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Racist Conspiracy Theory Seeps Into France's Mainstream 
By NORIMITSU ONISHI 

PARIS - Until a couple of years 
ago, the "great replacement" - a 
racist conspiracy theory that 
white Christian populations are 
being intentionally replaced by 
nonwhite immigrants - was so 
toxic in France that even Marine 
Le Pen , the longtime leader of the 
country's far right, pointedly re 
fused to use it. 

But in a presidential race that 
has widened the boundaries of po
litical acceptability in France, 
Valerie Pecresse, the candidate of 
the mainstream center-right party 
in the coming election , used the 
phrase over the weekend in a 
speech punctuated with coded at
tacks against immigrants and 
Muslims. 

The use of the slogan - in what 
had been billed as the most impor 
tant speech so far by Ms. Pecresse, 
a top rival of President Emmanuel 
Macron- has fueled intense criti
cism from her opponents as well 
as allies within her party. It also 
underscored France's further shift 
to the right, especially among mid
dle-class voters, and the over
whelming influence of right -wing 
ideas and candidates in this cam
paign, political experts said. 

The "great rep lacement," a con
spiracy theory adopted by many 
white supremacists worldwide, 
has inspired mass killings in the 
United States and New Zealand . 

Eric Zemmour, a far-right au
thor, television pund it and now 
presidential candidate , was the 
leading figure to popularize the 
concept in France in the past dec
ade, describing it as a civiliza
tional threat against the country 
and the rest of Europe. 
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In a speech, Valerie Pecresse , a mainstream center -right candidate , referred to the "great replacement ; ' a racist conspiracy theory. 

In a 75-minute speech before 
7,000 supporters in Paris - in
tended to introduce Ms. Pecresse, 
54, the current leader of the Paris 
region and a former national min 
ister of the budget and then higher 
education , to voters nationwide 
Ms. Pecresse adopted Mr. Zem
mour's themes, saying the election 
would determine whether France 
is a "a united nation or a divided 
nation." 

She said that France was not 
doomed to the "great replace
ment" and called on her support 
ers "to rise up." ln the same 
speech, she drew a distinction be
tween "French of the heart" and 
"French of papers " - an expres 
sion used by the extreme right to 
point to naturalized citizens. Vow
ing not to let France be subju 
gated , she said of the symbo l of 
France , O'Marianne is not a veiled 

woman " - referring to the Mus
lim veil. 

"By using the 'great rep lace
ment,' she gave it legitimacy and 
put the ideas of the extreme right 
at the heart of the debate of the 
presidential race,'' said Philippe 
Corcufl, an expert on the far right 
who teaches at the Institute of Po
litical Studies in Lyon. "When she 
talks of 'French of papers; she's 
saying that distinctions will be 
made between French people ac
cording to ethnic criteria. Her 
stigmatization of the Muslim veil 
is in the same logic of the extreme 
righL" 

The use olthe term , once limited 
to the extreme right , by Ms. 
Pecresse- who is the candidate of 
the Republicans , the party of for
mer Presidents Nicolas Sarkozy 
and Jacques Chirac - marked a 
"Rubicon; said Anne Hidalgo, the 
Socialist presidential candidate 
and current mayor of Paris. 

But it also made uneasy people 
inside her own party , who still 
want to draw clear lines between it 

The Group Trying to Steer 
Ottawa's Restive Protesters 

By SARAH MASLIN NIR 
and NATALIE KITROEFF 

OTTAWA- Since the big rigs 
entrenched in the core of Canada's 
capital first pulled in nearly three 
weeks ago, they have arranged 
themse lves in a semblan ce of or
der, parking in evenly spaced 
rows . Their drivers have stayed 
warm and are fed by a corps of 
marshaled volunteers, and 
though they have varying person 
al beliefs, they appear carefully 
on-message: "Freedom!" has 
been the repeated refrain for the 
past 20 days. 

It is no accident: High above the 
clot of trucks on Ottawa's Par lia
ment Hill, in hote l rooms just out 
of the fray, are the war rooms be
hind the operation. From them , a 
team of sell-appointed leaders, 
some with military and right-wing 
organizing backgrounds, have or
chestrated a disciplined and 
high ly coordinated occupation. 

They have spent the weeks hud
dling in conference rooms and 
streaming their own news confer
ences on social media platforms 
from hote l lobbies. It is a crew that 
includes former law enforcement 
officers, military veterans and 
conservative organizers, a some
times fractious collaboration that 
has nonetheless helped to co
alesce a demons trat ion against 
vaccine mandates into a force that 
has destabilized the city and sent 
shock waves throughout Canada. 

And while the main blockade 
that had crippled trade and stalled 
commercial traffic for near ly a 
week at the main border crossing 
between Canada and the United 
States reopened this week, the 
protesters in Ottawa large ly ha 
ven't budged. 

Canadian officials, who do not 
have authority to tell the police 
how to operate, have become in
creasingly frustrated with the oc
cupation and see the coordination 
not as a polished demonstration, 
but a dangerous threat. 

"What is driving this movement 
is a very smal l, organized group 
that is driven by an ideology to 
overthrow the government," 
Marco Mendicino , the public 
safety minister , said in remark s on 
Tuesday. "Through whatever 
means they may wish to use ." 

The protesters' efforts seemed 
to be rewarded on Tuesday by the 
resignation of Ottawa's police 
chief, who had laced mounting 
criticism for the tepid response to 

Ian Austen contributed reporting 
from Ottawa, and Allison Han
nafordfrom North Bay, Ontario. 

the demonstrations in the cap ital 
since the start of the occupation . 
As news of the chief's departure 
reached the encampment Tues
day, jub ilant honking blared 
through the city. 

Peter Sloly, the police chief, re
signed a day after Mr. Trudeau 
took the rare step of declaring a 
national public order emergency 
that extended more robust polic
ing measures across the country. 
His invocation of the Emergencies 
Act also took aim at both protester 
fund-raising, which has been 
deemed a criminal activity, and 
the demonstrators' personal and 
bus iness bank accounts . 

The new public order threatens 
to unrave l a group already at 
pains to project credibility. Its un
derpinnin gs- as a hodgepodge of 
people suffused in counter/actual 
belief systems, conspiracy theo
ries and bare ly bridled rage at 
anything seen as contrary to their 
mission - frequently erupt 
through the official veneer. 

At a news conference in the 
Sheraton Ottawa Hotel on Mon
day, opened to media other than 
solely conservative-leaning news 
outlets for one of the first times, 
there was an air of gravitas in a 
room that echoed with the con
stant coughing of dozens of mask 
less supporters. 

"Some of you might oppose our 
grievances ; Tamara Lich, one of 
the most visible group leaders, 
said to the television cameras . 
"However, democratic soc iety wil l 
always have non-trivial disagree
ments , and righteou s dissi dents. " 

But when a televis ion reporter, 
Glen McGregor, asked about a 
large cache of weapons found that 
day at a protest in Alberta, others 
in the conference room became 
enraged, shoving the reporter and 
calling for his ejection with yells of 
"how dare you!" as Mr. McGregor 
and his television crew fled into 
the stree t. Tom Marazzo , a 
spokesman , later defended the ac
tion. 

What messaging discip line ex
ists comes from the early public 
face of the effort, Ms. Lich, said 
Jay Hill, the interim leader of the 
Maverick Party, a small r ight-of
center group based out of Calgary, 
Alberta, created to promote the 
separation of Canada 's three west
ern Prairie Provinces from the 
rest of the country. Ms. Lich has 
deep ties to the group. 

Even before the convoy assem
bled, its messaging was Ms. Lich's 
preoccupation, according to Mr. 
Hill, who said she called him sev
eral times even before arriving in 

and the extreme right. Xavier 
Bertrand, a party heavywe ight, 
said , "The great replacement, 
that' s not us,'' according to French 
news media. 

Polls show Ms. Pecresse , Ms. Le 
Pen and Mr. Zemmour neck and 
neck for second place behind Mr. 
Macron in the first round of voting, 
scheduled for April JO. In the sec
ond round , on April 24, one of them 
would face off against Mr. Macron, 
who has also shifted to the right, 
especially in the past two years of 
his presidency . 

The sudden rise of Mr. Zem
mour as a candidate has injected 
the "great replacement " and other 
explosive issue s into the election, 
forcing other candidates on the 
right to fine-tune their positions at 
the risk of losing support to him. 

Ms. Le Pen had expressly re
jected the slogan , criticizing it as a 
conspiracy theory. While she has 
kept her distance from the term, 
her party's president, Jordan 
Bardella , has started referring to it 
in recent months. 
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Ottawa to strategize. 
"We had a number of discus 

sions about staying on message, 
about the need in this modern-day 
world of politics to have a very 
clearly defined mes sage tha t un
derstandab le and simp le, a mes 
sage that people can grasp hold of 
and run with," he said. "Tamara 
clearly understands that ." 

Ms. Lich played a leading role in 
organizing a GoFundMe cam
paign for the protests that raised 
S7.8 million before the crowdfund 
ing site shut it down after receiv
ing "police reports of violence and 
other unlawfu l activity," Go
FundMe said. 

Previous ly, Ms. Lich worked as 
a personal trainer in Medicine 
Hat, Alberta, a town once dubbed 
"Hell's Basement ," by Rudyard 
Kipling for its location on top of 
huge natu ral gas field. 

Ms. Lich did not respond to a 
call and text message requesting 
an interview. 

B.J. Dichter, an official spokes
man for the convoy, said he joined 
the effort after Ms. Lich sought 
help managing the swell of dona 
tions flowing into a GoFundMe 
page . Mr. Dichter has a history of 
spouting anti-lslamist views and 
once said that "political Islam" is 

Facing cr iticism, Ms . Pecresse 
backpedaled a little, saying her 
use of the expression had been 
misconstrued . 

But Nicolas Lebourg, a political 
scientist spec ializing in the right 
and far right, said that her use of 
the term simply reflected a politi• 
cal calculation: the center right's 
trad itional middle-class support
ers have also sh ifted rightward in 
recent years . 

"Since 2010, there 's been a sig• 
nificant hardening by upper -mid
dle-class voters against immigra 
tion and Islam , but we hadn't seen 
its political effects yet ,'' Mr. 
Lebourg said. "So what we're ex
periencing now is a tipping over of 
part of the middle-class and upper 
middle-class." 

These voters are worried about 
issues like "wokisme" - the sup. 
posed contamination of France by 
"woke " American ideas on social 
just ice that they see as over
wrought political correctness. 

"It's middle-class voters who 
care about 'wokisme; while Le 

Pen's working -class supporters 
are completely uninterested in 
that," Mr. Lebourg said . 

The "great rep lacement" was 
conjured up by a French writer 
named Renaud Camus in 20 IO. In 
an interview in 2019, Mr. Camus 
bemoaned the fact that leading po
liticians had rejected the slogan. 
The slogan and his embrace of the 
far right had turned him into a pa
riah in France's literary and media 
circles, forcing him to publish his 
own books. 

But in recent months , Mr. Ca
mus has been invited back on tele
vision talk shows. 

In an email exchange on Tues
day, he said, "I can only be de
lighted by the use of the expres
sion 'great replacement' during 
this presidential campaign." 

Other campaign issues, like the 
pandemic and consumer purchas
ing powe r, were minor next to the 
real ity described by the slogan, he 
said. 

"The rest is of no importance by 
comparison," he said. 

Protesters in Ottawa, abov e, largely haven 't budged from the 
capital in over two weeks , provok ing frustration from lawmakers . 
Left, Tamara Lich , one of the most vis ible pro tes t lea ders . 

"rotting away at our society like 
syphilis ." He has rejected claims 
of racism . 

"I'm Jewish," he told the jour
nalist Rupa Subramanya "I have 
family in mass graves in Europe . 
And apparently I'm a white su
premacisL " 

Within the occupiers' tightly 
managed ground operations, 
there are military hallmarks , out
lined and executed by the several 
higher -ups who have back
grounds in the armed forces and 
law enforcement , according to Mr. 
Marazzo. He sa id he spent 25 
years in the military , and with his 
measured tones he is frequently 
dep loyed as the spokesman for 
the group . 

l(This was a grass•roo ts convoy 
that just left their homes and 
headed for Ottawa,'' said Mr. 
Marazw, a former instructor at 
Georgian College in Ontario who 
added that he was fired because of 
his anti-vaccine beliefs. "They 've 
dep loyed to the field without re
ally knowing who our command
ing officers were, who were the 
platoon commander , and who 
were the captains - That was a 
team effort ." 

On the ground, the organizers 
have established a sophisticated 
infrastructure that includes 
oversight of each occupied street 
by a so-called road captain, with 
sections divided and overseen by 
block captains who operate below 
them. The captains check in on the 
drivers ensconced in the ir cabs, 
delivering things like hot break
fast s - doling out so much food 
that some protesters sa id they 

have to turn it away. 
The protesters' coordinated re

sponses seek to outfox law en
forcement. After the police threat
ened to arrest people refueling the 
trucks last week, demonstrators 
filled red and yellow jerrycans 
with water to provide cover to 
those who were in fact supplying 
gaso line. 

Now the protesters appear to 
operate in impunity: Every few 
hours, phalanxes of volunteers 
tow garden trolleys bearing hall
dozen 20-liter gas cans to top up 
the drivers. 

"This is what you can attribute 
the longevity of this movement to, 
it's sheer dedication ," said Dagny 
Pawlak, an spokeswoman for the 
group. " 

But while the organizers have 
spearheaded much of the logistics 
of sustaining an occupation now in 
its third week, it is unclear how 
much power they have over the 
demonstrators - who share a 
wide range of motivations and be
liefs - if and when it comes time 
to negotiate their departure . 

"They will generally speak for 
everybody, but everybody has 
their own thoughts," said Guy 
Meister, a trucker from Nova Sco
tia who was encamped outside the 
Senate . That fracture became 
clear when word recently got out 
that organizers were negotiating 
with Ottawa's mayor to re locate 
some trucks, infuriating some of 
the convoy. 

"I have faith in them, but I'm my 
own person, " Mr. Meister said . 
"The only person tha t's going to 
dec ide when I leave is me." 

Ex-President 
Of Honduras 
Is Detained 
In Drug Case 

By JOAN SUAZO 
and ANATOLY KURMANAEV 

TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras -
Honduran author ities detained 
former Honduran President Juan 
Orlando Hernandez on Tuesday to 
potentially lace extradit ion and 
drug charges in the United States, 
capping a spectacular downfall 
for one of Central America 's most 
powerful men. 

Mr. Hernandez, who led the 
country for eight years and 
stepped down less than a month 
ago , was escorted by security offi
cers from his home , wearing a bul
letproof vest and shackles that 
bound him hand and loot. 

"It's not an easy moment, I 
don't wish it on anybody ," Mr. 
Hernandez said in an audio mes• 
sage post ed on his Twitter profile 
at 5 a.m. on Tuesday. 

"I'm ready to pre sent myself 
voluntarily and defend myself in 
accordance with the law; he said 
in a separate message on Face• 
book, shortly after. 

Fireworks exp loded around the 
Honduran capital of Tegucigalpa 
almost immediately after Mr. 
Hernandez was led away from his 
home, and about a hundred pro
testers gathered around his resi• 
dence to celebrate his detention. 
The former president is deeply 
unpopular, accused of allowing or
ganized crime and corruption to 
penetrate the highest echelons of 
power, keeping Honduras one of 
the poorest and most violent coun
tries in Latin America. 

An arrest quickly 
follows an extradition 
request from the US . 

"Justice has been served for 
Honduras ," said Ana Maria Tor• 
res , a university student who 
came to revel in Mr. Hernandez's 
arrest. "He left the country in ru
ins and now the gringos are going 
to take him so that he pays the 
price of being a narco.n 

Police trucks and black sports 
utility vehicles wi.th tinted win• 
dows surrounded his home in an 
upmarket gated community on 
Monday night, just minutes after 
the country's Foreign Ministry re
vealed that it had rece ived an ex
tradition request from the United 
States for a politician . On Tuesday 
morning, he opened his door to the 
authorities, who took him away. 

The extradition request, 
presented to Honduras 's Supreme 
Court and seen by The New York 
Times , claims Mr. Hernandez par 
ticipated in a "violent drug-traf 
ficking conspiracy " that since 
2004 has transported 500 tons of 
cocaine from Venezuela and Co
lomb ia to the United States via 
Honduras . The document claims 
that Mr. Hernandez received mil
lions of dollars in bribes for facili
tating the shipments and shie ld• 
ing traffickers from prosecution . 

The former president's brother, 
Juan Antonio Hernfmdez, is serv • 
ing a life sentence in the United 
States for cocaine trafficking. An
other convicted cocaine trafficker 
who implicated the former presi
dent, Geovanny Fuentes, received 
the same sentence last week. 

Mr. Hernandez is expected to be 
presented in court on Wednesday . 
In the past , he has repeatedly de
nied all drug-related accusations , 
claiming that unspecified voice re
cordings made by the Drug En
forcement Administration show 
his innocence . 

It is not clear if, or when, Mr. 
Hernandez may be extradited to 
the United States and whether he 
will be accused of crimes at home. 
Honduras 's Supreme Court is ex· 
peeled to rule on whether to grant 
the extradition request . 

A Supreme Court judge who 
was named on Tuesday to hear 
Mr. Hernandez's case is affiliated 
with the former president 's party 
and has a history of absolving sus
pects in corruption cases, said Ga• 
br iela Castellanos , the head of Na
tional Anti-Corruption Council, an 
independent body created by con
gress. 

Honduras, which relies heavi ly 
on American aid, has never de· 
nied a U.S. extradition request , 
said Marlon Duarte, a Tegucigal 
pa-based lawyer who has partici
pated in five extradition cases. 
But a case against a recent presi
dent has no precedent , and Mr. 
Hernandez retains support in the 
judicial system , he said. 

Honduras's new president, 
Xiomara Castro , has accused Mr. 
Hernandez of turning the country 
into a qnarco-dictatorship. n She 
was elected in November after 
promising to overhaul the system 
of corruption and impunity that 
flourished under Mr. Hernandez , 
contributing to a mass exodus of 
its citizens to the United States. 

Joan Suazo reported from Teguci
galpa , and Anatoly Kurmanaev 
from Oaxaca, Mexico. Oscar Lopez 
contributed reportingfromMexico 
City. 
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