France rediscovers the allure of shaping its own singular destiny

As the country votes today, its sense of national identity and shared values will endure beyond political differences
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Still hopeful: Nicolas Sarkozy. Photograph: CHESNOT/SIPA / Rex Features

It seems that the French presidential elections are once again providing their most sceptical neighbours with a delicious opportunity for ridicule. In the estimation of much of the British media, this is a contest – the first round of voting takes place today – characterised by populism and demagogy, dangerously lacking in pragmatism, and in which 30% of the vote threatens to fall to extremists.

The schadenfreude is unsurprising. French society has always been as vilified as it is envied for its apparent independence, its munificent welfare state, its glowing infrastructure and the supposed quality of life of its inhabitants. Surely, after the reality check of 2008, France is at last waking up to the harsh truths of life in the global economy?

On one level, it would seem that this election is indeed proof that France has woken up. For many voters, there is a painful lack of ideology in both main candidates' manifestos. President Sarkozy is no longer the neoliberal he purported to be when he came to power, nor is socialist leader François Hollande the protectionist he once was.

It's true that there are key differences in what each proposes, Hollande offering a clear social democratic alternative. But for the French, in terms of the big issue, the economy, neither candidate differs significantly in his views on how to handle it. Both men believe that the French president's room for manoeuvre is severely limited by global integration. Both promise to reduce the public debt, which, at 85% of the GDP, they see as unsustainable. Both pledge to balance the budget – Sarkozy by 2016, Hollande by 2017 – and both will cut public spending and raise taxes to do so. Voters in both camps are suitably cowed by the view that the Elysée can no longer pretend to be the command centre of the French economy. The result of all this is a fight lacking in any of the grand designs of Mitterrand or the Gaullist posturing of Chirac.

So when in the midst of all this pragmatism, the outsider candidate for the far left Front de Gauche, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, manages to lead tens of thousands in a 2km march on the Place de la Bastille, and lifting his sonorous voice in a rousing salute to a massive crowd, shouts: "Here we are again! The people of revolutions and rebellions!", few French people can resist him. Everyone I know, whether they vote left or right, is at least a little susceptible to the mythology of revolution. They cannot help thinking fondly of the French left's finest hours, the great marches of the Front Populaire of 1936 and the dizzying riots of May 1968.

Most people concede that Mélenchon has spiced up the election. Ségolène Royal, who, as a socialist, might feel that her party has much to lose from a candidate who threatens to split the left, could not help congratulating Mélenchon on his campaign. "It reminds me in some ways of my own campaign of 2007," she simpered on French cable TV. "In its enthusiasm, in the joy that radiates from the meetings."

Mélenchon, in turn, congratulates himself on the "Mélenchonisation" of the electoral race. As his poll ratings climbed week by week, both Sarkozy and Hollande started dancing to the beat of his drum. Both began to target the super-rich, always a surefire way of catching votes in this country, where excessive wealth is still perceived as grubby and shameful. Sarkozy announced his intention to make tax exiles pay and Hollande to introduce a new tax threshold of 75% for France's wealthiest citizens. Mélenchon responded with: "It's a good start."

The most alarming feature of this election – so far – is the lack of public interest. Abstention levels are expected to reach 28%. For a nation that prides itself on its capacity for political engagement and its love of ideas, this is a profoundly unnerving figure. Political commentators across the board ask whether this apathy is signalling the death of politics in France. Is this yet another sign, they ask, of the relentless advance of Anglo-American capitalism, which makes mindless consumers of us all?

I think not, for two reasons. One is that neither of the lead candidates intends to roll back the power of the state. Although Sarkozy has kept his promise to replace only one out of every two civil servants who retire, he does not intend to make further cuts. Hollande, for his part, says he will restore the 60,000 jobs that his rival cut from the education system but he will lose the same number in other branches of the public service. (Given that a large portion of his electorate comes from the civil service, Hollande is careful not to clarify where precisely these jobs will be lost.)

This shared immobilism is significant because the strong, interventionist state is the foundation on which l'exception française is built. There has long been a consensus in this country that a powerful state can be the only guarantor of French independence in a world dominated by Anglo-American values. France's greatest assets – her education system, her health service, her infrastructure – exist because of this consensus. Her nuclear industry would not have survived the subversive 70s without the prevailing belief, overriding all political divisions, that France should, at all costs, preserve her political and ideological independence. This entrenched view is what lies behind Sarkozy's campaign slogan: "For a Strong France".

The other reason why this election is not a sign that France is finally embracing unbridled free-market values is that if you add up the abstentions and Mélenchon's anti-capitalist voters and those who vote for Marine Le Pen's Front National, the majority of the electorate does not appear to believe in the current system. A survey taken across 10 countries, including Britain, America and China, and published in 2011, revealed that 33% of French people felt that capitalism didn't work and should be abandoned, versus 10% in Britain.

As the anti-capitalist leaders of the free world, the French are also world champions of pessimism. In a more recent international poll, they were questioned on the financial crisis and their prospects, personal and national. The French outlook was bleaker than that of even the Iraqis and the Afghans.

This is not new. The tragic outlook of the French makes them reluctant to show faith in the future. Change, for them, comes through convulsion and upheaval. That is why they can't help quivering excitedly to the revolutionary timbre of Mélenchon's speeches. It is also why 26% of 18- to 24-year-olds say they are ready to vote for the nationalist revolution proposed by Marine Le Pen. But when crunch time comes with the second round on 6 May, these protest voters will put a cross beside the name most likely to preserve l'exception française. A vote for change, if it's for Hollande, is also a vote for continuity.

