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The French bicameral system has some entirely unique features.

The Reign of Terror at the end of the Revolution, followed by the coup
d’état staged by the future Napoleon III in 1851, led to the view that a
unicameral system had facilitated the rise of dictatorships. In 1875, the
decision to adopt a bicameral system was the result of a compromise
between monarchists and republicans: the former agreed to the election of
the Chamber of Deputies by direct universal suffrage in exchange for a
second chamber elected by indirect suffrage: each municipality, regardless
of its population, would appoint one elector, which would ensure that rural
areas were over-represented and thus guarantee that the Senate would be
more conservative.

Last year, therefore, we celebrated the 150th anniversary of the Republican
Senate.

The Senate is justified both by the need to temper the excesses of direct
universal suffrage and, from the outset, by its representation of all local
authorities. I should point out that its electoral system has evolved
considerably: it continues to over-represent small municipalities, but with
a much smaller distortion in relation to population than was originally the
case.

The bicameral system can be justified on three grounds:
- an institutional justification;

- a political justification;

- a technical justification.

L An institutional justification: the representation of local

authorities

The Constitution confers upon the Senate the role of representing local
authorities, but it does not represent political entities as in a federal state,
since France, although decentralised, is a ‘single and indivisible’ Republic.



The 348 senators are ‘elected by elected representatives’: they are
appointed for six years by around 170,000 ‘electoral college members’ ;
half of the Senate is renewed every three years, notably a few months after
the local elections (which also take place every six years).

This electoral system encourages candidates and parties to establish a local
presence — as they must win seats in local councils to secure a place in the

Senate — and also smooths out shifts in political trends over time.

Senators are, in a sense, the ‘mediators between the state and the regions’,
to use the words of its President.

Il. A political justification: the balance of powers

The role of the Senate must be viewed in the context of the Fifth Republic’s
ambition to have a strong executive within a parliamentary system. Elected
by indirect suffrage, the Senate cannot permanently block the passage of a
bill. Nor can it bring down the Government, which, in turn, cannot dissolve
1t.

The principle is parity between the two assemblies, as long as the
government does not give the ‘final say’ to the National Assembly. The
legislative procedure is, in a sense, a three-way game in which the
Government plays a leading role. In the event of a disagreement with the
National Assembly, it can rely on the Senate; conversely, it can ask the
National Assembly to ‘make a final decision’, but only after prior dialogue
between the two chambers (mandatory back-and-forth procedure and a
meeting of a joint committee, comprising an equal number of members of
the National Assembly and senators, to attempt to reach agreement on a
text); the ‘final say’ rests with the executive and therefore does not
constitute a confiscation of the legislative function by the lower house.

It may also happen that members of the National Assembly and senators
unite against the Government on provisions of a bill or on a piece of
legislation.



Not subject to the threat of dissolution, the Senate is not bound by the five-
year cycle of the National Assembly and the Presidency of the Republic,
which are most often aligned. In the face of the resulting political
centralisation, the Senate acts as a chamber of political moderation.

During the 5" Republic, the Senate has at times been in the majority and at
times in opposition, but it has always fulfilled this role, and differences in
the majority, despite the Government’s ability to give the final say to the
National Assembly, have not nullified its legislative influence: since 1959,
7 out of 8 bills have been adopted in identical terms by both chambers.

Since 2022, the President of the Republic has no longer held a majority in
the National Assembly. In this context, the Senate has played an important
role in the legislative process, with the executive frequently relying on it to
push its bills through.

IIl. A technical justification: the added value of a second review

There can be no high-quality parliamentary work without multiple readings.

The back-and-forth process, by fostering dialogue between the National
Assembly, the Senate and the Government appears to be the best way to
ensure that legislation is both as faithful as possible to the general will and
founded on sound legal principles.

The French Senate takes particular care to ensure that it passes ‘good’ laws:

- it attaches great importance to the quality of legislation, which is a
‘hallmark’ of its work;

- it exercises its function of scrutinising the Government whilst
ensuring that this is coordinated with its legislative role, particularly
as its position affords it a degree of independence from the executive.



The work of a Senate Committee of Inquiry into drug trafficking in France,
for example, led to the tabling of a cross-party bill, which was unanimously
adopted by the Senate and became law in June 2025. It ranks among the
most significant laws of the past two years.

*

In conclusion, whilst the Senate no longer serves to prevent the
‘dictatorship’ of a single chamber, it has established itself as an
indispensable counterbalance to the presidential and majority-based system
of the 5™ Republic. Its position, in the words of its President, makes it a
‘countervailing power’, deeply committed to the defence of civil liberties
and respect for the principles underpinning our rule of law.



