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The Netherlands and France, despite their affluence and long-standing democratic
traditions, are experiencing a major political shift which manifests in a rapid decline
of the established Social Democratic (left) and Christian Democratic (right) parties
and rise of anti-European and anti-democratic populist political forces. Although the
two countries are not the only ones faced with such political upheaval, the two are
part of the EU’s core and, hence, the demise of the established pro-European political
forces in the two countries begets questions about the survival of the EU itself.
This statement best summarises the debate: “If you believe that European project is
worth fighting for, if you think that our prosperity depends on moderate voters that
understand that you cannot change things over night, if you understand that by
adding more institutions to the EU will not solve the problem, you better get working,
because the moderates are loosing, but populists – winning!”
In detail, the debate focused on the following issues:
1. What do the recent elections tell about the state of politics in the Netherlands
and France?
The discussants agreed that, despite the victory of liberal and pro-European actors in
the latest elections in the Netherlands (parliamentary) and France (presidential), the
populist advance cannot be dismissed in Europe. It was pointed out that, in fact, the
populists did not loose, as the radical right candidates (Geert Wilders in the
Netherlands and Marine Le Pen in France) attracted much more votes than in the
earlier elections. The discussants also shared anxiety about the scale of the defeat of
mainstream politics, both in the Netherlands and France. In the Netherlands, the proEuropean coalition of Christian Democrats and Social Democrats, that used to control
the Dutch parliament, has been diminished to several dozens of seats today. In their
place, many anti-democratic and anti-European parties are gaining power. Likewise,
in France, the presidential elections were essentially about rejection (in French –
dégagisme). The first election round was about the rejection of classical political
parties, the second round – about the rejection of Marine Le Pen and the National
Front. During this second round 20 million voted in favour of Emmanuel Macron, 10
million – for Le Pen, and other 16 million chose between abstentions, blank vote or
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invalid vote. Hence the intrigue – has Emmanuel Macron been elected or has Marine
Le Pen been rejected?
2. How one can explain the rise of populism in the Netherlands and France?
A question on what counts as populism and whether there is a difference between a
good and a bad populism was raised. On the one hand, everything what opposition
says – even in mainstream politics – is usually attributed to populism. Even Macron
reverted to populism by rejecting the old political class. On the other hand, Marine Le
Pen represented a peculiar form of populism – a radical populism, which was violent,
filled with oversimplification of complex situations and caricatures of her opponents.
However, as was indicated during the debate, the vote for the radical right and left
candidates in France cannot be explained away only by their populism, as the issues
that they raised had a real substance. The radicals, for example, were united (1) in the
feeling of exclusion from the economic modernity, (2) in a sense of exclusion from
the political elite (very stable in France) and (3) in a certain degree of contestation of
the EU.
It was claimed that these are not poor people who voted for radical populists. Nor do
so called losers from globalisation and other outcasts. In France and the Netherlands,
the middle aged voted for radicals, and it happened despite their successful
participation in the economy. Two reasons were singled out supposedly causing the
political transformations. The first was the insufficient level of education: it was
claimed that these are the lower educated people who vote for populists and radicals,
and that there is still too little effort invested in educating the people from the lower
classes. It was argued that statistics show that the age factor and the urban-rural divide
are of lesser importance when the level of education is taken into account. Populists
usually come up with simple solutions and these appeal to lower educated and less
politically interested people. These people believe that populists are right and that it is
elite and intellectuals who make things unnecessary complex. However, it was also
pointed out that the level of education is linked to economic and social dimensions,
and that these can't be seen separately in determination of distribution of votes.
The second reason put forward by discussants was perception and the quality of
media. Politics is about constructing images and manipulating people’s perception.
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The perception of the things is what matters, and not their true essence. Emmanuel
Macron was no exception – he pretended to be both outsider and mainstream political
figure depending whom he wanted to appeal to. Nevertheless, it is not so easy to
control perception. The left parties have failed to create perception that economy
matters. It is the media logic that makes it difficult. Perception is not always created
by honest and democratic actors - we now live in a Europe where Putin and his
Russian cronies are trying to influence our internal and European affairs to the extent
not seen before. There is also a linkage between the collapse of mainstream politics
and the collapse of mainstream media, it was argued. For example, earlier, the large
Dutch newspapers used to serve the political parties. Today the situation is different,
and the quality of traditional media has gone down. The only exception seems to be
the state subsidised media. In general, in Great Britain, the media is a disaster, but
BBC is still able to provide high quality content. The social media, from its part,
produces very little original material and is replicating the information produced by
the traditional sources. However, the social media amplifies the effects, and thus it
can be important: it mattered in the USA, but not in the Netherlands.
3. How does populism work and how does it connect to the European Union?
It was underlined that according to the populist logic, there are four types of actors:
the outsider/minority group, the national/international elite, the real people and the
populist leader. Populists insist that they are the only who represent the real people.
They also insist that elites cannot be trusted: by defending the rule of law and equal
rights elites allegedly conspire against the real people and are aligned with outsiders.
Besides, populists aim at destroying political pluralism. By oversimplifying the reality
they reason away political complexity and with that the existence of multiple
interests, the consensus building and the fact that good policy solutions can take long
time. However, without moderate centrists politics can collapse, especially in
countries dependent on coalition governments. Centrists don't constantly polarise and
they treat opponents not as enemies but as potential coalition partners. The problem is
that in times of polarisation, the fringes win in almost all countries.
The fragility of internationalisation and openness was underlined. The economic crisis
has forced a shift in people’s political opinions, leading to polarisation and the rise of
extreme views. The EU institutionally has not been able to resolve the two latest
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crises: the crisis of economic growth and the crisis of banking. The efforts to
democratise the EU will be futile, if people will continue to see hardship and
austerity, and no solutions coming from the EU. In the Netherlands, there are 5 to 7
parties from all political directions arguing against Europe. It is not about Wilders or
Le Pen, it is about the fact, that people in the centre understand the complexity of
political life and they like Europe, while people in the fringes – both on right and left
– are angry with the political class and they reject Europe.
The most positive European actors are liberal and libertarian parties, especially the
left libertarian parties, but the left, in particular – the centre left, is loosing, and will
do so in the coming years, it was affirmed. The populist left and right naturally
dismiss Europe. The traditional centre-right is full of Eurocritics, although they are a
mixed bunch and they have been in the middle of every solution this far. Thus, the
political core of the European project was forged through interaction between, on the
one hand, the Social Democratic ideals combining lower classes into project of
emancipation and welfare state, and, on the other hand, the Christian Democratic
ideals building exchanges between generations to secure stable economic future.
Today, that whole project of the Social and Christian Democracy has collapsed.
Instead, the pro-European liberals and anti-European radicals of left and right are
winning.
A possibility of combination between conservativism and liberalism was questioned.
However, as suggested by experts, it is possible to have conservative liberals; in fact,
in Western Europe all conservative parties are liberal. Most (anti-democratic)
populists are also culturally conservative, but populists make the right wing issues
very salient: it makes easy to win elections, but difficult to govern. The Dutch case is
telling. After the March parliamentary elections, there never have been such huge
majority of right in the Parliament, but they need a left wing party to form a coalition.
An independent centrist force could theoretically break the mould and restructure the
political system. The Netherlands is a country of minorities, a model of consensus
democracy. There is no threshold for party’s entry into the parliament. Any threshold
would be actually seen as a politically unacceptable exclusion of minorities. The
result is a fragmented legislator; however, the good news is that small right wing
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parties took votes from Wilders’ Party for Freedom. This way, the Dutch have now a
lot of parties and it doesn’t matter what populists do.
4. How one can explain Emmanuel Macrons’ success in the recent Presidential
elections and what to expect from him as a President?
The answer to the question on Macron’s presidencies future will be delivered in the
forthcoming elections of the National Assembly. It is highly improbable that the party
of the newly elected President will get a majority. It was stressed that it is problematic
to see how the newly elected President would master a majority in the new National
Assembly. The assumption is that there might be three blocks: the Macronists, the
classical right (difficult to kill institutional parties) and others (socialists, survivors
from the National Front etc.). It would be difficult to govern with a coalition for five
years. France has had no coalition governments since the late 1950s, and, if it
happens, it would be another revolution.
For the first time, during the electorate debate, the EU dimension became so
important in France. It was somewhat paradoxical, because ten out of eleven
presidential candidates expressed this or that reluctance towards the EU, even though
as high as 60 percent of population supports the euro. Firm EU opponents and firm
EU federalists make only small percentage of France’s population, while the rest
demonstrates Euroscepticism of wide spectrum. People remain positively convinced
by the European construction, but not by the EU as it is. People feel frustrated about
how Europe is managed in Brussels and how unreadable the EU institutions are. The
issues of the non-existence of external borders and immigration, as well as of
unfruitful competition between the member states, the falling social standards and
growing unemployment dominated during the electoral campaign. French people are
aware of the marginal role France today plays in the European construction, and there
are doubts about the manageability of the EU with all 27 member states enjoying
equal rights. However, the objections towards Europe are of pragmatic nature, not
ideological. People’s choice of Emmanuel Macron as President implies a real choice
in favour of Europe. However, if the EU was to remain institutionally and politically
as it is now, the adhesion of French to the EU would decline even further. We need to
agree on what the EU could be in future.
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5. The future of the EU – is Emmanuel Macron’s programme feasible?
It was pointed out that the Macron’s European programme on the political side
featured the following elements: (1) a series of national conventions on the EU’s
future in the member states; (2) a creation of a European Security Council on the
model of the UN Security Council; (3) a development of a more solid cooperation on
defence matters; and (4) reinforcement of Franco-German partnership. On the
economic side, the programme enlisted: (1) an extended social dimension; (2) a
common budget for the euro zone; (3) the creation of a post of a minster of economy
for the euro zone; (4) the proclamation of “Buy European” act; and (5) the limitations
to "posted workers".
The debate’s participants questioned several elements of Macron’s programme. Thus,
the concerns over further antagonisation of member states through deeper integration
of euro zone were voiced. Another issue of concern was the proposed security
council. However, a major unease was raised about the intention to work towards the
end-version of the EU. It was underlined that making the EU simple is not a simple
task. It was no coincidence that the leaders have avoided to speak about the endversion of the EU this far, because “when we talk about end-version, we only get into
a fight.” Moreover, the vested interests will prohibit institutional reform. There are a
number of historic institutions like COREPER whose demolishment will create
instability. Likewise, the reformation of the European Parliament could reduce
corruption and increase accountability, but it also won't go easy, because taking away
politicians' jobs is not easy.
No doubt, on Macron’s side are his youth, energy, and intelligence. His European
programme, first and foremost, has to be understood in terms of its symbolism. The
first two visits of Macron will either be to Berlin or Brussels. For example, the
introduction of the post of the minister of economy would serve as a symbol of the
will of the member states to adopt progressively the same sort of economic policies.
Or, on the security council issue, although it may involve a class-style division
between its members, a creation of such council will show that at least some countries
have taken the issue seriously. Italy is important, but it does not have the economic
weight of Germany, and it does not have a political class with whom to speak with. In
fact, Italy is a tool in the hands of any French government to press on Germany and
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countries of Central Europe. There are doubts if the advance in economic and defence
integration is possible with 27 members. For the moment, the 27 show unity, but it
may not last long. If there is a division, the future of the EU will be completely
different. If we were to organise a reduced club of advanced countries, Italy would be
part of it.
Yet, serious doubts were raised about the Macron’s chances to reform the EU. The
EU is facing an increasing crisis, although it is good that some members are leaving,
because that might constitute the crisis needed to transform the EU. By loosing few
the EU may win a lot. However, by adding two or three more layers to the EU’s
institutions will not destroy the populist argument of the ungovernable and
uncontrollable Europe. The EU development took place in incremental steps and it
will continue to proceed slowly. Macron, by adding more institutions, will actually
give ammunition to Marine Le Pen.
6. What if Emmanuel Macron fails to deliver?
Although it was admitted that that it is difficult to know what will be Macron's
success at this stage, a concern was raised that Macron’s failure could lead to Marine
Le Pen’s presidency. As explained, theoretically, Macron’s failure can lead to a farright government in France, but without Marine Le Pen – she will not be elected at
any circumstances. The inheritance of far-right in France (the WW2 and Algeria War)
is such that people will not empower a far-right politics anymore. There is a “ceiling”
to how far the support for far-right can climb, and the 40 percent for Marine Le Pen
was already a great success, but it was also evident that she will not gain more. And,
with Macron first or second in the first round, it was clear that he will be elected.
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