of cultural resources is interesting, however widely defined within the 

typology of Edwards and McCarthy (2007). Cultural resources involve skills of organizing 

events and meetings, and making cultural products such as online media content, and knowing 

how to promote the party and its policies and ideas. In addition, they involve the knowledge 

of cultural codes and symbols, and frames. A primary task for the RN is framing contentious 

issues so that they fit into far-right narratives and ‘truths’. Goffman (1974: 21) defines frames 

as “schemas of interpretation” that enable individuals “to locate, perceive identity and label” 

occurrences in their own lives and the world at large. Snow et. al. (1986) argues that frame 
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alignment is produced through ‘various interactive and communicative processes’ that are 

involved in micro-mobilization. By rendering events or occurrences meaningful, frames 

function to organize experience, and guide action, whether individual or collective. Frame 

alignment is thus a necessary condition for all movement participation (Snow et. al 1986: 

464).  

As briefly mentioned above, resources might originate from dispersed individuals that are 

converted into collective resources; resources might be appropriated through the exploitation 

of relationships to actors outside the movement or borrowed from other movement actors; 

they might be given to a movement through a patronage relation; or they might be self-

produced, through creating new resources or adding value to resources which the movement 

already possess (Edwards and McCarthy 2007: 131-135).  

 

The construction of collective identity 

In social movement theories, the concept of collective identity is widely used by scholars 

seeking to explain the creation and sustainment of cohesion and commitment between 

individual actors acting collectively over time. Collective identity, however, is a highly 

complex concept, and social movement scholars refer to it in different ways18.  

According to Melucci (1989), collective identity is not a fixed entity, but rather constructed 

and negotiated in relation to the actor’s environment. This process of construction of 

collective identity happens in and throughout what Melucci refers to as the action system, 

comprising the goals of actions, the means (i.e. resources) available in order to fulfil them, 

and the environment in which the action takes place. The continuous negotiations of these 

elements are what maintains a more or less stable ‘we’, and thus explains the formation of a 

social movement. Organizational forms and leadership patterns further work to give more 

durable and predictable order to the negotiations, and thus helps preserving the ‘we’ (Melucci 

1989: 27).  

Melluci (1989: 34-35) defines collective identity in this way:   

“Collective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by several 

interacting individuals who are concerned with the orientations of their action as well 

 
18 For reviews on collective identity literature, see for instance Hunt and Benford 2007; Polletta and Jasper 
2001; Snow 2001; Snow and McAdam 2000.  
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as the field of opportunities and constraints in which their action takes place. The 

process of constructing, maintaining and altering a collective identity provides the 

basis for actors to shape their expectations and calculate the costs and benefits of their 

action. […] Collective identity is thus a process in which actors produce the common 

cognitive frameworks that enable them to assess their environment and calculate the 

costs and benefits of their action. The definitions which they formulate are in part the 

result of negotiated interactions and relationships of influence and in part the fruit of 

emotional recognition.”  

 

Collective phenomena are processes through which actors produce meanings, communicate, 

negotiate, and make decisions (Melucci 1989: 20). Therefore, Melucci sees collective identity 

as a chronic feature of all collective action, however stable or fragmented according to the 

degree of structuring of the collective phenomenon, which can range from purely aggregated 

behavior to formal organization (Melucci 1989: 35).  

In the production of collective action, actors define both themselves and their environment 

(other actors, available resources, opportunities and obstacles). These definitions are not 

linear, but are produced by interaction, negotiation, and conflict, and imply the capacity of 

actors to ‘perceive, evaluate, and determine the possibilities and limits afforded by their 

environment’ (Melucci 1989: 34). Melucci criticizes the resource mobilization perspective for 

referring to these things as ‘objective realities’, and for not highlighting their constructed 

character. In most analyses of collective action, Melucci says, focus is directed towards 

visible aspects such as personalities and events, public mobilizations, acts of violence. These 

visible phenomena are, according to Melucci, only manifestations of deeper processes which 

in turn depend upon the capacity of actors to negotiate the ends, means and environment of 

their action. Collective action thus constantly requires this ‘social construction’ in order to be 

maintained as such (Melucci 1989: 27).  

Melucci’s (1989) theory of social movements and collective identity is rooted in his 

understanding of the post-industrial society, in which actors are seen to be capable of 

‘transcending the linear logic of stimulus and response’, through reflecting upon this very 

process itself. Contemporary action goes beyond modifying and transforming the natural 

environment, in that we become aware of our ability to act upon human action itself, intervene 

in human’s motivational and biological structures (Melucci 1989: 46).  
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In the traditional societies, a person’s identity and social position was to a great extent 

inherited from family belonging. By contrast, post-industrial and post-modern societies are 

highly differentiated. People are a lot more mobile than in traditional societies, moving 

between places, jobs, statuses, social environments. People are acting as nomads of the 

present (Melucci 1989), continuously negotiating their identities in relation to the 

environment. Consequently, identities become increasingly fluid (Fangen 1999), continuously 

in motion as the individual itself moves.  

Central to Melucci’s (1989) view of collective action is that participants are not simply 

motivated by ‘economic’ and calculable goals, exchanging political goods in a kind of 

political market. They also seek goods which cannot be calculated. Contemporary social 

movements have shifted towards a non-political terrain, namely the need for ‘self-realization 

in everyday life’ (Melucci 1989: 23). In the movements, actors live out the ideas they would 

like to realize in society. Thus, the movements themselves becomes ‘messages’, 

communicating the ideas and goals of the movement to the external world19. Instrumental 

objectives are not completely absent, but they are temporary and to a certain extent 

replaceable, as a principal objective of movements are their expressive forms. However, as 

Melucci points out, a constructivist view of social movements cannot restrict itself to 

considering action as a visible event, as collective action is not a fact but a process of 

production (Melucci 1989: 45). This process is not visible in the political domain, and 

revealing it demands ‘a different methodological approach’. This point is particularly relevant 

to the understanding of the RN, as its political strategies and focal points changes according to 

the environment. While there might be oppositional political and ideological views inside the 

party, the party strives to maintain a unified profile outwards.   

Lastly, in complex systems, signs become interchangeable, and the power increasingly lies in 

the codes that regulate the flows of information (Melucci 1989: 55). Consequently, the task 

for social movements increasingly become to find ways manage cultural signs and codes, to 

make themselves relevant to society. For the RN, this means to communicate their policies in 

ways that resonates with codes the society. Nevertheless, as one significant code directs the 

connotations of the RN as an extremist party, an important task for the RN is to recode these 

connotations towards increased normalization. Moreover, Melucci (1989: 55-56) holds that 

 
19 Alberto Melucci is seen as belonging to the school of ‘New social movements’, concentrating on non-class-
based movements, seen as new forms of historical agents of democratic change, wherein collective identity 
were replacing class consciousness as the factor that accounts for mobilization and individual attachment (Hunt 
and Benford 2007: 437).  
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the very form of collective action, through its organization and solidarity, transmits a message 

to society. The collective action itself becomes a message.  

Solidarity  

The formation of solidarity among collective actors is closely intertwined with the processes 

of collective identity construction, as emotional investments enable the individuals to 

recognize themselves in each other (Melucci 1989: 35). Melucci (1996: 23) defines solidarity 

as “the ability of actors to recognize others, and to be recognized, as belonging to the same 

social unit”. This implies both an external and an internal component, the identification of and 

identification with a social group. While a movement might inherit a pluralism of relatively 

different opinions and actions, this recognition of social resemblance among the actors is an 

essential component for being able to call a social movement so. Consequently, one can 

separate between an internal and an external solidarity (della Porta and Diani 2006). Internal 

solidarity is focused on the group to which one belongs and to the members within that group. 

External solidarity is the identification of and identification with groups to which one does not 

belong.  

Blumer (1939) argued that a movement must develop an ‘esprit de corps’ among its members 

by constructing in-group-out-group relationships, providing occasions for informal 

interactions, and organizing formal ceremonies, rituals and traditions. Moreover, this ‘esprit 

de corps’ implies both a body of activists that can be identified as belonging to the same 

unity, and a spirit that involves a feeling of belonging to a collectivity, and thus a solidarity 

among movement members. Blumer emphasized the need for movements to construct 

ideologies and foster morale feelings of enthusiasm and energy among the participants (Hunt 

and Benford 2007: 436-437).  
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4 The methodology of participant observation  

 

My primary method for collecting data on Génération Nation and the activists of the 

organization, consisted of participant observation, or fieldwork.  

As I followed the French presidential elections in 2017, I got an interest in this party, which 

was simultaneously the object of hatred, while at the same time having a strong and 

seemingly increasing relevance and support in the French society.  

I was aware that much of the information that I might get, and actually got, from the activists 

would and were standardized responses which the activists had learned to give to journalists 

and researchers. As Blee (1993) writes:  

“Gathering accurate information about the lives of members of organized racist groups 

is notoriously difficult. Racist activists tend to be disingenuous, secretive, intimidating 

o researchers, and prone to give evasive or dishonest answers. Standard interviews 

often are unproductive, yielding little more than organizational slogans repeated as 

personal beliefs” (Blee 1993: 131).  

Still, the method of participant observation is unique in that it gives the researcher the 

possibility of studying people’s interaction and conversation without the researcher affecting 

the interaction or the conversations as much as in interviews or surveys (Fangen 2010: 9). At 

the same time, the method opens for taking part in the people’s own environment, participate 

in the interactions and getting to know the research subjects (Fangen 2010). While giving a 

little less access to attitudes than using interviews (Swidler and Lamont 2014), it might be 

argued that participant observation gives better access to behavior, and that behavior can be 

measured against attitudes expressed in conversations.   

Through immersing myself in the environment I could get to know the organization and its 

activists without letting prior assumptions about far-right sympathizers directing too much 

what I would look for in my research20. Rather, I wanted to get access to spontaneous 

conversations, interactions and responds to collect as my data material. Moreover, going ‘into 

the field’ revealed the movement character of the GN and RN. Throughout my fieldwork it 

 
20 However, the facts we find ‘in the field’ never speak for themselves but are impregnated by our assumptions. 
Research questions are more or less ‘theoretically’ informed; we need social theories and concepts to address 
even the most basic issues in social research (Blaikie 2010: 85). 
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became apparent that the party was intertwined in a broader far-right network in France, from 

which the party mobilized activists.  

I did fieldwork in the Generation Nation from November 2018 until June 2019 and went back 

to participate in the summer university of the organization the 14 and 15 September 2019. 

Despite my presence ‘in the field’ for a long period, I only met activists, at meetings or 

informally, 1-2 times a week on an average during this period. Paris and the Île-de-France 

region were the principal geographical locations for my fieldwork. However, through 

participating in national party events such as the public campaign meetings before the 

European elections in the end of May 2019, the premier May celebrations in Metz in the 

northern France and the traditional summer university in the South, I got to meet GN activists 

from several parts all over France.   

 

The first contact with the organization 

I sent an email to the person referred to as “National delegate for local implementation” in the 

GN national bureau already at the end of May 2018. I explained that I wished to write my 

thesis on the GN and asked if I could participate in some reunions in the organization, 

particularly in the Parisian region, and meet the activists there. My principal aim with the 

email was to get a confirmation from the organizational leadership that I could go through 

with my project. My contact person passed my request on to the rest of the national bureau. 

After some days I received an email from him where he asked about additional information 

about my project, such as my university faculty and if I disposed a press card, which I did not. 

One week later I got a confirmation from him saying that the national bureau had nothing 

against me carrying through my project. However, they did not put me in contact with any of 

the local leaders in the Parisian region, and consequently I was still on my own to try and get 

access to the organization.  

I started participating at the semi-public meetings of the GN Île-de-France in the 13th 

arrondissement of Paris.  

 



44 
 

First Paris National meeting at ‘la fédération’ in Paris 

I discovered a Facebook event organized by the GN Île-de-France, “Europe: 3000 years of 

civilization or 50 years of construction with Philippe Vardon”. Under ten people were 

attending, according to the FB-event.  

When I went to my first Wednesday meeting, called “Le Forum” or “Paris National”21 at “la 

fédération” in the 13th arrondissement of Paris in the beginning of November 2018, I went 

with an ‘open mind’. I had read about the FN, scholarly work and in the media, I had read 

something about far-right activism, and I had read a little about the GN on Wikipedia. 

Nevertheless, I had the feeling of not knowing what to expect, neither from the meeting, nor 

from the people there.  

The locals of the “Paris National” had been functioning as a place of assembly and site for 

political training and socialization in the FN ever since the party’s beginning in the 1970s. 

However, the site is quite unremarkable seen from the outside. It is localized in an anonymous 

building in a non-particular street in the south-east of Paris. Outside there is a doorbell, and 

next to it a small note saying: “Ring one time”.  

On my first Wednesday meeting, a young man in a suit opened the door. He looked at me, 

shook my hand, and asked me my name. I had to pay 2 euros for the entrance. As I was a bit 

early, and it was hot inside the tiny, and quite crowded locals, I returned outside to have some 

air. Quite immediately the young guy in the suit came after me. He asked me who I were, and 

whether I was a journalist. “We need to be a bit careful sometimes”, he said. He told me that 

he was the youth responsible for the department Seine-et-Marne, référent departemental, as 

he called it.  I explained my errand of writing my master thesis on the organization, and I 

referred to my mail correspondence in May with the national bureau of the GN.  

The meetings in the locals of Paris National were usually attended by militants from the 

region Île-de-France, particularly a “core” of activists of around 15 people. Sometimes 

curious possible new members would attend the meetings, or previously active members 

feeling nostalgic. We used to be around 15-30 people on every meeting, whereas around 3-8 

were female and the rest were male. My impression was that this approximated the general 

 
21 “Paris National” was previously called “Le Forum” and is a traditional form of reunion of the GN (FNJ) 
activists in the Île-de-France region, held on Wednesdays. The activists invite party officials and far-right 
intellectuals to come and hold a lecture with a topic of their choice. There are questions from the activists, and 
afterwards ‘aperos’; drinks and snacks, followed by going out to eat dinner at some of the restaurants nearby.  
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gender ratio in the youth organization overall. Moreover, the boys were more confident in 

talking to me and sharing their ideas and experiences.  

 

About gaining access to the GN 

As I started participating on the Wednesday meetings in Paris in December, I did not 

immediately have the feeling of being accepted by the GN activists. Even if they were fine 

with me participating on regular meetings and the activists would greet me with the typical 

mode of greeting via kissing on the cheeks and express interest in talking to me, some of the 

leaders remained somewhat suspicious or sceptic. For the first couple of months, despite some 

of the regular members asking me if I were joining them for dinner after the meetings, the 

leaders would say that “this is only for party members”. However, as the weeks passed and I 

continued showing up to the semi-public meetings, I experienced the leaders and activists 

gaining more trust in me. In fact, as time passed, I was included almost like a regular member, 

accepted to join in on official party arrangements such as the premier May celebrations and 

the election vigil on the night of the European elections.  

I was also invited to dinners and every now and then a party during the weekends. This 

however, I would often decline. After meetings and party events I was often full of 

impressions and most wanted to go home and prepare my fieldnotes. During the weekend 

gatherings, even though there would probably be a certain room for talking about politics, 

there would also be a lot of informal socializing where I would have to participate more 

actively, and give more of myself than I usually would during the political events. Somehow, 

I did not feel like involving myself in this. Even though I might have got access to interesting 

data on soirées and dinners, these were likely to become quite different from the observations 

that I got and the conversations that I had at more official political arenas. At dinners and 

parties, the activists were on a different stage, following the concept of Goffman (1978), they 

would be backstage. On the political frontstage they would carefully accustom to the de-

demonization and express themselves in neutral terms, whereas the backstage might simply 

come to show different sides of the activists. To evaluate whether the RN was still a demon in 

French politics or to reveal it as such was never my intention during my fieldwork. Scholars 

such as Crépon et. al. (2015) and Stockemer (2017) have already stated that the party has not 

changed its core-politics since before 2011, rather on the contrary (see Stockemer 2017: 32).   
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Even if I did not participate in that many informal meetings with the activists, I still had to 

give something of myself to get something back from the activists. In order to gain the 

confidence of the activists, which was essential for them to open up towards me and relax in 

my company, I had to let them get to know me, be open towards them and show them my 

behavior in different situations. Several times I experienced that as much as I was observing 

them, they were observing me.   

I always wrote my fieldnotes the day after I had been ‘in the field’. This was because I was 

mostly too tired to write something proper during night times after I had got home, and often I 

also had to travel, sometimes many hours, to get home. I used my phone to take notes 

discretely while being in the field. This way I avoided sticking out with a big notepad, while 

at the same time being able to take notes from important observations and conversations. On 

my way home I used to look over the notes on my phone and complete them with important 

keywords. This made me sure of not forgetting important points to the day after, when I 

would write my notes in full documents.  

Lastly, I figured out that the less I asked, and the less “pushy” I acted, the more I gained 

access to as time passed. The activists would invite me to things, and they would approach me 

to tell me particular aspects of their activism, their ideas, aspirations, and personal beliefs. 

Sometimes the things that they told me were controversial within the organizational party 

context, as it showed double memberships to more extreme organizations, or attitudes that 

were more radical than the official party line. When looking back at some of these accounts 

however, I regret that I did not go more into them. The activists told me these things not 

because they were unaware of them being controversial, but because they wanted to tell me 

about them. Where I just responded m-m and confirmed their stories to make them continue 

talking22, or sometimes even gradually changed the subject, I could have dug deeper into their 

personal accounts.  

 

Expanding my research network and contact persons 

In the first couple of months of my fieldwork I was frustrated by not feeling properly accepted 

in the Île-de-France group. As I was going to Marseille one weekend, I sent an email to the 

“national delegate for animation and mobilization” in the GN, which I knew were living in 

Marseille. I explained who I was and the project of my thesis and asked if he would like to 

 
22 This strategy also worked well, as that made them continue talking without me interrupting.  
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meet me for a coffee to discuss his role in the organization. The meeting went well, and he 

invited me to join him on a public reunion with Marine Le Pen and Jordan Bardella in 

Normandie the upcoming weekend. He told me that every weekend up until the European 

elections he would organize a separate program for the GN at the sites of the public campaign 

meetings, where they would hand out flyers and inform about the meeting, but also hold 

social activities for the members with the purpose of cohesion.  

 

Doing fieldwork during the campaign period of the European elections in May 

2019 

The duration of my fieldwork in Generation Nation mostly overlapped with the campaign 

period for the European elections, which were held at the 25 and 26 May 2019. I participated 

in five of the public campaign meetings organized by the RN during the spring of 2019. One 

in the department Maine-et-Loire in Normandie, from which I will present an excerpt from 

my field notes in the following; one in the commune Saint-Dizier in the department Haute-

Marne in the North-East of France; one in Savoie down South, close to the Italian borders and 

where 10-15 activists from the Lega Giovanni23 were also present; one in Seine-et-Marne, the 

largest banlieue to Paris, situated North; and finally, one at a small venue in the 7th 

arrondissement in Paris, right before the weekend of the elections.   

I obtained a lot of interesting data from these meetings. The speeches were mostly repeated 

with small variations between the RN-politicians, and moreover these were not my primarily 

focus in my fieldwork. I participated to observe the role of the young GN activists in the party 

apparatus, and to meet new activists. All the free time before and after the politician’s 

speeches was interesting for me as that gave me an occasion to observe the informal 

interactions between the activists. These were times when it might seem like not much was 

happening, but at the same time, a lot was happening. I could observe how the GN leaders 

would give instructions to the other and sometimes more inexperienced activists, and the 

interactions with the older activists in the RN, the party’s communicational staff and 

photographer etc. During car driving and lunch the activists would just talk, discuss, and joke 

among themselves, and with me, and I got data that was uninvited and undirected by me as an 

intervening researcher. I was just there.  

 
23 Lega Giovanni is the youth organization of the Italian radical right party Lega Nord. 
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The use of an inductive process towards the final analytical conclusions   

In social sciences, the research questions, theoretical framework and use of method is closely 

intertwined (Blaikie 2010). As I set out to get to know more about the Génération Nation, its 

activists and the relationships to the mother party, I were at the same time in a continuous 

process of developing my research questions and focal points. Some researchers might claim 

that using qualitative or ethnographic research methods involve the researcher herself in a 

learning process. This process might include both the discovering of research questions and 

finding answers to them (Blaikie 2010: 66). Almost from the very beginning of my fieldwork 

I knew that I wanted to address the GN as a social movement organization and use 

perspectives from the field of social movement theories to describe and analyze my findings. 

Exactly what perspectives however, I was not sure about before my fieldwork had ended.  

I took my time to observe and talk with the activists, and gradually got a fairly large amount 

of data. From there I started working inductively, looking for generalities and similarities in 

the material, while continuing my fieldwork. The process of collecting data, and afterwards, 

have taken the form of a ‘hermeneutic loop’ (Kezar 2000) from immersing myself in the field 

and collecting data; going home and reflecting on my observations; returning to the field and 

observe and ask questions seeking confirmations and falsifications of my observations; the 

collection of new data; controlling if my theoretical framework was still relevant to my 

current data; collecting new observations; and limit my observational focus towards what 

seemed most relevant and interesting. In this sense, the course of my research can also be seen 

in relation to grounded theory, as presented by Glaser and Strauss (1967). They advocated 

that ‘the use of an inductive process will produce a theory that will fit and work, i.e. its 

concepts and categories will be appropriate, and it will be meaningfully relevant to, and will 

be able to both explain and predict, the phenomena under study’ (Blaikie 2010: 141). Thus, 

theories and theoretical concepts are inseparable from the process by which they are 

generated, which is essentially inductively from social research. In other words, ‘generating a 

theory from data means that most hypotheses and concepts not only come from the data, but 

are systematically worked out in relation to the data during the course of the research’ (Glaser 

and Strauss 1976: 6). The whole research process for this thesis has involved a lot of going 

back and forth between data, interpretations and theory and has certainly felt messy at times. 

However, the process has contributed to making me more certain about my interpretations and 

analytical conclusions.   
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Two interviews towards the end of my fieldwork 

My data material is primarily constituted by ethnographic data, that is, observations and data 

produced in conversations with activists and sympathizers to the party. As my fieldwork 

approached its end, I also did a few interviews. This made me able to “invite” the activists to 

a more formal conversation. Also, through having built up trust throughout my fieldwork, I 

experienced the activists talking very freely. I moreover had the feeling that the activists 

themselves, throughout my presence in the organization, had reflected on parts of their 

activism which they, when the occasion for an interview presented itself, had the opportunity 

to talk about. Due to a bit short time before my departure and exam periods for the activists, I 

only managed to organize two interviews. One interview with the assistant to the regional 

coordinator in Paris, and one interview with three activists having joined the organization 

relatively recently, in September 2018. Three boys, one girl, and among them one couple. I 

kept an interview guide with some main themes which I wanted to ask the activists about, 

with related questions; Entries and first experiences in the party; the GN and “daily life” as a 

GN activist; personal ideas; ambitions within the party and lastly the public image of the 

party.   

The group interview lasted for two hours; the single interview lasted for one hour. I did them 

both in two different cafes in the center of Paris. The activists had different approaches and 

thoughts on their activism, and the group interview made the activists follow up on each 

other’s arguments and discuss among them. Throughout the conversations among the 

activists, they came to agree upon motivations and definitions in the interview situation, and a 

different group interview might have come to agree upon different definitions related to their 

activism. All in all, I found the interviews very fruitful and interesting, while also confirming 

many of my observations and previous conversations, which made me more confident about 

the main body of my data from the fieldwork.  

 

Measures taken in favor of the validity and reliability of the study 

As mentioned above I participated in 5 public campaign meetings, wherein I spent full days in 

the field. Throughout the course of my fieldwork I also went to 14 GN meetings in the RN’s 

locals in Paris, the RN’s official celebrations of 1st May in Metz, the election vigil in Paris at 

the night of the results from the European elections, the two-days summer university for the 

GN in Fréjus in September 2019, in addition to a number of informal meetings with the young 
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activists, and two more formal interviews in Paris. Throughout the course of my fieldwork I 

met - and talked to – a total of approximately 80 activists, in addition to a number of party 

sympathizers, ‘bystanders’ and activists in a few other organizations, all part of the 

‘movement network’ around the RN. I also met and talked to, however mostly briefly, several 

of the party officials in the Parisian region and at national level.  

Some activists I got to know better than others. The activists in the Parisian region were the 

ones I met the most often, and the ones I learned the most from. Also, the GN responsible for 

national mobilization, whom I practically travelled around with for the campaign meetings 

throughout the whole spring before the European elections in May 2019. Altogether, this 

made for a number of around 20 activists, that I met with numerous times and talked about 

several different issues with. Among this group of 20 there were ‘normal activists’, 

department coordinators, regional coordinators, and lastly one that were part of the GN 

national bureau. Some had just ‘taken their membership card’ during the fall of 2018, some 

had been active for up to four years. This gave me different perspectives and points of 

interest. Both perspectives on reasons for joining the party, first experiences, in addition to 

organizational strategies, developments and changes, party politics, and points of critique. 

However, as I did most of my fieldwork in the center for Paris, I mostly talked to activists that 

pursued higher education in universities and colleges centrally located in Paris. Their 

experiences, views and references might not be completely representative for the GN activists 

in more rural areas, for instance on their references to political theory and history, and their 

motivations and ideas. Nevertheless, their class backgrounds varied; while some had parents 

with college degrees, some came from families with no education above high school.  

What I gained access to largely gave direction to my fieldwork. As the time went, I 

experienced new opportunities opening to me. Because of the way I was included in the party 

activities, I participated in several events than I might have needed to write this thesis. I 

participated out of a will to learn as much as possible and see as many different aspects of the 

activism as I could before my year in France was over. Scholars (e.g. Fangen 2010) write 

about the feeling of being “full” when you do fieldwork. When you have the feeling of not 

getting new impressions, of having “seen it all”, then you can safely end your fieldwork. I 

experienced continuously seeing new things and having new insightful conversations as my 

fieldwork progressed. As I were increasingly gaining trust among the activists, while also 

meeting new activists which would sometimes hold back information or highlight some 

aspects at the expense of others, I found my approach with participating in as much as 
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possible, fruitful. Also, to ask again, to consult a type of event or situation again, and getting 

the same responses, the same observations, contributed to making my data material more 

reliable (Khan and Fisher 2014).  

Data collected using the method of participant observation will always be dependent on the 

researcher, as the researcher herself is taking a more or less active part in producing the data. 

One can argue that this is an expense of all qualitative research, as the researcher constitutes 

the most important tool for collecting and evaluating the data. My personality, behavior, and 

ways to interpret things have contributed to forming my material. However, I have tried to 

balance a personal impact by maintaining an open attitude and keeping my focus directed 

outwards as much as possible while in the field. Only when getting home in the evenings I 

would direct the focus inwards and reflect on my behavior, feelings, and experiences from the 

field. Being able to refer to previous studies on the same issue with the same results also 

speaks in favor of the validity of the study.  

 

My status as both a student and a ‘researcher’ writing a master thesis 

My practical life situation in France gave direction to my fieldwork. From September 2018 

until June 2019 I lived at the student dorm the Norske Huset in Paris, as I was on an Erasmus 

exchange at the faculty of political sciences at the university Panthéon-Sorbonne parallel to 

doing fieldwork for this thesis. It was thus out of principally practical reasons that Paris and 

the Île-de-France region became the main geographical sight of my fieldwork.  

My studies at the university made me largely unable to travel to visit different local 

federations and activists, apart from during the weekends. However, it also brought some 

advantages. Primarily, it gave me a status as a student, in line with most of the activists in the 

GN, at least on the Île-de-France region. It made me experience French universities and 

student life, and I learned that at least in the Parisian region, some universities were known 

for being heavily situated “to the left”, as Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne where I studied, or 

traditionally “to the right” as Paris 2 Panthéon-Assas24, where typical enough several of the 

activists in the GN where studying law or political sciences.  

 
24 Stockemer (2017) interviewed FN activists about their political socialization, and found that activists who 
“might already have a latent predisposition for right-wing ideas, completed their political socialization at the 
Assas Law School in Paris. A rare example in the French university landscape, Assas University has been a 
bastion of far-right student politics for decades” (Stockemer 2017: 64).  
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Lastly, the university studies made me busy. Throughout the university exchange I had several 

other purposes with being in France apart from doing research on the GN; I studied, got to 

know people and made friends outside the party, and lived a life outside of my fieldwork. I 

am not sure how much it mattered to the youth of the GN that I was doing other things outside 

my fieldwork in the party, but at least to myself it was important. I would not have been able 

to continue the fieldwork for as long as I did if I did not have anything in the calendar apart 

from RN-activities. I might have been able to do it more intensely, but that would also have 

given me different data.  

 

Language  

I learned French in 5 years throughout secondary School and high school. At the University of 

Oslo, I have studied some courses in French literature, grammar, and literature, but I was not 

fluent in the language when I moved to France in August 2018. Before beginning studying at 

the university in Paris I did four weeks of French language preparations, first in the village of 

Besançon, then in Paris. That helped me a lot. However, I waited until late November with 

beginning my fieldwork and approaching the activists in the organization. I wanted to make 

sure that I mastered the language properly for holding relatively complex conversations, and 

for understanding everything that was going on. However, as I am not a native, and neither 

have lived in France for many years, some cultural codes and references might have got lost 

in my interpretations of conversations and situations. Moreover, as I did my fieldwork and 

interviews in French, wrote my fieldnotes in Norwegian and this thesis in English, some 

cultural and literal meanings might have dropped on the way. However, a close analysis of the 

slang and cultural references of the activists were never my goal. Throughout the fieldwork I 

experienced that my understandings were adequate and that the activists also were interested 

in making me understand.  

 

Ethics 

I consider several steps taken throughout my fieldwork and while preparing the research as 

important for the ethical part of the study. First, informing about the project and myself, and 

communicating with the leaders of the GN before continuing the preparations of my fieldwork 

not only keep me from having unpleasant experiences with the national leadership underway 
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in my project. It also gave them an occasion to evaluate my project and of knowing about my 

presence among the activists in the organization.  

Secondly, my project is registered with, and approved by, NSD (Norsk senter for 

forskningsdata). The only one having had access to my data material throughout this time 

have been my supervisor, Katrine Fangen, and myself. In the thesis, all persons are 

anonymized.  

Thirdly, when meeting and talking to new activists, I always presented myself and my project. 

I rarely experienced that anyone was negative to my project. Some however seemed more 

skeptical, and those would just not talk talk with me that much. Many times, however, I did 

not have to tell the activists about my project, because they already knew about my presence 

from having been told by someone else in the assembly on that particular meeting or event. 

These people would often approach me with curiosity, wondering how I knew about the 

organization, whether the party was known in Norway, who I was. I also met and presented 

myself to a few officials in the party. Some of them would be particularly hospitable, seeming 

almost as if it was a kind of strategy. “Welcome to us”, they would say, and maybe make 

some joke about John Carew or a Norwegian fellow student “Trude” back in the 1990s.  

Most of the activists that I talked to wanted to know if I shared their ideas, which I do not. I 

said that I supported the Labor party in Norway but was not member of any party. Sometimes 

they would look up the ‘Arbeiderpartiet’ on Wikipedia, sometimes slightly frown on the nose 

when they read ‘social democrat’, but I never experienced being rejected for not sharing their 

ideas. Several expressed that they had nothing against activists from other parties, and they 

respected people being engaged in politics and having political views. Moreover, I always 

promoted having an open attitude, wanting to learn about their organization and understand 

their ideas.  

Fourth, for the interviews I explained once more my intentions for the activists, despite the 

activists with whom I had interviews towards the end of my project already knew me and my 

project very well. I also explained that the interviews would be recorded. When the interviews 

were finished, I told the activists that they could contact me anytime if they had questions 

about anything or wanted to say something more. The interview recordings were deleted after 

I had transcribed them.  

I used Facebook throughout my fieldwork to get information on events, and to maintain 

contact with the activists during the time of my fieldwork. However, I have not used anything 
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from the activist’s profiles or posts as data. I am still friends with many of the activists on 

Facebook but have not stayed in particular contact with any of them. However, when some of 

them contacted me and asked me to like their personal campaign pages for the local elections 

in Spring 2020, I did.  
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5 Micro-mobilization work and the becoming of a “vitrine” to the 

RN  

 

In June 2018, the traditional Front National de la Jeunesse became Génération Nation. The 

organizational structures of the GN assemble the young adherents of the party between 16-30 

years of age. Apart from the age distinction, there are no formal organizational differences 

between the mother party and the youth organization; the youth organization officially shares 

the political program and ideas of its mother party. While according to one former activist 

being “plus dure” (“harder”, i.e. more radical) during the 1990s25, it was reined in quite 

severely in line with Marine Le Pen’s takeover in 2011 and the ‘modernization’ of the party 

(see chapter 2).  

One party official described the GN in an interview with the leftist newspaper Libération 

during the RN’s summer university in September 201926.   

- Generation Nation does not do much. Kids who already own a suit and think about 

the future are put there. This sanitized structure, for us, has a point because we can 

control it. 

As I had set out to get to know and try and understand the assumingly interesting and 

important youth organization of one of the biggest parties in France, I must admit that I got 

somewhat disappointed. As this relative ‘unimportance’ of the youth organization got evident 

throughout my fieldwork, I realized that I had to slightly change perspective. What did it 

mean for the GN to be a direct organizational extension of the RN, and what role did the GN 

have towards the RN in the mobilization and production of party resources?  

The statement by the RN politician above says something about the importance of altering 

and maintaining the image of the party. As young people tend to be more radical than adults 

(Mudde 2014), and as the RN today makes for the center of the far right movement in France 

(Caiani and Cisàr 2019), controlling the more extreme forces that the party inevitably attracts, 

is essential. Today, the RN attracts a wide spectrum of youth engaged to the far right, and 

they are more or less radical in their ideas. Some are drawn by the ‘modern’ and softer 

 
25 Crépon found that the FNJ activists during the 1990s were ‘significantly racist and leant towards the extreme 
right in their ideological views’ (2006: 37).  
26 Available online at: https://www.liberation.fr/photographie/2019/09/16/photos-de-jeune-classe-du-
rassemblement-national_1751518 .  
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LGBT-friendly line of Marine Le Pen, of Marine Le Pen herself for that matter; some comes 

from the Republican party; conservatives; Catholics; many are identitarian (see chapter 2); 

some are still praising the line of Jean-Marie Le Pen. In their various backgrounds the young 

activists in the GN could themselves be proofs of the ‘successfulness’ of the strategy of 

Marine Le Pen (Akkerman et. al. 2016) in assembling French nationalists and becoming the 

main force to the right in French politics.  

As Rotman (2014) interviewed young leaders from the youth organization Front National de 

le Jeunesse, several of them being candidates for local elections, she met a diverse group of 

individuals. Some had been active in the UMP under Nicolas Sarkozy27, some had never been 

politically active. Furthermore, some did not even seem to know about the party’s history, 

which, she suggests, might even be desirable to Marine Le Pen and her allies; becoming a 

party without memory (Rotman 2014: 13). Moreover, the activists were very aware of their 

role in the storytelling of the party and were cautious in their ways of talking and presenting 

themselves.   

Through the political socialization and schooling which the party apparatus provides, the 

youth are trained to be loyal to the party’s ideas and strategies (Pudal 1994; Igounet 2015; 

Crépon and Lebourg 2015; Stockemer 2017). However, while extremist, white supremacist 

and racist statements might well be uttered inside the community of activist28 (see Checcaglini 

2012), the same utterances reaching the public would lead to expulsions. This was essentially 

what happened to the previous regional coordinator of the FNJ Île-de-France, who expressed 

racist attitudes which reached the medias’ attention29. Some activists in the Île-de-France 

talked about the episode.   

- He was filmed while he was saying ‘des bêtises’ (foolery), it was very unfortunate. 

He was fired. He was filmed by a guy that was jealous of him. Of his position.  

 

The expulsions are thus mostly about altering and maintaining the RN party image, and not 

about a ‘cleansing’ of the party itself. This corresponds with scholars having studied the so-

called de-demonization of the party, finding a change in rhetoric and image, and a 

 
27 Union pour un mouvement populaire, today Les Républicans.  
28 A few studies of the FN have been done undercover, such as Checcaglini (2012): Bienvenue au Front, journal 
d’une infiltrée, revealing racist and extreme attitudes of party activists.  
29 Available online at: https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/plainte-pour-injure-a-caractere-raciste-deposee-
contre-le-cadre-du-fn-davy-rodriguez-12-03-2018-7604550.php  
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normalization of ideas and policies (Akkerman et. al. 2016), but not a change in the ideas and 

policies themselves (Mayer 2013; Crépon et. al 2015; Stockemer 2017)30.  

While youth are to a certain extent ‘controlled’ in the party, they are also encouraged in 

organizing and facilitating activities for the youth. Some are promoted to representing their 

department on party level only a few months after their adhesion, if having the right profile, 

and according to the needs of the party. Rotman (2014) writes about one of the young party 

representatives whom she met, one of the party’s “prefects”; “A young well behaved man, 

not the type to pronounce a misplaced word, completely conform to the needs of FN in 

presenting new faces. With him, it seemed, there would be no waves” (Rotman 2014: 18). 

Throughout my fieldwork, seemingly, this image served as an ideal towards which the young 

GN activists, in seeking to play a role for the party, were striving.  

 

The GN as a “vitrine” to the RN 

Throughout my fieldwork I was struck by the relatively passive, but at the same time visible, 

role of the youth organization towards the mother party. As I participated at several of the 

central political events in the party, such as the premier May celebrations and the ‘kick off’ 

for the campaign of the local elections of Spring 2020 at the party’s summer university, I 

never saw any of the young activists pronounce one single word publicly, on stage, in a party 

context. However, the youth were often assigned roles where they were being ‘shown’, as 

decoration, so to speak.  

On the 2020 local elections ‘kick off’ in Fréjus in September, the young GN activists, 30 of 

them, were sitting in two rows on the stage, dressed nicely in color coordinated black and 

white, some wearing white GN t-shirts, throughout Marine Le Pen’s speech. They sat quietly 

throughout the entire speech of Marine, and only raised from their chairs at the end of the 

session to sing the Marseillaise together with the audience. In the morning earlier the same 

day, some of the young GN activists held a sports session on the beach, to which all the media 

present to cover the party’s summer university were invited. The sports session had of course 

nothing to do with party politics, and everything to do with image building.  

Étienne, an activist in the Génération Nation Île-de-France for four years, talked about the 

relationship between the GN and RN in this way:   

 
30 See chapter 2.  
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- Before the presidential election in 2017, the youth organization played a bigger role 

towards the RN. After 2017, not at all. After the presidential elections, the 

organization was weakened. The previous leader of the GN started working with 

communication for the party. Today we are in fact not very useful. Generation Nation 

is like a ring on a beautiful lady. The ring is nice to look at, but apart from that it does 

not have much function. It’s an accessory. A while after the electoral defeat, the spring 

2018, the organization tried to start over. Marine Le Pen put Jordan Bardella as a 

leader. And the name was changed, it was Marine Le Pen’s idea with Generation 

Nation. 

 

Several of the GN activists talked about this weakening of the organization after 2017, when 

many of the members also quit the organization from a lack of motivation after the electoral 

defeat. Following Klandermans’ (2007) theory of instrumental, ideological and identity 

motives for participation, this suggests that the organization had failed to prove its 

instrumental capability of realizing the ideas of the activists, which made them quit31. 

However, several of the activists that had quit in 2017, returned throughout the year of fall 

2018/ spring 2019, and after the victory in the European elections, in June and throughout the 

summer, several new adherents joined the party.  

 

Through political schooling and socialization in the party apparatus, the young adherents 

become useful activists for the party. They can do interviews and pass on the official party 

politics and rhetoric to a public, at the same time as they constitute a vitrine; new faces of the 

RN, which can take on party responsibilities and even run in elections to further underline ‘a 

new image’ of the party. In this sense, the activists were important in the mobilization of 

moral resources to the RN (Edwards and McCarthy 2007), playing a role in the work towards 

increased legitimacy.  

The election vigil in Paris at the night of the results of the European elections of 2019 showed 

the role of the youth organization as a ‘vitrine’ in a direct manner. Here, the young GN 

activists of the Paris federation were the ones doing interviews with the media and 

commenting on the prospects before the results were announced. Party officials such as Jean 

 
31 See chapter 6 on motivations.  
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Messiha, Philippe Vardon, Jordan Bardella and Marine Le Pen came only much later, after the 

results were announced. The young activists were all dressed up in suits and dresses, in order 

to represent the party in the best way possible.  

 

- What does this victory of the RN mean? 

- It’s a victory against Macron. We’re in need of a change, and now it’s Jordan 

Bardella that incarnates this change.  

- The results of the European elections represent the end of the reign of Macron, 

Mercel, Juncker… These two parties that have governed a bit on their own in the 

European Union during the last forty years. On the national level, it represents the end 

of the supremacy of Macron. He does not have the plebiscite of the people, and he will 

realize that tonight.   

- Why does the RN have such high support among French youth? 

- Well, Jordan Bardella talks of how we are the generation of 1990-2000 that have 

grown up listening to our parents talk about a France that was doing good. While we, 

we are born in a France that doesn’t do well. We’ve grown up with terrorism, massive 

immigration, etc. We are the generation that says stop to May ’68, stop to the leftist 

ideology that has governed in France during the last fifty years.  

 

Over a longer period, polls have shown RN as the most popular party among 18-24-year-olds, 

and the media have made numerous reportages about the young support for the RN. In the 

European elections however, the green list Europe écologie les verts came first among the 18-

24-year-olds.   

Jordan Bardella did himself refer a lot to the French youth in his speeches during the 

campaign for the European elections. In the youths’ reflections and responses around their 

victory, they were actively reproducing the framings of contentious issues which the party 

sought to disseminate to the public at large (Klandermans 2007: 368). The concept of “frame” 

denotes “schema of interpretation” (Goffman 1974: 21) that enable individuals “to locate, 

perceive identity and label” occurrences in their own lives and the world at large. Frames are 

thus an essential part of all movement participation and are produced through micro-



60 
 

mobilization processes (Snow et. al 1986: 464). Here, however, the frames were essentially 

produced by the strategists of the RN and replicated by the activists. In the statements above 

one can identify one framing of why the RN was among the premier parties among the youth, 

and one framing in which Macron, representing globalization and liberal policies, were to be 

concurred by the RN, representing a rescue. While there might undoubtedly exist grievances 

among parts of the French population, which the Gilets Jaunes protests manifests, it is up to 

the RN to profit from these sentiments of grievances (Mudde 2007; Art 2011). This, they 

essentially do through the creation of these narratives to which parts of the population might 

relate to.  

During the electoral vigil I walked around for a bit, and at one point I ended up at the table of 

an old man in a wheelchair and his wife. They were invited to the election vigil as members of 

the party. A journalist approached the man in a wheelchair and asked for some comments, to 

which he refused plentiful.  

- They just cut in what I say and create a reportage that goes completely wrong. I don’t want 

to be part of that. People think the RN is a bad, xenophobic, evil party. Are we? Look at the 

youth! says the man and points over to the GN activists standing gathered around one of the 

foremost round “small-talk”-tables. - No! It’s wrong.   

 

In the rest of the chapter, we will take a step back to look at the organizational structures and 

political and ideological training behind this young vitrine of the RN. 

 

Socialization into the organizational structures of the GN  

Organization is essential in ensuring the efficient distribution and production of resources 

(McCarthy and Zald 1973; 1977; Jenkins 1983; Edwards and McCarthy 2007). Several 

scholars (such as Igounet 2015; Stockemer 2017; Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 135) have pointed 

to the FN’s progressive building of an effective nationwide organization and the party’s strong 

local anchorages. Moreover, after 2011, membership numbers have risen dramatically, from 

22 000 in January 2011 (Stockemer 2017: 57), and 83 000 members today, according to the 

party sites32. The ‘localness’ of the party might be seen as part of the practical implementation 

 
32 The accurance of these numbers might be difficult to confirm. They are available online at the party’s 
webpage: https://rassemblementnational.fr/les-adherents/ .  
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of the RN’s policies, as it involved politicians being ‘close to the people’. Being present “in 

the terrain” was repeatedly plead and emphasized by party officials to the activists. “One can 

be very active online, but if you are not visible on the markets, where people are, there is no 

point. People want to be in contact with the political candidates, they have to be able to talk to 

you”33. Consequently, some of the most important parts of the tactical repertoire (Taylor and 

Van Dyke 2007) of the GN (and the RN) comprised the distribution of flyers, while at the 

same time talking and communicating with people.  

The leaders of the GN held that the principal goal of the GN was to train future RN officials. 

The organizational structures of the GN at local and regional level provided the youth with 

opportunities for political and ideological training, meeting and establishing friendships with 

fellow activists, as well as taking on responsibilities and leadership roles34 (Igounet 2015, 

Crépon and Lebourg 2015). There were often close social relationships between the young 

and elderly activists, as the young activists in addition to participating in GN activities 

regionally35 also would participate in party activities in their local department.  

On department level, the head representative for the RN is the “délégué departemental”. The 

GN likewise has a representative in each department, a so-called “référent departemental”. 

This would be the head responsible and coordinator for the GN in the respective department. 

Above the department referents came the GN regional coordinators. They were typically the 

ones responsible for organizing bigger social and political events for the youth, in addition to 

being in close contact with the RN leaders and politicians in their respective region. While 

adherents could be nominated department responsible short time after adhering to the party, if 

there were few other candidates, being nominated regional coordinator often demanded more 

experience and having proved trustworthiness, and political and organizational skills. 

Moreover, as the regional coordinators often had more experience, they were often appointed 

other responsibilities and positions, such as being advisor to party officials or having a spot in 

regional or municipal councils.  

 
33 David Rachline, the mayor of Fréjus, in a speech, “What is a young mayor”, to the GN activists at the party’s 
summer university in September 2019 in Fréjus.  
34 See chapter 6, “The RN: A fast track to political career?”.  
35 Most activities in the GN were organized at regional and national level, at department level everyone met 
and participated all together in the party.  
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All promotions at local and regional level in the GN were done by the national delegation. 

Formally the appointments should be done by Jordan Bardella, but in practice it was often 

done by the responsible for ‘mobilization and animation’, Fabrice.  

Olivier was the GN department referent of Seine-et-Marne, the biggest department in Île-de-

France, and rural.  

- Inside the department of Seine-et-Marne I work closely with the délégué 

departemental, we have our own department offices. In addition, I am in contact with 

all the offices of the other departments in the region of Île-de-France. That also makes 

for a greater cohesion among the different departments. The more we are, the nicer it 

is. In my group I have 10 adherents: One is in high school, a few are studying, many 

are working. Some that are 20-21 years old are married, several does not have a job, 

some are 27-28, some own small businesses. There are big social differences, you see. 

In the RN we have a good social mix, but it is true that most adherents have not 

studied much.  

When I entered the party at 16, I did activism for one year only inside my department. 

Because Seine-et-Marne is so grand and rural, many of the young adherents never go 

to Paris to do activism and participate in events. When I began studying, I eventually 

began going to the Paris National meetings, and there I met everyone. 

 

This is my general impression, that the GN members studying or/and working in the cities, 

were the ones being active at a regional and national level. Several of the young adherents of 

the RN were only active in the organization inside their department, most of which I never 

met36.  

While the RN did not have active local organizations in all of the 101 French departments37, 

there were continuous changes in the opening and closing of local chapters. Lack of 

organizational structures meant lack of opportunities to engage in political activism for the 

RN. At some of the bigger party events I met activists who told me that they would like to ‘do 

 
36 See chapter 4 on methodology for selection and representativity.  
37 There are 101 French departments, including the overseas departments French Guiana, Guadeloupe, 
Martinique, Réunion, and Mayotte and Haute Corse and Corse du Sud (Corsica).  
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more’, but that in their village or department the RN had very little support, and consequently 

lacked an active local organization. 

 

Organizational resources in urban versus rural areas  

As I did most of my fieldwork in the Île-de-France-region, this is the region that I got to know 

the most. However, there were important differences between the various local organizations, 

most importantly in terms of organizational resources, membership numbers, proximity to RN 

politicians and intellectuals, and social and electoral support. This correlates with general 

assumptions in movement research, namely that movements are more likely to emerge and 

thrive in metropolitan and central areas where potential activists are in closer proximity to a 

variety of resources (Edwards and McCarthy 2007: 119). The resources mobilization 

perspective (McCarthy and Zald 1977) holds that the spatial distribution of movement 

mobilization should correlate more strongly with the access to resources than the spatial 

distribution of grievances and deprivation (Edwards and McCarthy 2007: 119). For the RN 

this seems accurate. While the party was mobilizing a lot of support in the ‘forgotten France 

(see chapter 2); rural areas and banlieues where people were experiencing precarious life 

conditions, the party did not always have functioning organizations and opportunities to 

participate in protest activities here. In the cities, such as in Paris, the GN activists were living 

active lives, studying at central universities, some working part time jobs, and going to GN 

and RN meetings in the evenings and during weekends. Several were also engaged in a 

broader far right network outside of the RN party structures (see chapter 7). However, the cost 

of activism, in terms of stigmatization of the party, would be different between the various 

regions, departments, and between rural areas and cities38.  

When I went to a campaign meeting in Chambéry in Savoie, I met two activists that were 

working on restarting a GN organization in Allier, a rural department in the region of 

Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes. For recruiting activists, their plan was to hand out flyers, go to visit 

schools and universities together with the RN deputies in the department, in addition to 

publishing on social media. Manon had just been nominated ‘référent departemental’, and she 

had already opened a new Facebook profile for the “GN Manon”. She had friends that did not 

want to see political posts all the time, she told. She explained her motives to participate in the 

RN.  

 
38 See chapter 7 for how the activists were dealing with the lingering stigma of the party.  
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- Many of the young move away to live their lives. Maybe they return later, when they 

are retired, because it’s cheaper to live in the department with the money from the 

retirement. It’s hard to get it going financially. After having payed taxes there is 

almost nothing left to live for. Macron have removed the taxes for the rich people, 

probably because he has rich friends. That is not how it should be, that the ones 

working hard and pay their taxes are left with that little. It’s not right! 

Where I lived before, I lost a lot of friends because I was part of the RN. Then, after 

the accident, I said to myself, but I love politics! Politics are fun, we get the 

opportunity to talk about our experiences, to have an impact on our future. It’s 

important that the youth are heard, we are fed up with the old politicians. 

 

Manon’s story is typical in several ways, but in this organizational context I want to point to 

the time in which she entered the organization. This was a point in time where something 

turned her life upside down, an accident39. Other activists often reported becoming members 

of the RN when they began studying or moved to a new place. While they might have been 

sympathizing with the party for some time, changes in their life course was often what made 

them become official members. Many reported not knowing anyone in the RN before 

becoming members and were typical examples of what McCarty and Zald (1977) referred to 

as ‘isolated constituents’, mobilized through a perceived attractiveness of the membership in 

the RN.  Other activists, typically in the urban areas, were active in other far right 

organizations such as in the Cocarde Étudiante40 and met GN members there which led them 

to join the GN and the RN. These were examples of recruitment through networks, which 

evidently facilitated the process of involvement and decreased the cost of individuals’ 

investment (McCarthy and Zald 1977). 

In the RN, the adherents are included in a big organization with regular political and social 

events coming up41. On this particular Saturday where I met Manon, there was a public 

campaign meeting with Marine Le Pen and several other prominent politicians from the RN. 

The young activists of the GN had been handing out flyers at the Saturday market in the town 

during morning hours, then met at a local restaurant up in the mountains to eat a three course 

 
39 She did not tell me more about the accident, and I did not ask. It seemed as if it had happened several years 
ago. She kept crutches in the trunk of her car and used them when we had to walk far during the day.  
40 Student organization oriented towards the far right, see chapter 7.  
41 More on the social side to activism in chapter 6 and 7.  
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meal, before greeting Marine Le Pen and taking pictures with her in front of the majestic 

Alpes rising over Chambéry.   

On our way to the public meeting with Marine Le Pen in Savoie this Saturday, I got a ride 

with these two militants in Manon’s car. While we drive, they talk among themselves. Manon 

are energized,  

- This gives me a lot of motivation, meeting all these activists from the region and 

seeing that we’re not all alone. We might be alone in the department, but not really. 

It’s super. Fabrice42 is very nice. He is good at organizing. He also said to me that it’s 

good what I’ve done, that I had done my job. 

 

The leaders in the GN served both to facilitate the micro-mobilization work, i.e. the totality of 

social movement work (Hunt and Benford 2007) of the activists, encourage them to work, 

control that they had done their work, and reward the activists for their work, most 

importantly through promoting them to getting further responsibilities.  

 

Tactical repertoires for altering organizational image and increasing visibility 

The GN and RN were using conventional political methods for making the party visible, 

including tractage, handing out flyers, boitage, putting flyers in mailboxes, collage, putting 

up posters inside and outside cities, organizing meetings and events for various purposes 

including the traditional summer university43, and on some occasions putting up banners. In 

more recent years, the GN had also incorporated the use of direct social actions into their 

tactical repertoire. Taylor and Van Dyke (2007: 263) claims that “if there is a single element 

that distinguishes social movements from other political actors, it is the strategic use of novel, 

dramatic, unorthodox, and noninstitutionalized forms of political expression to try to shape 

public opinion and put pressure on those in positions of authority”. Accordingly, the GNs use 

of direct social actions might be seen as an unorthodox behavior of a political youth 

organization, essentially aimed at affecting public opinion on the party.  

 
42 The national responsible for ‘mobilization and animation’.  
43 The summer university is a traditional event within the RN (FN), however because of economic difficulties in 
the party it had not been organized for the youth organization since 2014.  
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Fabrice, at the time recently nominated national responsible for animation and mobilization, 

told me about his plans:  

- I want to deploy alternative activities for the youth in the GN, to show the voters of 

the RN and sympathizers that we do something good for the society, that we are 

decent young people. Even those that don’t vote RN will see what the youth are doing. 

Fabrice showed me some pictures on Instagram of the actions they had carried through, 

collecting garbage from the sea and on beaches, and donating blood for the military. They 

were also planning on helping farmers collecting olives, he said. He explained how the olives 

that were imported from Mexico to France outperformed the French olives, as the production 

costs were much lower there. The tactical repertoire of direct social actions was visibly 

developed through the borrowing and appropriation (Edwards and McCarthy 2007) of 

elements from the environmental movement.  

The social actions of the GN were carefully documented on the GNs social media accounts 

and served to increase visibility and alter organizational image. This should again be seen in 

relation to the role of the youth organization of being a ‘vitrine’ to the RN. Moreover, close to 

all the GN activists were active on Twitter, reposting tweets by the party officials, but also 

posting from GN actions. As Rotman (2014: 33) highlighted, a good activist should be a 

‘geek’. While the internet is still an important tool for the dissemination of far-right ideas (see 

e.g. Albertini and Doucet 2016: La Fachosphère), scholars also point to a relationship of 

seemingly mutual dependence: “the populist radical right needs the media, and the media 

needs the populist radical right” (Mudde 2007).  

 

The national delegation  

Jordan Bardella has been the leader of the GN since March 2018, and the leader nominates his 

co-workers in the national delegation of the organization. How many positions and the 

responsibility distributions among them varies from period to period, needs and resources. In 

2018-2019, there was one national delegate for “local implantation”, one for “training and 

prospective”, one for “animation and mobilization”, one for “communication”, and finally one 

for “student life”. Apart from Jordan Bardella, everyone was working voluntarily, without 

pay. How much work each put into their responsibilities, varied. While some were spending 

almost all their time on the job, others were almost completely absent.  
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In addition to being the leader of GN, Jordan Bardella was also the official spokesperson for 

the RN, from September 2018 premier on the party’s list for the European Parliament 

elections the upcoming spring, and in June he got nominated vice president for the RN. 

Consequently, Bardella was most of the time absent from the GNs activities, and his presence 

as a leader was, more than anything, symbolic. Still, the young GN activists expressed an 

understanding for Jordan Bardella being away, and they always talked about him in positive 

terms. Several times when he was guesting TV-shows or do other media appearances, the 

young activists from the GN would be present in the audience to support him (and take photos 

for the organization’s social media accounts afterwards). However, after the European 

elections, when he also was nominated vice-president of the party, there were speculations if 

Fabrice, the national responsible for mobilization and animation would be nominated as new 

leader of the GN. Nevertheless, it was announced that Bardella continued leading the 

organization, and he nominated the regional responsible of Île-de-France as his secretary-

general.  

 

Political training and socialization of the GN  

Like every political party, the RN seeks to provide schooling for its activists. Boumaza (2002) 

interviewed Carl Lang, the leader of the FNJ in the period of 1983-1986. He talked of how the 

FN had drawn inspiration from the formation techniques of the communist party during his 

time; “We taught them a little of all techniques of political agitation, organization, ‘agit-

prop’44. You know what the Marxists say, […] There are three important elements in political 

combat: agitation, propaganda, organization. It’s the agit-prop, the propaganda, that’s the 

development of simple ideas at the mass level. The organization is the party apparatus. 

Inspired by communist methods of organization and agitation, we used these three elements to 

train young patriotic and nationalist activists” Boumaza (2002: 306).  

Rotman (2014) describes the formation program of called ‘Campus Bleu Marine’, carried 

through in front of the municipal elections of 2014 with a principal goal of training young 

candidates. Louis Aliot, vice-president of the RN, was nominated “vice President of 

formation” at the time. The purpose of the ‘ateliers of formation’ was, according to one of the 

participants, “to improve the arguments and learn to perform more effective communication 

and activism” (Rotman 2014: 49). A letter from Marine Le Pen to the young participants in 

 
44 Political, originally communist, propaganda, especially disseminated through art or literature. 



68 
 

the “Campus Bleu Marine” was titled with the famous statement of Socrates: “One thing only 

I know, and that is that I know nothing (Rotman 2014: 48-49).  

As the RN puts a strong focus on local organization and local electoral progress (Igounet 

2015; Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016; Stockemer 2017; see also chapter 2), political training of 

local activists is central to the party’s strategy (Igounet 2015: 296). In the GN, the political 

schooling happened primarily at the local level, and at a summer university. The ideas behind 

the schooling of GN activists today are seemingly much the same as they were 35 years ago, 

as outlined by Boumaza (2002). The ways of carrying it through is essentially the same as in 

the ‘Campus Bleu Marine’ formation. However, as the RN is weakened by large debts and 

lacks financial resources (Igounet 2014), formation of young activists does not seem to be a 

first-hand priority by the party. Further, and as mentioned above, there seemed to be big local 

differences in access to organizational resources.   

 

‘Paris National’ 

The “Paris National” was the weekly meetings of the GN Île-de-France, and something 

particular to the GN in the Parisian region. The meetings were held in the 13th arrondissement 

of Paris, in an anonymous building. Apart from the name of the street, which has the same 

name as what was and still is an important and reuniting symbol for the party, Jeanne d’Arc45, 

nothing could tell that this was one of the main sites of the RN in Paris. In these locals, 

political training was held every Wednesday, sometimes several days during a week. 

Valentin, the assistant of the regional coordinator, and his girlfriend were the ones responsible 

for organizing the meetings. Most of the times a speaker would be invited, either an RN 

official or an intellectual situated in the French far-right milieu. The speaker was free to 

decide which subject to talk about.  

During my time in Paris I heard Philippe Vardon talk about European identity, Julien Sanchez 

talk about the role of the mayor, Xavier Raufer talk about crime and terrorism in France, Jean 

Messiha discuss whether liberalism and protectionism was compatible, Hervé Juvin talk about 

“juvinisme”, ecology and Knut Hamsun, Aymeric Durox talk about crisis in the French 

education system. The speeches were as much for inspiration as they were for learning. 

Moreover, the organizing of these meetings might imply a certain organizational autonomy 

 
45 In the foundation of the FN in 1972, Jean-Marie Le Pen took the mythology of Jeanne d’Arc as a uniting 
symbol for the party (see Igounet 2014).  
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for the GN, as opposed to most previous findings in research on the organizational apparatus 

and membership of the FN (e.g. Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016; Stockemer 2017). 

Three meetings stood out, as they were held exclusively for, and by, the young activists 

themselves. One in which an activist presented his master thesis on how the European 

Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) influenced French national law, with a particular focus 

on family constructions, one where an activist from the GN national bureau came to talk 

about the relationship with Lega Giovanni, and one where Île-de-France regional leaders held 

media training.  

Due to space constraints, I will briefly present only the media training session. This gives an 

insight into how the youth prepared for presenting the party in official media settings and do 

interviews, such as at the election vigil for the European elections outlined above.  

 

Media training: Learning to reproduce the party policies and rhetoric in interviews 

Valentin talked about how the activists would often watch and study media interviews and 

debates with RN officials, so that they could learn, and copy them.  

- We watch the party leaders a lot when they express themselves on the TV, and we 

look for what we call ‘language elements’, what answers to give according to this or 

that theme, to know well the line of the party, to know what to answer etc.  

Many of the more experienced activists had done plenty of interviews, they told, both with 

domestic and international media. Out of the less experienced activists46, several had done 

interviews with journalist students. “Worst case, if you say something stupid, it doesn’t matter 

too much. When we are a bit more trained, we are sent to do bigger things”.  

At the media training, chairs were placed out in a circle formation in the room. We were few, 

only 8 people. Étienne was leading the course, together with regional coordinator Marcel. The 

first time I met Étienne, he presented himself as the media responsible for the GN Île-de-

France. “I am the one educating the activists in how to distribute the tracts, how to hold them, 

not too low, smile, look people in the eyes, etc.”, he told me. Étienne, being more experienced 

than most of the other activists in the GN of Paris, might be seen as a dispersed individual 

 
46 Several of the activists in the GN Île-de-France had joined the organization September 2018, a couple of 
months before I started my fieldwork.  
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holding resources, here essentially of a cultural character, which he would share with the rest 

of the GN community (Edwards and McCarthy 2007: 131-135).  

Étienne takes the role of a journalist, the interviewer, walks around in the circle, points to 

each one in turn with a pen, and asks them typical questions that a journalist would ask.  

- Why did you want to adhere to the RN? 

- Do the young members necessarily share all the ideas of the old generation of the 

party? 

The questions have seemingly different levels of difficulty, but a goal is to challenge the 

activists, to make them say something racist, xenophobic, wrong.  

- ‘Are you calling us a Nazi party, do you compare us to the Nazis?’ Never say that! 

Do never draw those comparisons, those links. Because it is not relevant. It has 

nothing to do with us. The journalist will try to reveal the RN as a racist party, your 

task is to disclaim those accusations, Étienne says firmly.  

The activists would say “ooooh” and laugh when someone responded with something on the 

edge, something “wrong”. - What was good, what was bad? Étienne walks around in the 

circle, activating everyone, making the audience take part in every interview.  

After a bit of warm-up, the interviews are moved to the front of the room, with Marcel on the 

one side of the table, playing the journalist. Sometimes he also plays a representative from 

another party, like the Republicans or Débout la France, the biggest competitors of the RN to 

the right, or La France Insoumise.  

- When you talk to journalists you should not answer directly to the question but say 

what you want to say that is related to the question. Our politics. “What the voters 

really want to know is...” and so on. Be sure of your own agenda and continue 

fulfilling your argument before you let yourself be interrupted. Don’t take pauses in 

your statements.  

Étienne would often hold brief interviews with the activists at Paris National, before sessions 

were to start, or after. Sometimes in English. It was important that the activists were prepared. 

Journalists would sometimes find the activists on Facebook and ask for interviews directly, 

and several times they showed up at the site in rue Jeanne d’Arc. Through the interview 

trainings the activists were learning how to defend the party’s ideas and positions. Moreover, 
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the trainings could be seen as steps towards the internalization of the ideas and the framings 

of the party, and also fostering commitment to the ideas and goals of the movement.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to outline the relations between the GN and RN at an organizational 

level, and the way the GN constitutes a ‘vitrine’ to the RN (Rotman 2014), as they present 

new faces of the RN outwards. Throughout the adherent’s inclusion into the organizational 

structures of the GN, the young activists go through a comprehensive internal socialization 

process, where they learn about the policies and ideology of the party. They also have the 

opportunity to take on responsibilities inside the party hierarchy47. The organizational 

structures and socialization in the GN ‘transforms’ the young adherents of the party into 

valuable human resources that can perform a variety of micro-mobilization work for the party. 

In addition to helping in carrying out practical actions such as handing out flyers and putting 

up posters, the activists also engage in reproducing the party’s ideology and framings of 

contentious issues. 

The role of the GN as a vitrine to the RN as a part of the normalization of the party (Ivaldi 

2016) comes with several consequences. The most obvious being that the youth have to be 

careful in their appearances and ways of talking. Contrary to the FNJ under Jean-Marie Le 

Pen, when they could show themselves as anti-Semitic, racist and all there is, now, the racism 

has to be denied and hidden.  

 

  

 
47 Career opportunities and other incentives will be treated in chapter 6.  
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6 Career, community, and “fighting for the ideas”  

 

In studying the RN, it becomes apparent that the rewards of engagements are relatively low, 

compared to the amount the average activist puts into ‘movement work’ (Hunt and Benford 

2007). The GN must provide something more for its activists that merely career opportunities. 

In addition, the lingering stigma of the party (Stockemer 2017) increases the cost of 

engagement. Following the views of Earl el. Al. (2017), I hold that youth activism needs to be 

studied with agency in mind, as young people are “active learners and decision‐makers, who 

may have distinct interests, and have intersectional identities that include being young” (Earl 

et. al. 2017: 8). Young people in their 18-25s are at a decisive moment of their lives, in which 

their actions and decisions often have great implications on the years to come.  

In line with Klandermans (2007), I see the GN activists as movement activists having 

different demands motivate them in the course of their activism. Klandermans (2007) 

differentiates between instrumentality, identity, and ideology. The ways in which these 

individual demands are being met by social movements and movement organizations, the 

more activist engagement turns into satisfying experiences, which increases the chances for 

the sustained participation over time (Klandermans 2007).  

In this chapter, I will elaborate on various sides to the activism in the GN, which are all 

related to either instrumentality, identity, and ideology, or a mixture of them. Following the 

theoretical views of Meulucci (1989), movement incentives are constructed and negotiated 

among the actors. This chapter highlights several of the negotiating aspects of the incentives 

from activism in the GN.   

 

The RN – A fast track to political career? 

One of the first statements I was met with when entering the GN was “the RN is the party that 

really gives youth a chance”, as opposed to the Republican party or the Socialist party where 

“one would have to have done the ENA (École Nationale d’Administration), or the ENS 

(École Normale Supérieure), and know the right people”, in order to be someone to count 

with. The RN, the activists said, was not like that.  

And the numbers were clear, for instance the 2015 departmental elections revealed that, of all 

French parties, the FN had the highest proportion (about a fifth) of local candidates aged 



73 
 

under 35 years (Ivaldi and Lanzone 2016: 148). Moreover, there were several evidences of 

young activists having climbed the party hierarchy fast (see e.g. Rotman 2014). Only 19 years 

old, Jordan Bardella became the party’s main representative in his local department of Seine-

Saint-Denis, and continued to take on new party responsibilities at a high speed. At the age of 

21 he was nominated official spokesperson for the party, and at 23 he became the head of the 

party’s list for the European elections.  

While the RN has a high support in many local departments, they do not always have 

competent candidates filling important party positions and running in elections in these places 

(Crépon and Lebourg 2015; Stockemer 2017: 75). Crépon and Lebourg (2015) emphasizes 

how the RN generally presents close to four times more candidates with a worker class 

background, compared to the other political parties, included the socialist parties. Thus, a 

political engagement in the RN might function as a ‘social elevator’ to some of the activists, 

and the youth were often encouraged to take on party responsibilities sometimes relatively 

straight away. Still, the party would not promote anyone. Rotman (2014) asked Nicolas Bay, 

one of the top politicians of the RN48, on what criteria the young representatives were chosen. 

To which he responded, without hesitation “Discipline”; they had to “respect the instructions, 

do as they’re told.” Moreover, he amplified, “We also look at the profile, the biography, the 

look, their way of talking” (Rotman 2014: 27).  

Nevertheless, as the RN were known for being such a party in which one can climb the 

hierarchy relatively fast, it inevitably attracts individuals with such motives exclusively. 

However, the career hunters were not the most welcomed among the community of hard-

working activists.  

In an interview with three activists from the Île-de-France region, I asked them if they would 

like to become party officials.  

Léa: - No, I don’t think that suits me.  

Olivier: - That’s why I changed studies from law to informatics, because that balance 

between political activism and studies suit me well. Law is a lot more political. 

Marcel49 said that he does not like the careerists, and I completely agree with him. 

Having a post should not be a goal. But it can be a dream, and it’s good if it’s a dream. 

 
48 Nicolas Bay is today representing the RN in the European parliament.  
49 The regional coordinator of Île-de-France.  
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If you become deputy, you should not forget that you represent the people that voted 

for you. To me, it’s a dream to get to represent the party in the major institutions.  

Léa: - I agree. If it happens, why not, but after all, it’s not my goal.  

Damien: - It could be good, seeing that as an elected you have the influence to pursue 

what you think is important. To become elected in my town, I’m not sure, I don’t have 

any particular ideas for my town. For national politics I have ideas. Some have a 

dream of becoming minister. What if I became sports minister? The word minister 

comes from Latin and means servant for the master. I could have been minister for 

national education.  

 

The activists were, as seen in this example, rather hesitant about responding with a straight 

affirmation on the question of wanting to become party deputy. As Stockemer (2017:74-75) 

suggests, this might be because of a social cost of becoming a public representative for the 

party. However, most activists having been part of the organization for some time were 

already visible and open about their party engagement. Moreover, many reported mostly 

being social and having friends inside the party.  

Several of the activists expressed an opposition against career hunters, only seeking personal 

benefit and not finding motivation in giving anything back to the party. In fact, a lot of the 

activists that I talked to expressed fighting for one’s ideas as the important thing. Becoming a 

politician should be seen as an extension of that goal, not the end goal in itself. Moreover, 

many of the activists emphasized the importance of working hard for the party, the cause, or 

the ideas. These aspects are highlighting the negotiation of incentives to activism among the 

individuals in the GN (Melucci 1989).   

Even if there are several evidences of politicians having climbed the hierarchy relatively fast, 

the RN is in general known as an “activist party” (Crépon and Lebourg 2015; Igounet 2015; 

Stockemer 2017). In fact, most of the top politicians of today’s RN started at the local level 

(Stockemer 2017). Here, they all began with the basic work of distributing flyers, putting up 

posters and participating in local meetings (Igounet 2015). Moreover, while many members 

still do not want to make their FN membership public50, the activist pool has increased under 

 
50 See chapter 7 on how the activists manage the cost of the stigma.  
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Marine Le Pen51, who, since taking office in 2011, has also tried to promote individuals with 

relevant skills and knowledge. Those who are committed, qualified, and are able to defend the 

ideas of the movement, can advance relatively quickly up the party ranks (Ivaldi and Lanzone 

2016; Stockemer 2017: 75).  

 

An organizational culture of doing ‘Everything for the party’ 

Valentin, department referee to a banlieue to Paris, emphasized the importance of ‘fighting 

for one’s ideas’:  

- To be a good activist, one should work hard for one’s ideological convictions, ideas, 

before anything else. One should not just want to become elected, because of the 

money etc. You need to fight for your ideas. […] To become a department referee52, 

principally, one should work. Prove that you deserve to have a position. To be present 

in the terrain all the time, fight for one’s ideas, prove that you are willing to give of 

your resources and your time for the party.  

 

The activists were in general emphasizing the importance of giving of one’s time and work, in 

order to earn a position. In this sense, the RN maintains a character of an activist party (ibid.), 

where a high value is put on being present ‘in the terrain’, among people, distribute tracts, 

fight for the ideas, despite sometimes experiencing hostility. The activists stated that they 

found pleasure in knowing that they had contributed to the party’s victories, such as the one in 

the European elections.  

 

In June 2019, after the European elections, Jordan Bardella was nominated vise-president of 

the RN. In the GN there had been speculations for a while, if someone else would get the post 

as the GN leader, as Bardella went to Brussels to represent the party in the European 

parliament, in addition to managing his formal positions of vice president and official 

spokesperson of the party. Some leaders had been more visible in the GN throughout the 

spring, in preparing and facilitating activities for the GN throughout the campaign period, and 

 
51 She chapter 1.  
52 See chapter 5.  
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some would guess that others might get the position of Jordan Bardella. Nevertheless, in June, 

it became clear that Jordan kept his position also as GN leader.  

- Are you disappointed?  

- Bah, a little bit, especially since he already has a lot of responsibilities. But that’s 

life. One must support. And think about the party before anything else.  

 

Social movement organizations are carriers of meaning (Melucci 1989) and collective 

phenomena are processes through which actors produce meanings, communicate, negotiate, 

and make decisions (Melucci 1989: 20). The activists’ personal ideas were most often referred 

to as being the same as the party’s ideas. This corresponds general findings in the studies of 

social movements, where movement activists strive to have overlapping ideas and goals with 

the movement, and largely tend to incarnate the ideas of the movement (see Blee 2018). 

Throughout the political and ideological schooling of the GN (see chapter 5), this activists’ 

incarnations of the ideas of the party was an intended strategy by the party leaders.  

In the GN, fighting for one’s ideas implicitly meant fighting for the ideas of the party, and 

thus, fighting for the party. I argue that this can be seen as an inherent part of the 

‘organizational culture’ (Kunda 1992) of the RN. I understand culture in this context in line 

Goodenough (1970); culture being “in the minds and hearts of men”, a learned body of 

tradition that governs what one needs to know, think and feel in order to meet the ‘standards 

of activism’ (Kunda 1992: 8). In the GN a strong emphasis was put on working hard for the 

ideas, despite opposition from the society. Working hard and being a lot “in the terrain”, 

distributing flyers etc., served as a proof of a will to give of one’s time to contribute to the 

party.   

In this respect, Kunda’s (1992) research on “Tech culture” in an (American?) high tech 

corporation is interesting. The bosses in the company told him:  

“Power plays don’t work. You can’t make’em do anything. They have to want to. So, 

you have to work through the culture. The idea is to educate people without them 

knowing it. Have the religion and not know how they ever got it! […] Generate some 

enthusiasm, let them work off some steam, celebrate some of the successes, show 

them that they are not out on their own, make his presence felt” (Kunda 1992: 5). 
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Even if the object of Kunda’s research were a company of adults working a regular salaried 

position, his findings have commonalities with the ways the GN youth described their 

activism in the GN and RN. Here, the “culture” becomes a mechanism of control, of making 

people wanting to contribute and give a lot of their time, because they have internalized the 

ideas and goals of the movement (Blee 2018), and because they are enthusiastic about the 

party, its values, community, and essentially wanted to work towards gaining electoral power. 

While the activists would enter the organizations of the RN and the GN with a set of ideas and 

motivations for participation, these were to a certain extent aggravated through the training 

and socialization in the GN. Despite Jordan Bardella being largely absent among the activists 

in the GN53, he was still present and exercised control, through his charismatic leadership 

style and as representing the party, its strategies and ideologies to the young activists, sharing 

traits with the way Marine Le Pen presents herself has the incarnation of the will of the people 

(Stockemer 2017: 32). The middle leaders would refer to Jordan Bardella in their statements, 

referring to his discourses or some of the organizational strategies which they had discussed 

with him. Moreover, the activists would several times be present in the audience on debates or 

other media appearances to support Jordan Bardella, from which they would post on social 

media directly after.  

Something that was essentially creating enthusiasm and good feelings among the activists was 

the community within the party, its many soirées, parties and celebrations of traditions. The 

strong community within the GN and RN should also be seen in relation to the stigma of the 

party. However, as it also seemed to create strong incentives for participation and stimulating 

enthusiasm around party activities, and thus playing an essential part in wanting to “fight for 

the ideas”, I will elaborate on some of it here54. 

 

“If it wasn’t for the social side to activism, I’m not sure I would have done it”: 

Traditions and celebrations of party identity and community  

Some of the Paris activists told me that the political forums on Wednesdays had been 

organized at the site in Rue Jeanne d’Arc for around twenty years55. In the meeting room, the 

walls were covered with shelves, in which books on various issues within history, politics and 

ideology, were placed. One time an activist took out some of the big photo albums from the 

 
53 See chapter 5 on the organization of the GN and the leadership of Jordan Bardella.  
54 The role of community is also discussed in chapter 7.  
55 See chapter 5 on political and ideological schooling of the activists.  



78 
 

shelves to show me, some of them were dating all the way back to the party’s beginning in the 

seventies. There were pictures of reunions and parties in some big country houses with pools; 

pictures of people laughing and enjoying themselves. I tried to recognize some politicians’ 

faces. There were many photos of the previous leader Jean-Marine Le Pen, often caught in 

humorous postures.  

The site in rue Jeanne d’Arc was thus a place safeguarding much of the history of the party, 

and moreover it was important for maintaining tradition and a feeling of belonging among the 

activists56. New and old activists would come and go. Previous FNJ activists showing up to 

join the meetings could say things like, “It hasn’t changed, it’s just the same is it was during 

our time. The same form, the same ‘camaraderie’”.  

After every Paris National meeting, everybody raised up from their chairs and sung the 

Marseillaise57. Then the chairs were put aside to make the floor open, and beers, cider, soda, 

and snacks were placed at a table in the front – it was time for the ‘apéros’. This was a time 

for catching up with the other activists, and for mingling; meeting and talking to new people. 

After an hour or so of apéros the activists would go out and eat at one of the restaurants 

nearby.  

For Damien, those were among the best experiences from the party.  

 

- I very much like the evenings when we go out together after the Paris National, when 

we eat together, and sing songs… It’s camaraderie. In fact, that’s the character of 

politics, according to the political scientist Carl Schmitt58, relations of friends and 

enemies, and the tensions between them. It’s about people coming together because 

they’ve got the same convictions, and they’ve got a common enemy.  

 

Most of the activists in the GN seemed to in fact share this view. They enjoyed the “soirées”, 

the parties, the community, and the friendship. Blumer (1939) argued that a movement must 

develop an ‘esprit de corps’ among its members by providing occasions for informal 

 
56 Paris National was far from the only traditional event within the RN. The May 1 celebrations, the summer 
university, the celebration of the Christian tradition “Galette des Rois”, are other examples. 
57 The French national anthem. The Marseillaise was sung almost after every meeting in the RN, internal 
meetings as well as public meetings and events.  
58 Carl Schmitt was a German jurist, political theorist, and a member of the Nazi party.  
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interactions, and organizing formal ceremonies, rituals, and traditions. This, in addition to the 

construction of movement ideologies, would foster feelings of enthusiasm and energy among 

the activists, Blumer argued. These statements serve as examples of how the RN was doing 

exactly these things. The organizational culture of ‘fighting for the ideas’ were fostered by the 

feelings of collectivity among the activists.  

Olivier did not think he would have participated as much in party mobilization activities if it 

were not for the community.  

 

- If I had come every Sunday to a train station, met the same three other people which 

I met every Sunday, handed out flyers and then gone home; I’m not sure if I would 

have done it, despite my ideological convictions.  

In fact, the social activities, going out and drink together and spend time, it was used 

during the 1900s by the German military, that’s where it comes from. Also, the 

Communist party have used it a lot. Above fighting for one’s ideas, one belongs to a 

group. Today, I think that every party, those that are successful, they do these things. 

We live in a society that is more and more individualistic, with a greater distance 

among people […].  

 

It was not uncommon for the activists to liken the party to a second family, which several 

previous studies of the FN also have highlighted (e.g. Lafont 2001; Boumaza 2002; Bizeul 

2003; Stockemer 2017). To Hunt and Benford (2007), micro-mobilization work produces 

collective identities. Throughout the course of the activism in the GN, early mornings 

distributing flyers and late nights putting up posters, with the dinners and the soirées in 

between, the activists developed strong sentiments of community and friendship among each 

other. Moreover, the importance of community for the participation of the activists needs to 

be understood in line with Melucci’s (1989) view of collective action, in which a central goal 

to the activists’ participation is not merely ‘economic’ and calculable goals, such as for 

instance career, but also ‘self-realization in everyday life’ (Melucci 1989: 23). In the 

movements, actors live out the ideas they would like to realize in society.  
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Instrumental and ideological motivations  

Those seeking the political realization of their ideas appeared to show less attachment to the 

party than the ones appreciating other incentives, related to identity (belonging) or ideology. 

Despite Marine Le Pen having put an end to plural organization memberships after 2011, as a 

way of avoiding ties to more extremist affiliations, some of the young activists still kept their 

doors open to other alternatives.  

Valentin told me that he was a member of the Generation Identity, and had become a member 

of the GI approximately at the same time as with the GN.  

- There are several ideological factions in the RN, I belong to what we refer to as the 

identitarian faction. The priority, if we want to save France, is to reduce the 

immigration and save the culture of Judeo-Christianity which we have in France, and 

in Europe. In addition to the RN, I am also part of the GI. Since 2015, I have always 

been part of the two parallelly. […] We have several previously identitarians that are 

now working for the party, Damien Rieux, for instance, the previous responsible for 

Generation Identity. He has always been working with Marion59. And Philip Vardon, 

he was the director of Jordan’s campaign for the European elections […].  

- Do you think the RN will rule France one day? 

- I hope so. That is, even if it will not necessarily happen with this party, then with 

another. Our ideas will necessarily come to power at some point. I have always said: 

“I’ve visited, I’ve defended my convictions. Today, they are represented by Marine Le 

Pen, by the RN. If tomorrow, someone else present themselves, I will go join that 

someone else”. I’m not attached to a party, I’ attached to the ideas. What I want, is my 

ideas coming to power, and that we defend France. Be it with Marine, or someone 

else.  

 

Valentin was among the only ones expressing these views directly to me. They were 

controversial, as they were going against the significant culture of putting the party and its 

victory before anything else.  

 
59 Marion Maréchal, the niece of Marine Le Pen, was previously deputy in the RN. Now she is running the ISSEP 
in Lyon (see chapter 7).  
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The activists would repeatedly engage in conversations with party officials, asking them if 

they thought the RN would some day gain power. While some asked their question with a 

sceptic manner, others were more hopeful, and positive. The politicians would answer 

vaguely, some could say ‘why not?’. Nevertheless, the activists repeated interest in the 

question of gaining power suggests that the prospects of succeeding would lead to increased 

motivation. Moreover, the initial weakening of the party after the defeat against Emmanuel 

Macron in 201760, suggests that many were disappointed and simply lost their motivation for 

continuing.  

Still there were activists continuing their engagement in the RN also after 2017. And the 

activists receiving vague answers from the politicians on the prospects of success, while still 

pursuing their activism in the party, suggests that these individuals had found other things to 

their political activism which they enjoyed in the meantime.  

 

Conclusion 

Among the activists that I met in the GN, several incentives to participation became visible. 

Some sought the realization of their ideas. These were strategic in their actions, took on 

responsibilities and posts in the party apparatus and participated in local elections, while still 

not necessarily showing a great attachment to the party, as the ideological realization was the 

most important thing. As long as the RN presented itself as the best instrument for ideological 

realization, these activists would rest. Others would still emphasize the realization of ideas as 

being an important motivation, but the party would come before anything else, as the party 

represented the incarnation of the ideas, a valuable community for which it was worth fighting 

for, despite other possible participation options. Many of the activists enjoyed the community 

and ‘camaraderie’ that the party apparatus provided, and this might seem like the most 

important factor for continued participation over time, also because it was an important 

‘shield’ against the stigma which many of the activists were facing (see chapter 7). Moreover, 

GN as the provider of community and social belonging fulfilled the a need for “self-

realization in everyday life” (Melucci 1989: 23). Among the individual activists there were 

often a mix of these motives, while some were stronger than others for the individual activist.  

 
60 See also statement by Étienne in chapter 5.  
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The creation of community, and the will to ‘fight for the ideas’ and fight for the party were 

essentially constructions among the activists, which were continuously negotiated and 

maintained through the interactions within the community of activists. However, the borders 

between the ideas of the party and ideas from the broader French far-right movement 

appeared somewhat porous. Nevertheless, seeing the RN as a strategic and vote-maximizing 

actor, the ideas that wore promoted at any time might change according to the electoral 

strategies (see chapter 2).  

The will to fight for the ideas are essentially something that is produced through the political 

socialization and schooling within the party (see chapter 5), and something that is highly 

beneficial to the party mobilization, as this party loyalty through the incarnation of the party’s 

ideas and goals leads to an indirect control over the activists. While scholars such as Ivaldi 

and Lanzone (2016) assumes a more ‘pragmatic’ leadership with Marine Le Pen and a certain 

greater organizational ‘flexibility’, the organization is still controlled, through ‘culture’.  
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7 Strategies for dealing with the stigma and collective identity 

constructions  

 

Campaign meeting in Paris, May 2019 

About one and a half week before the European Parliament elections I attended a public 

campaign meeting in Paris. During these last weeks, the party were holding public gatherings 

intensively all over France, several days a week61. This one was centrally located in the 6th 

arrondissement of Paris, and for the occasion the party were borrowing the locals of the 

mayor62. When I arrived at the location at 7pm there were no banners or anything outside the 

building informing about the event, keeping it discreet as usual. Nevertheless, the doors were 

open and inside chairs were beginning to fill and I found the usual core of young activists 

sitting at some of the front rows.  

Aurélien Legrand, the head of the RN in Paris, welcomes the audience and starts by thanking 

the mayor of the arrondissement for lending the RN their locals for the meeting, and 

emphasizes that this is not an everyday thing, that the party gets permissions like this in Paris. 

Some of the young activists around me nods agreeingly. Legrand thanks the activists for 

preparing the locals for the meeting, and for having brought some simple food for eating after 

the meeting, ‘all French to the bone of course’. One often says that the activists of the RN 

constitutes the spirit of the party, and today this is very true, praises Aurélien Legrand.   

Jean-Paul Garraud is on one of the speakers of the event. He has until very recently been a 

politician for the Republicans. Some of the young activists tells me later that he was never 

really on the inside there, he was too much to the right. He was the one working the hardest 

for banning the burka in public, they tell me. Now he is an “independent politician” but 

running for the European Elections on the list of the RN. 

- Why are the people sympathizing with the RN experiencing stigmatizing? Asks Jean-Paul 

Garraud. - Why is the RN a stigmatized party? We are only patriots, people that shares a love 

for their country. Paul, sitting next to me, suddenly looks up from his phone, listening. 

 
61 The main message towards the end of the campaign period was always the same: “Go out and convince 
everyone you know to vote for the RN.” The European Parliament elections have the highest numbers of 
people that abstain from voting. Consequently, these abstainers could possibly be transformed into a 
significant voter group for the RN, as voting to the French far right would be a vote for reducing the power of 
the EU, building the institution down from the inside.  
62 In Paris, every arrondissement has its own mayor and own council.  
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Someone nods, mumbles in agreement. Aurélien Legrand sitting on the side of Jean-Paul 

Garraud nods too.  

- We will get there, says Jean-Paul Garraud. - Why are we the extremists? Because we like 

our country? Because we don’t want to bend for the EU? I am a populist! I am happy to say it. 

People grins, Paul grins. - Because I want to give the power back to the people. But what is 

most important, I want to fight against Islamism. Everybody claps. - And I want to fight 

terrorism.  

- It demands courage, says Jean-Paul Garraud, to be member of a party and vote for a party, 

despite the stigma. But you have understood it, and I have understood it. After a while (after 

having quit the Republicans). We are intelligent. At that point, the enthusiastic response 

somewhat stalls.  

 

Is the RN still a stigmatized party? 

This is the only time I heard someone mention the somewhat ever-present stigma of the RN in 

a public speech. Nevertheless, it was a pressing issue for the youth in the Generation Nation. 

Several talked about losing friends after joining the RN, someone reported only having 

friends inside the party. Some talked about not getting a job because “the recruiter found my 

Twitter profile”, or of getting frozen out of the community at work. Followingly, it was not 

unusual for new adherents to keep their engagement in the RN secret for a while after their 

adhesion, sometimes for years. Telling friends, not to mention telling parents, posed 

problems. For many of the activists, they lived out their political engagement only on party 

events among fellow activists. 

At the first Paris National meeting of 16-year-old Améline, the other activists tried to figure 

out how she could tell her parents about her political engagement, but also whether she was 

old enough to partake in their political actions.  

 

- Your parents, how are they? Are they open to our ideas, what do they vote? asks 

Sébastien.  

It does not seem like Améline knows exactly. Apparently, she has not told them 

anything about her considerations of joining the RN.  
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– If you wait until the European elections, then you’ll see what they vote.  

– Say that you are for national sovereignty, suggests another. - Or bring them here! 

Then they will see that we are completely normal and nice people.  

Olivier suggests that she can attend some meetings, and after a while she will learn 

some arguments that she can use in discussing with her parents.  

– But she is ‘mineur’, under 18? Will she be able to participate in our actions, put up 

posters…? Someone asks. Putting up posters often happened during late night hours.  

– You should ask Marcel what he thinks, if you can join our actions or not.  

 

Reducing the cost of activism is essential for the recruitment and participation of activists in 

social movements (MCcCarthy and Zald 1977). During the time I spent in the party the 

stigma was a constant issue, penetrating all sorts of situations, if not directly, then indirectly. 

It was an underlying code directing the meaning of all conversations and situations. All 

activities, in one way or the other, focused on overcoming this stigma, turning the code over, 

proving the activists ‘normal people’ and politically legitime. Goffman defines stigma as ‘an 

attribute that is deeply discrediting’ (1963: 3). However, it should be understood through a 

‘language of relationships’ rather than an actual attribute to a person or social group. It 

concerns expectations to a social category, and what we perceive as normal and deviant 

(Goffman 1963).  

While quite some research has been focusing on the de-demonization63 of the FN (see e.g. 

Crépon et. al. 2015; Stockemer 2017), how stigmatization of the party makes it attract 

primarily ‘outcasts’ to whom the party provides a community (Bizeul 2003; Boumaza 2002; 

Lafont 2001), and how the activists construct collective identity in relation to their political 

ideas (Boumaza 2002; Crépon 2006), comparatively little research have been dedicated to 

how the stigma affects constructions of collective identity by FN activists, and how they 

deploy different strategies for dealing with the stigma, essentially related to identity.  

Boumaza (2002) and Lafont (2001) used theoretical perspectives from the sociology of 

deviance to understand the engagement of the young activists in the Front National de la 

Jeunesse (FNJ), and both described FNJ activism as ‘careers of deviation’ (Howard Becker 

1985). Today, however, I do not find the ‘deviance’ perspective to be equally relevant. I find 

that the GN activists come from a relatively broad variety socio-economic backgrounds, some 

 
63 Might as well be called ‘de-stigmatization’. See chapter 2 on Marine Le Pen’s strategy.  
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having parents with university and college degrees working in leader positions, others having 

primarily a working-class background. In Paris, most of the activists pursued higher education 

in fields such as law, political science, history, marketing, and informatics64. In more rural 

areas I met young activists that were gardeners, farmers, or working in administration. 

Approximately four out of five activists were young men. Several of the activists also had part 

time jobs, or full time for those who had finished their studies. This corresponds with Crépon 

and Lebourg (2016) (see also Rotman 2014; Stockemer 2017), who writes of ‘a strong 

heterogeneity, biographical trajectories and socio-professional profiles’ among the adherents. 

The attraction of these seemingly ‘normal’ people to the RN demands an elaboration on how 

they are dealing with the persisting stigma of the party, but also some theoretical assumptions 

of why they find an interest in joining the RN in the first place.  

Different traditions within the research of far-right activists provide different explanations for 

why individuals take part in the far right (see e.g. Blee 2018). In a study of radical and 

extreme attitudes of French high school students, Galland and Muxel (2018: 203-204) found 

that the dispositions for adopting radical and extreme attitudes, in the sense of “only” 

opposition towards the political and social system, or in addition accepting and justifying the 

use of violence, were more strongly related to socialization at school and political 

socialization in the family, than socio-economic factors related to social origin. Also, gender 

variables and subjective variables such as the feeling of discrimination had an impact on 

radical and extreme attitudes. This might seem to correlate with my findings, as the GN 

activists would often talk about experiences in school, family discussions or their own 

research of political party programs, historical books and the discovery of certain far-right 

revues, as factors which made them want to engage in the RN.  

Ever since Marine Le Pen was elected president of the party in 2011, she has worked to de-

demonize the party65. Since the presidential elections in 2012, the RN have drastically 

increased its electoral scores, most significantly among workers, employees, and women (see 

chapter 2). While RN stigma rests strong in metropoles and central areas, the party is rather 

welcomed in many parts of the peripheral and rural France (Guilluy 2014; Le Bras 2015).  

Collective phenomena are processes through which actors produce meanings, communicate, 

negotiate, and make decisions (Melucci 1989: 20), and followingly collective identity 

 
64 See chapter 4 on selection and Paris as site of fieldwork.  
65 See chapter 2.  
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becomes a central feature to all collective action. As it appears from my material, the youth of 

the RN negotiate their activist identities through interactions inside the organization and in 

relation to the environment, as assumed by Melucci (1989). Within the community of GN 

activists, terms and definitions related to the party activism were being tested and played with. 

In fact, among the activists, the stigma can become something else. The activists, as reflective 

and culturally competent actors, can interfere in their own appearance towards others, and 

inwards in the group. They can name the stigma, turn it around and flip it over. In other 

words, ‘instead of leaning on their crutch, they get to play golf with it, ceasing, in terms of 

social participation, to be representative of the people they represent’ (Goffman 1963: 27).  

In the following we will take a deeper look into this sometimes contradictory but 

simultaneously interesting process, by looking at some significant scenarios from the field 

where definitions of identity and collectivity where challenged, confirmed, or redefined.  

 

Public meeting with Marine Le Pen in Savoie, March 2019 

This Saturday youth activists from the region Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, mostly from Rhône 

and Lyon, some from Bourg-and-Bresse and some from Allier, are gathered in Chambéry in 

the department of Savoie. We are around 20 young people. The program of the day is this: 

09.30am: Handing out flyers at the market in Chambéry, 11.15am: Restaurant in Apremont, 

12am: Welcoming of Marine Le Pen at the restaurant, 3pm: Public meeting.   

National responsible for animation and mobilization Fabrice gives instructions on how we are 

going to walk through the marked to hand out flyers. While we are walking, I cannot help but 

pointing out how beautiful the city of Chambéry is, the traditional French market with fresh 

supplies from nearby farms, the Alpes surrounding and the relaxed atmosphere. Fabrice says 

that here they live like they have been living for the last 40 years; they remain unaffected 

from outside influence and immigration. The people seem tranquil, happy.   

Many of the people approached say no thank you to the flyers, with firm voices.  

At some point Fabrice stays, talking to a family of four. After a while he returns and tells 

enthusiastically of how he just met his stepfather who he had not seen for 12 years. They had 

had a lot to talk about, catching up on the lives of them both, during the 12 years that had 

passed. I point to the pile of fliers in his hands and ask if they talked about the RN. Fabrice 

says no, they had not found the time to talk about that. I am thinking that that’s somewhat 
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weird, considering that Fabrice is spending every weekend, and practically all his time lately 

organizing the mobilization activities for GN. 

After having taken a group photo of all the GN activists at the market for social media we 

start walking to the cars to get to the restaurant, the next point on the program. While we 

walk, a woman shouts at one of the groups in front of us. “The FN is an awful party that does 

not belong in France and we are going to destroy you!” She makes quite a fuss, even runs 

after the activists a little, furious. The activists around me laughs.    

At the restaurant, a group of around 15 young Italians come and join us. They come from the 

youth organization of Lega Nord, Lega Giovani66. They are coming to join us for the lunch 

and for attending the public meeting with Marine Le Pen afterwards.   

While we sit at the restaurant tables a group of four young men joins the group, they look 

“posh”. One of them is the GN responsible for the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes region, he is not 

tall, but broad-shouldered and has a muscular upper body, waffle jacket, pilot sunglasses and 

leather shoes looking new. Sharped cut hair and beard. It seems as if he knows more people 

around the table than the ones whom he greets.  

- Everyone put on your GN jackets67, Marine is coming! Fabrice commands. The mood is 

suddenly exhilarated, everybody puts jackets on. Then Marine Le Pen enters, escorted by 

several people whom I guess must be political advisors, photographers, animators, and 

bodyguards. She stops at the end of one of the two long tables and says “Bonjour les jeunes! 

Here you are, ready to build the Europe of tomorrow! Bon appétit and see you soon!” And 

that was it. Everyone smiles, I am not sure if any responds. Marine Le Pen and her 

companionship walks into a private room next to the dining room, allegedly to prepare the 

public meeting.  

Essentially, this whole Saturday contributed to the negotiation and productions of collective 

identity for the activists. As the woman shouted after the activists, the activists laughed. 

However, as Fabrice met his stepfather, he chose to hide his activist identity, rather playing 

out another version of himself. The appearance of Marine Le Pen, as the absolute leader of the 

 
66 See elaborations on the relationship between the GN and Lega Giovani in chapter 5.  
67 The spring of 2019 the Generation Nation got their own proper windbreaker jackets; dark blue with a big 
white GN logo on the back and with the recognizable Front National flame, similar to that of the neo-fascist and 
post-fascist party Italian Social Movement.  
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movement served to confirm the identities of the young individuals as activists for the RN, 

and thereby confirmed a ‘we’ (Melucci 1989: 27).  

After having eaten our lunch at the restaurant in Chambéry and taken photos outside with 

Marine Le Pen, GN jackets on, and the Alpes majestically lingering in the background, we 

leave for the public meeting, which is going to take place in a large indoor sports hall. In the 

roundabout outside the sports hall stands a group of mainly young men, some with seeming 

immigrant background, they make noise and shout “Froooont Naaationale”. A comparatively 

bigger group of policemen is also present, and the activists say that if the protesters were more 

numerous, they would have gone loose on people and on the building. - But those over there 

are nice. Normally they are worse. Ha-ha.   

Inside the building, chairs are placed in straight lines in front of a big stage. The stage is 

decorated with posters with pictures of Marine Le Pen and Jordan Bardella and on a big 

screen the customary promotional film is shown accompanied by the fight-inspired campaign 

tune and the slogan “On Arrive”, “We Are Coming”.  

Today, Marine Le Pen begins her speech by addressing the young activists sitting on the front 

rows. “With the presence of Generation Nation”, on which they rise, “And they are 

accompanied by the youth of Lega Nord, our Italian allies”, Le Pen says a phrase in Italian, 

the Italians rise too. The audience applaud the young activists. “Together to create 

Tomorrow's Europe of Nations.” 

During Marine Le Pen’s speech it sounds as if someone is throwing something at the wall 

behind her. She continues talking, smiles a little extra. When the applause that follows her 

speech has subsided, she says that while those people outside are being violent and throwing 

stuff, we are going to respond with a proper Marseillaise68.  

After the Marseillaise, the meeting is over. Outside the building there are around 30-40 

policemen and approximately the same number of protesters, still present in the roundabout. 

The group of young activists are hesitating for a moment, perplexed. Then Fabrice from the 

GN national bureau and the regional coordinator of the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes starts walking 

towards the protesters, the rest of us are told to wait. We stand there in a dense cluster of GN 

activists and see the two GN representatives leaving the group, walking quite slowly, 

broadening their backs, widening their steps. Fabrice puts his hands folded on his lower back, 

 
68 After every meeting in the RN that I took part in, the French national song Marseillaise was sung.  
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as if trying not to look nervous, ending up looking twice as much. They stop at the police 

fence, says something to the protesters. At some point the protesters begins to sing the 

Marseillaise, loud and false. – Politics are fun, says someone beside me. – Yes, it gives a little 

adrenaline, ha-ha.  

The two GN leaders return two the group, says “Now we all exit in groups of three”. I realize 

that I left my jacket in the car of one of the activists and must join her back to her car to get it. 

We walk. Crossing the road turns out not to be a problem, there are many policemen at the 

site. But the protesters scream a lot after us, and they boo. I smile, I do not quite know why. It 

feels weird, what to do, I have a feeling of thinking the same as the other activists must think, 

that the protesters who stand there screaming are the ones that are stupid. I get the jacket in 

the car, but then I realize I have to cross the street and pass the roundabout again to get back 

to the others, who are still clustering on the other side. - I don’t want to let you cross the street 

alone, says one girl with the car. - Wait here, she says to another guy in the car. - I'll follow 

you over, then I'll go back alone. I am not afraid. Then we cross. I hear someone shouting that 

we are the “whores of Marine Le Pen”. Suddenly we are over, she hugs me to say goodbye, 

then she returns to the same screams and boos. I have this feeling of the GN, “us”, being the 

brave ones here, as opposed to the demonstrators in the roundabout, protesting the xenophobia 

and excluding nationalism which the RN represents. 

 

The RN: Still a counter-community?  

This experience in Chambéry in Savoie stands out as one of the strongest emotional 

encounters during my fieldwork among the youth in the GN. When I told GN activists in Paris 

about my experience in Chambéry, some would say that they had heard about that 

counterdemonstration. Some said that the person throwing rocks on the wall of the event 

building had been arrested by the police. Several activists said that they had got used to that 

kind of stuff. Paul, RN activist in the Île-de-France region and studying political science at 

Paris 2 Panthéon-Assas69, wrote his master thesis on violence against elected representatives, 

 
69 Stockemer (2017) interviewed FN activists about their political socialization and found that activists who 
“might already have a latent predisposition for right-wing ideas, completed their political socialization at the 
Assas Law School in Paris. A rare example in the French university landscape, Assas University has been a 
bastion of far-right student politics for decades” (Stockemer 2017: 64).  
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physical as well as psychological. I asked him if he was worried about that, sometime in the 

future. - No, not really.   

- The first time it’s bad. But then you get used to it, when you have got those 

comments 30-40 times. When I hand out flyers for instance, I often get those 

comments. One gets immune. One cannot be afraid, then one has lost. And one has 

chosen the wrong path. That’s why it’s called violence, comments like that, because 

you get scared from them. Many ask themselves, when they experience stuff like that, 

for instance those advisors following Marine Le Pen all time, that receives those 

comments, “have I made the right choice”.  

 

The individuals responding yes to that question and choosing to pursue their activism in the 

GN and the RN despite the stigma, finds strategies for managing with it. This is essentially 

what this chapter is about, how the lingering stigmatization of the RN unfolds in the activism 

‘on the ground’, and how the activists use different types of strategies to deal with it.  

Far right and racist activism, whether in parties such as the FN or in extremist organizations 

are almost always describes as “total” or “sacrificial” experiences (Bargel and Dechezelles 

2009; Blee 2017), where activists face marginalization outside of the radical community. 

Activist engagements in the FN have equally been described as a ‘counter-community’ (Pudal 

1994; Mayer 1995; Lafont 2001; Boumaza 2002; Bizeul 2003; Rotman 2014; Crépon and 

Lebourg 2016). In a French context, the term counter-community was first described by 

Annie Kriegel (1968), from her ethnographic study of the French communist party (PCF). 

Within the party she found a micro-society with its proper model of an ‘ideal society’, 

involving a distinctive internal logic of common values and cultural codes largely opposing 

the ‘outside world’ (Kriegel 1968). For stigmatized organizations, an important role of the 

counter-community is the way in which its constructions come to function as shelter against a 

hostile environment. This involves strong sentiments of solidarity and community among the 

members, a community of what Goffman would call ‘sympathetic others’ (Goffman 1963: 

20), all sharing the same stigma. In line with the definition of Melucci (1996: 23) solidarity is 

“the ability of actors to recognize others, and to be recognized, as belonging to the same 

social unit”. Several studies of the FN have pointed to the activists’ descriptions of the party 

as a ‘second family’ (e.g. Boumaza 2002; Bizeul 2003). This study is no exception. Especially 

after big party events this sentiment was apparent among the activists. At these events, 
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activists and party officials from the whole country, young and old, would gather to get 

political inspiration and training through speeches and workshops, and to eat and drink 

together in the evenings. The activists would leave energized and full of political guts. The 

summer university in Fréjus in September was essentially one of these occasions. As Marcel, 

coordinator for the Île-de-France region expressed as we were leaving: “It’s good to be among 

new and old friends, in short, a second family”70.  

Boundary work constitutes a central dynamic of collective identity construction. When 

movement activists construct an elaborated sense of who they are, they also construct a sense 

of who they are not (Hunt and Benford 2007: 443). Boundary work thus involves both a 

construction of a collective self and a collective other, an in-group and an out-group (Taylor 

1989; Taylor and Whittier 1993; Hunt et al 1994; Gamson 1997; Sanders 2002). This were 

apparent among the GN activists. Often, the people like the one’s demonstrating in Chambéry 

that Saturday were said to be ‘racailles’71, which refers to young men, most often with 

immigrant background, coming from immigrant milieus, ghettos, sometimes engaged in 

crimes like drugs etc. Many of the youth were expressively engaged in the fighting against the 

‘racailles’, and they could be seen as one of the essential out-groups of the GN youth. Others 

were ‘gauchistes’72, and ‘individualists’. Tristan talked about a previous roommate.  

- She didn’t care at all. She talked about how she had to get her Saturday shopping 

done before the Gilets Jaunes came. She’s really a “bobo Parisienne cliché”. 

Completely swamped by the individualism. She’s always fifteen minutes late, and she 

can cancel appointments last minute. And she votes socialist. It’s like, the more 

expensive clothes they’ve got, the more to the left they vote.  

 

Fluid identities: Between safe spaces and hostile spaces  

While the activism in the RN could still bear the character of a ‘totalist’ and ‘sacrificial’ 

experience, in that the activists reported the struggle with losing friends and with telling 

parents about their RN engagement, the activists were also active in arenas outside of the 

party. The activists in the GN were young people in their late teens, early and mid-twenties, 

managing studies, part-time jobs and having friends that were not engaged in the RN. In short, 

 
70 The importance of community and friendship among the GN activists is also elaborated on in chapter 6.  
71 Racaille is an old French term meaning outcast or rabble. Racaille was also a term describing the rioters 
during the civil unrest in France in 2005. See chapter 2.  
72 Sympathizing with the (far) left.  
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they were in the middle of that period of “prolonged adolescence” (see chapter 1, and Furlong 

and Cartmel 1997), so characteristic for our time, in which a person studies, occupies short 

time employments, visits different milieus, and tries finding a place for oneself in the society.  

In fact, as a way of avoiding eventual conflicts and difficulties in the different non-political 

spheres in which the young individuals also acted out their lives, some chose to separate their 

life in the party from the life they lived outside the party. Some activists would say that “One 

should not judge people based on their political orientations. My friends take me for who I 

am” or “My friends are not that interested in politics, I don’t talk politics when I’m with 

them”, others would rather strategically avoid talking about or showing their political 

engagement to the “outside world”. At one of my first meetings in the RN, some of the 

leaders would inform me about the camera people being present at the event, and that ending 

up showing on pictures could mean having difficulties with getting jobs in France or 

experiencing other forms of stigmatization. In fact, many of the activists did choose not to 

take part when the youth organization were taking pictures for social media and the like, and 

moreover, pictures might often be taken with the activists’ backs facing the camera, to avoid 

being identified. 

As we saw in the descriptions above, during the handing out of flyers in Chambéry, Fabrice 

chose not to talk about his strong involvement with the RN when he met his stepfather that he 

had not seen in many years. That way he avoided making the situation possibly 

uncomfortable, and moreover he could maintain a relationship with his stepdad which could 

possibly be put in danger if his stepfather were strongly against the RN. Several activists, 

often the ones having started their activism rather recently, would say that they had neither 

told their friends and family about where they were on that particular time of a party event, 

nor about them having become a member of the RN. In this way the youth was managing 

being part of a ‘counter-community’ (Kriegel 1968), at the same time as they were living a 

life ‘outside’, studying, working part-time, maintaining friendships. The identities could be 

seen as ‘fluid’ rather than static, as the activists where seemingly managing and 

reconstructing their social identities according to the milieus they were going in and out of.  

Nevertheless, as time passed, and especially if the activists got “drawn into” the party, and 

were actively participating, they would show their engagement on social media, and they 

would tell. And consequentially, many would lose friends and social relationships. Then they 

could say to me that, - Those friends were not worth having, but also – I enjoy talking politics 
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with people, and I like talking to people that have political opinions. Even if they are not the 

same as mine. Like you, you are interesting to talk to.  

 

“They call him ‘Le Facho Noir’”. On turning the stigma around 

Melucci’s (1989) theory of social movements and collective identity is rooted in his 

understanding of the post-industrial society, in which actors are seen to be capable of 

‘transcending the linear logic of stimulus and response’, through reflecting upon this very 

process itself. The power in society lies increasingly in the codes which regulate the flows of 

information (Melucci 1989: 55). The activists of Generation Nation exercised ways of talking 

about their activism and activist situations which essentially aimed at redefining themselves 

and their environments to turn the stigma around. This involved refusing the use of certain 

terms when talking about their activism, such as extremist, extreme right etc., because they 

served to disclaim them as legitimate political actors.  

Maybe most significantly, it involved the use of humor. Humor was central in the socializing 

among the youth in the GN. One major target would be “les gauchistes”, the left-wingers, 

being in favor of immigration, globalization, individualization, assisted fertilization and 

transsexuals, bref, everything that the youth of the GN was against. Another main target 

would be themselves, and what outsiders thought and said about them, what the media wrote 

about them. Through joking about “the others” views of the RN, they would in turn distance 

themselves from these “others”, making them the losers, those being the ones having poorly 

understood society, the consequences of globalization, immigration and poorly integration. In 

reading several parts of this master thesis, I imagine them laughing too73.  

There were few activists with African origin in the GN an RN, still there were some. This, 

however, meant that they would stand out in particular, in social environments where people 

might know that they were RN supporters. Moreover, they would be outside the stereotype of 

how one could imagine a far-right activists, and they would be ‘twice as unnormal’ because 

they were supporting a party which was a priori against their existence in France. One GN 

activist was called “Le Facho Noir”, the black fascist, at his university where he was studying 

history. At this university, there were only “gauchistes”, leftists, I was told. Moreover, there 

were plenty of “racailles” in the town where he lived, which were assumingly “always out to 

 
73 A goal for my imagined reader and critic is nevertheless (a little smile of) recognition.  
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get RN members”. The party activist with African origin was here what Goffman (1963: 71) 

refers to as a victim of “ill-fame”; he was recognized among a public in an unpleasant way. 

The GN activists, however, were laughing at this expression, “Le Facho Noir”. Among fellow 

partisans, they were often referring to themselves as fascists, in a humorous tone74.  

After the election vigil for the European elections in May, the activists enjoyed referring to 

media articles and reportages and joking about how the media had portrayed them. 

Particularly one reportage stood out, from the TV channel TF1 which were called “The 

Moment of truth: we weren’t ready for the post-victory celebration evening of the RN”75. The 

reportage showed young RN activists in suits drinking champagne before the results were 

announced, informing the journalist about the Ipsos numbers showing 21 % for Macron’s La 

République En Marche, against 26 % for the RN76”, “really sure of themselves”. Moreover, 

the reportage showed several interviews with the youth commenting on the results as a victory 

for the youth. Elderly party members dancing as if no one was watching, and one woman 

were pointing to an elderly man with African origin saying, “we have black people in the 

RN!”. In short, instead of commenting on the results, the reportage made more fun of the RN 

election vigil. The youth talked about how hideous the journalist from the TV-channel was, 

and how their one member with African origin was ‘one more compared to the number of 

journalists with African origin in the TF1’.  

The youth did certainly not appreciate the way in which the journalist had portrayed their 

election vigil and the results for the RN, which despite their victory, turned out to be less 

favorable than expected. Still, they laughed at it, and said “We’ve seen worse, no?”. Other 

media houses had made different representations of the event, to which youth commented 

“They almost love us now”. Certainly, there were signs of changings in the public image of 

the party, or perhaps it was more of an acceptance (see Ivaldi 2016).  

 

 

 
74 See chapter 2 on the inspiration from the Italian Social Movement (MSI) in the foundation of the party.  
75 https://www.tf1.fr/tmc/quotidien-avec-yann-barthes/videos/moment-de-verite-on-n-etait-prets-soiree-
post-victoire-rn.html  
76 When all the votes were counted, the results were 23,34 % for the RN and 22,42 for the LREM.  
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“Outside the cities they might even say thank you”. On the mobilization in “the 

forgotten France”  

Despite the party’s image still being somewhat ‘smelly’, the more experienced activists were 

clear when they said that it was worse before. Étienne had been an activist in the Île-de-

France region for four years.  

- There is a big difference between giving out flyers inside the cities compared to 

outside. Outside the cities they might even say thank you. Inside the city people can 

get angry, tear the flyers to pieces or openly throw them in the garbage bins. But I see 

a difference during the four years that I’ve been doing it. Today, people most often 

don’t get that angry, but accept the flyer in silence.   

This socio-geographic difference is interesting, as it points directly to the groups and 

geographic locations in which the RN (FN) significantly increased their electoral support after 

Marine Le Pens accession in 2011. In the 2019 European elections the RN obtained the most 

votes in France, 23 %, and the party’s primarily voter groups were workers (40% of the 

votes), employees (27%) and unemployed (29%)77.  

During the four months of campaigning before the European elections in May, public 

meetings with the leading politicians of the RN were held all over France. I participated in 

five of them, and at every meeting the event locals, sport halls, barns - they were all filled to 

the brim. Essentially all the public meetings were held outside the big cities, most of them 

were in smaller departments, in rural areas; one of the GN leaders told that they, in organizing 

these events, wished to be “close to the people”.   

Already in her campaign for the presidential elections in 2012, Marine Le Pen addressed “la 

France des oubliés”, referring to the worker class experiencing deprivation, and people 

residing in rural areas suffering from increased centralization of public services (Wieviorka 

2012; Le Bras 2015). Marine Le Pen obtained 18 % of the votes in the first round of this 

presidential election, and thereby almost doubled the votes obtained by her father five years 

before. In 2014, the social geographer Christophe Guilluy wrote about “La France 

 
77 However, almost 49 % abstained voting. Ipsos’ presentation of the results is available online at: 
https://www.ipsos.com/fr-fr/europeennes-2019-sociologie-des-electorats . 
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périphérique”, the “Peripheral France”, and some would say that he foresaw the outbreak of 

the Gilets Jaunes protests in 2018/2019 with that book78. 

Among these segments of the population where many votes for the RN, one might find rather 

the opposite of RN stigma. Despite there being many activists worrying about telling their 

parents about their RN engagement, there were certainly activists coming from families which 

had always voted for the FN, and some having parents that had become FN voters during the 

last ten years. When I went to party events, I would sometimes see parents proudly taking 

pictures of their sons and daughters wearing GN t-shirts. Lou kept her hairbrush in her purse 

at RN events and told me of how she and her mum went to FN events when she was a kid, 

and always “made themselves look pretty for Marine”. Lou came from a traditional Catholic 

family, which is one of the most loyal voter groups of the RN (Mayer 2013). She had 

moreover been a scout since childhood in one of the more conservative catholic scout groups, 

the neo-pagan Europe Jeunesse, founded by the Nouvelle Droite think-tank GRECE during 

the 1970s.  

So, how can RN as one of the two biggest political parties in France, at the same time also be 

France’s most disliked party? One can argue that partly the answer lies here, in all its 

complexity, in the segments of the population that got left behind during times of 

modernization and post-industrialization, the so-called “losers of modernization” and 

globalization (Betz 1994). For the party to preserve its position as a protest party, it needs to 

be on the inside of electoral politics, and outside of the limits of a legitime discourse, all at 

once.  

 

“The question is not why I haven’t joined the party. The question is, why should 

I”. On the important demonization of the RN  

The de-demonization of the party is inextricably linked to the development of the RN as a 

professionalized mass-party (see Gunther and Diamond 2003), which is designed to increase 

voter appeal and party adherents. Already in March 2015, Marine Le Pen gave herself full 

marks on ‘fulfilling [her] objectives [of] local entrenchment, professionalization and 

normalization, which’, she said, ‘formed the triptych of [her] mandate’ when taking over as 

 
78 Such as The Guardian, “Twilight of the Elites by Christophe Guilluy review – France and a new class conflict “, 
available online at: https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/jan/17/twilight-of-the-elites-christophe-guilluy-
review . 
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FN leader four years earlier79. The GN activists today typically expressed that for them, the 

de-demonization process was over. Some would say that they did not think that the party was 

extreme, rather that it went “just far enough” [in its policies and rhetoric].  

After Marine Le Pen’s takeover, the party has essentially changed character. Under the rule of 

Jean-Marie Le Pen, the party essentially took the form of an “outsider party”, that is, a party 

“outside the cartel whose appeals, history or size sets them aside from mainstream actors” 

(McDonnell and Newell 2011). Under the rule of Marine Le Pen, the party has essentially 

changed character, seeking a new strategic equilibrium between ‘normalization’ and 

‘differentiation’ (Ivaldi 2016: 242).   

Today, the RN maintains an image of a party “at the margins”, a party that expresses itself in 

anti-system and extremist terms (Bastow 2018), while still being oriented towards electoral 

politics. Wieviorka (2012: 81) writes nicely about this contradiction.   

“It is also, paradoxically, in its failure to fully “demonize”. The FN, in fact, can only 

exist in the combination of “demonization” and “de-demonization”, in the vital tension 

for it between radicality and exteriority on the one hand, and respectable and 

legitimate participation in the democratic game on the other”. 

It is in this tension between demon and legitimate political party that the RN still exists to this 

day. However, the political crisis in France, with both the traditional right and the traditional 

left having lost their forces, is making more people look to the RN, as “the only political 

option that the French have not yet tried” (Wieviorka 2012). The increased political 

legitimacy of the RN is necessarily also affecting activist attraction and recruitment.  

At the public campaign meeting in Paris in May 2019, I met a guy, Laurent. Laurent was in 

his mid-twenties, wearing a suit and working in finance, and occasionally attending RN 

meetings. He was attending far-left meetings too, for that matter, he said he liked the 

environment, the energy. He had several friends in the RN.  

- For me, the question is not why I haven’t joined the party. The question is rather: 

Why should I, what do I gain from it? The RN has become too big, how many 

members are there now, 48 000? You must work really hard to become a politician in 

the RN.  

 
79 Interview in Le Monde available at: https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2015/03/29/marine-le-pen-
toutes-les-cartes-sont-rebattues_4605113_823448.html . 
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Despite some sympathizers hesitating with adhering to the RN seemingly because of its 

professionalization, growth and mainstreaming (Akkerman et al 2016), the member mass of 

the party has grown significantly since the takeover of Marine Le Pen in 2011 (Stockemer 

2017). From attracting mostly individuals from a relatively wealthy middle-class, being 

primarily craftsmen, traders, or occupying liberal professions (Boumaza 2002), today the 

party’s members mass is rather heterogeneous (Stockemer 2017; Rotman 2014). This counts 

for the party as a whole; young and old members. Boumaza (2002) pointed to how the party 

preferred promoting individuals with higher education from the higher classes as leaders. 

Today these same tendences might be found in the Generation Nation, but also leaders with 

less favorable class backgrounds are promoted, of which also Jordan Bardella is an example80.  

Not all activists managed to identify themselves with the party as a whole and would 

occasionally make jokes about other part members, being a bit ‘weird’.  

- There are so many weird people that are members of the RN in Marseille. Once there 

was a man that was really annoyed with a Muslim girl. He was a farmer, so he sent his 

ox after her. The headlines were “Front National-member sent his ox after Muslim 

girl!” Hilarious.  

One GN-leader also said it explicitly, still as a joke. At a public meeting, waiting around for 

the event to start, one of the openly gay activists broke the bar on his glasses after having been 

standing fiddling with them. He put them back on his nose, crookedly leaning to one side. It 

looked funny. Marcel pointed at him and said,  

- You don’t do any interviews with those glasses. He sighs. - Now the party has really 

become too open, the RN accommodates everything these days, LGBT-people, and 

everything. We have to introduce a re-demonization, the party has got too inclusive.  

 

Marine Le Pen explicitly invites “all French people” to join the RN. The prioritization of 

vote-maximization of the RN is largely a consequence of the political isolation of the party 

and lack of coalition opportunities with the mainstream right (Akkerman et al 2016: 242). The 

electoral scores of the European elections of 2019 might suggest that the strategy of the RN is 

 
80 See chapter 5.  
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succeeding. Here, the traditional right represented by the Republicans only obtained 8,5 % of 

the votes (against 21 % in 2014), the RN obtained 23 % in 2019, (against 25 % in 2014).  

In fact, rather than creating too many outgroups to the party, apart from immigrants, Muslims, 

and ‘gaushistes’, it seemed as if the activists instead were engaging in boundary work (Hunt 

and Benford 2007: 443) inside the RN, to mark their distance to the members that were 

‘below’ themselves, mostly based on status and hierarchy. This might speak for defining the 

party of the RN as a social movement itself, and not ‘only’ a movement organization.  

 

The GN as part of a far-right youth network in France and abroad  

Despite Paris being one of the areas in France with the least RN support (see Le Bras 2015), 

there were several organizations and sites where young far-right activists met. Seeing that 

around 20 activists were attending the GN meetings regularly, and that the organization had 

around 100 members in total in the Île-de-France region, comparatively few of the young 

people engaged in far-right ideas in Paris were engaged in the GN and RN. This might be for 

a variety of reasons, several of them elaborated on above; cost and stigma, and a moderation 

of the party image, turning into a mass-party, and from a decline in party membership overall, 

particularly among youth (see e.g. Hooge et. al. 2004; Harrison and Bruter 2009; Weber 

2017).  

At big party events in the RN there would typically be young activists from the student 

organization La Cocarde Étudiante present, another of the movement organizations 

(McCarthy and Zald 1977) engaged in the mobilization of far-right ideas in France. La 

Cocarde Étudiante is a rightwing student organization present at universities and higher 

educational schools all over France. Their aim is to gather the students situated to the right, 

and they partake in school elections. The Cocarde activists had been invited by the president 

of GN Jordan Bardella, they said.  

At the election vigil in May 2019 I noticed a group of tall, straight young men chatting to each 

other. They were all dressed in costume fitting suits, looking expensive. It did not seem as if 

many of them knew the GN members that well. They were exclusively young men, no 

women. I talked with them for a little while, and asked them why they were not part of the 

GN.  

– It is early to become attached to a party. We are still young.  
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– We would rather be open for different opportunities.  

– La Cocarde is an assembly of students oriented to the right, we work to gather the 

right.  

– But some members are more attached to certain parties. That guy over there, he is 

very Republican.  

Another guy talked with me about his interest in the marine, he studied masters in war 

history and security policy at University Paris 4.  

A few months later, at the summer university in Fréjus in September, I met again some of the 

same activists from La Cocarde Étudiante. Again, they were invited by Jordan Bardella, and 

they had participated at several of the activities on the program together with the other 

activists from the GN. I asked them if they still had not “taken their card”, become a member 

of the RN.  

– No, but I am hesitating. When I see all this, I say to myself, why not.  

This change in the opinion of this Cocarde activists whether he should adhere the RN or not, 

pointing to his experiences with the party, could say something about the de-demonization of 

the party and gradually increasing acceptance and normalization of the RN.  

Nevertheless, many of the GN activists that I met were also part of La Cocarde, and for some 

activists their student engagement in La Cocarde turned into being their entrance into the RN 

and GN81. Recruitment networks play a fundamental role as they facilitate the process of 

involvement and decrease the cost of individuals’ investment in collective action (Melucci 

1989: 31). Within these networks, stigma was for instance not an issue.  

Catholics constitute one of the most loyal voter groups of the RN (Mayer 2013; Crépon et. al. 

2015), and several of the young activists were practicing Catholics, or proclaimed to be so. 

Some French scout groups are also particularly catholic, and some of the activists were 

engaged in this milieu, such as Lou referred to above.  

In addition to the political and ideological schooling that the activists got in the RN, several 

would engage in political activities and take courses parallelly, for instance at the Institut de 

Formation Politique82 in Paris. One GN activist talked about his experience from a course:  

 
81 See also chapter 5.  
82 Institut de Formation Politique is a political school located in the wealthy 16th arrondissement in Paris 
providing seminaries with several levels, but not complete grades. 
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- It was very good. There were many engaged to the right, none from the GN. Many 

were very intellectually strong. We learned how to manipulate people, among other 

things, ha-ha.  

The school of Marion Maréchal, Institute of Social Sciences, Economics and Politics 

(ISSEP)83 were also perceived by the GN activists as a supplement to the role of the GN and 

the RN in what constituted the far right movement in France (see Frigoli and Ivaldi 2019). 

Some would clearly express that even if they were engaged in the RN now, that was because 

that was the best option and the greatest chance for gaining influence with far-right ideas now. 

Would another leader or organization appear that seemed more apt to gaining political power, 

they would follow this lead.  

Even if the RN did not appreciate clear boundaries between their party and the more extreme 

Generation Identity, there were amical relationships between the organizations on militant-

level, and some were also engaged in both organizations at the same time. The activists 

however did see the organizations as part of the same movement, but as having different 

functions. While the RN is working towards becoming a legitimate political force, seeking 

office, the GI was understood as having a ‘different function’.  

– After all the actions that they’ve carried through, for instance when they were in the 

Alpes blocking the borders and with big identity banners, many people were talking 

about them, and talking about their actions. They draw attention to different issues, but 

to the same ideas. They put the ideas on the agenda.  

 

Transnational relationships  

Moreover, the young activists in the GN saw themselves as part of a broader mobilization of 

far-right ideas, in France, but also internationally. They kept relatively close contact with the 

Lega Giovanni, and were working on establishing and maintaining a closer contact with all 

the youth organizations of the parties in the European parliament party group ‘Identity and 

Democracy’. They were planning on inviting several of the youth organizations to their 

summer university in Fréjus in 2019, but as the party lacked financial resources, this was not 

prioritized at this point. However, some GN activists went to Germany during the summer 

 
83 About the school online at: https://www.issep.fr/  
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holidays as they were invited to an event held by the youth of the Alternative for Germany, 

where they ate grilled pork and the Germans wore lederhosen.  

At some point there were even some rumors about Jordan Bardella planning to open a 

position for national responsibility for international relations. One of the more experienced 

activists told me he hoped that he would get it. – I know a lot of people, and I am good in 

English. And I would happily contact Bolsonaro in Brazil.  

 

Conclusion  

The activists in the GN engage in a variety of strategies for dealing with the stigma of the RN, 

which is still present up to date, despite the party having transformed into a professionalized 

mass-party mobilizing support among all social segments in the French population. Several of 

these strategies are related to the negotiations and constructions of collective identity, such as 

the creation and maintaining of a ‘counter-community’, providing shelter against the stigma 

through a strong feeling of solidarity and friendship among the activists. Moreover, these 

counter-communities bears with them their own cultural logics, within which the stigma can 

be managed and turned around by the activists as creative and culturally competent actors. 

These findings are not new, neither in research of the FN, nor in other stigmatized 

communities.  

Moreover, the activists can keep their RN-activism secret to avoid its social cost. I argue that 

the identity is fluid; the activists can choose to act out one social identity in one particular 

environment which could possibly be hostile to their RN affiliation, and show another social 

identity within far-right milieus and networks. In some new places where the RN has gained 

terrain during the last 10-20 years, RN affiliation becomes something which is honored and 

related to a higher social status.  

Following the claim of Wieviorka (2012), it is essentially in the party’s failure to become 

fully de-demonized, as it is still in the party’s interest to have an extremist stamp and to 

operate at the inside and the outside of mainstream politics at the same time. This in order to 

attract ‘protest votes’ and sympathy from the ‘outsiders’, at the same time as the party can 

participate in electoral politics.  

Lastly, the GN should be seen as part of a network of far-right activists, in France and abroad. 

The network that is elaborated on here is the one that revealed itself throughout the course of 
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my fieldwork and should not be seen as a completely exhaustive ‘list’. The network facilitated 

the recruitment to the GN and RN and decreased the cost of engagement.  
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Apendix 1: Interview guide 
Basics: Age, where do you come from, studies/ work, parents, religion 

Entry into politics, and into RN/GN:  

When was the first time you participated in a political activity? 

- What activity was that? How did you go there? 

When did you enter RN (FN)? 

When was the first time that you felt like a militant? 

 

“Life as a militant in GN/RN” 

Can you tell me a bit about Génération Nation? 

- What activities do you do? What forms of political actions do you do? 
- What relation is there between GN and RN? 
- What is the goal of GN? 

What does it mean to be a “good militant” in the RN? 

What are your best experiences in the party? 

Do you do anything apart from politics in your free time? 

 

Political and personal opinions 

What is the political cause that you want to fight the most for? 

How is an ideal society for you? 

Do you want to be a politician for a living? 

What do you think of “the Rassemblement National as a party like the other parties”? 

What happened after the presidential elections in 2017? 

Do you think that RN will be governing France one day? 

 

The public image of the party/ stigmatization 

Do you often express your politic opinions? 

Do you have friends outside the party, that are not sympathizers of the RN? 

What public image does the RN have today? 

 

Is there anything that you would like to add? 


