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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the individual and structural rationales involved in the production 

of citizen non-participation in protest against unethical weapons exports. Arms exports 

control has traditionally been viewed in the literature as a product of states and state-centred 

international bodies, but it is increasingly recognised that in democracies citizens have a 

major role to play in terms of democratic constraint. However, in the case of France, 

evidence shows that hardly any citizens seek to constrain the government and pressure it to 

change its arms export policy, despite the fact that most of its clients are human rights 

violators. This raises a question that this dissertation aims to answer: Why do French citizens 

not mobilise and protest against their country’s arms exports to countries that violate human 

rights? A survey experiment was conducted with French citizens to probe and discover the 

different causal mechanisms explaining non-participation. It was found that insufficient 

information, active shunning of participation and emotional responses are the most 

prevalent causes of non-participation among French citizens. Therefore, this dissertation 

highlights the need for a holistic approach to the study of non-participation, and aims to 

provide a constructive basis for practitioners and for further research on weapons export 

control and democratic constraint. 

Keywords: Weapons exports; human rights violations; non-participation; democratic 

constraint; barriers to participation; citizens; France. 
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Introduction 

 

“We work on strictly commercial terms. We tell other countries: if you want arms, 

we sell them. It is all very simple.” This quote, from an adviser to the former Minister of 

Defence Michel Debré (quoted in Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 19), summarises the unofficial 

French arms exports1 policy. Despite France’s reputation as a principled champion of 

human rights and its ratification of all the multilateral instruments that govern arms export 

controls, its actual export policy has emphasised realism and pragmatism rather than human 

rights or ethics (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 36). Indeed, the French government has generally 

based its decision-making about weapons exports on national interest rather than on moral 

evaluations, in accordance with the realists’ assertion that foreign policy is ultimately about 

ensuring essential interests of survival, security and power (Hansen & Marsh, 2015: 267), 

but also that “successful foreign policy [cannot be conducted] on the basis of moral outrage 

or perpetual public scrutiny” (Phythian, 2000: 80) and that the government’s “primary 

obligation is to the interests of the national society it represents, not to the moral impulses 

that individual elements of that society may experience" (Kennan, 1985: 206). Decisions 

regarding the weapons export policy have thus been consistently reached without much or 

any influence from citizens, and rarely have human rights considerations been allowed to 

prevail over unilateral interests. As such, if the benefits of exporting to human rights 

violators were perceived to outweigh the merits of restraint, France exported weapons in 

spite of the humanitarian norms and export control principles it claims to uphold and defend 

(Hansen & Marsh, 2015: 267; Gillies, 1996: 257). France has always been one of the most 

prolific exporters of weapons and war material, aggressively fostering exports at the highest 

level of government: with sales increasing in volume and in value over the past twenty years, 

France now accounts for 8.2% of global exports, making it the third largest supplier in the 

world behind the United States and Russia (Johnson & Willardson, 2018: 3; Derosier & 

Basak Acar, 2020: 179; SIPRI, 2021). Most of France's clients, and especially those with 

whom the most lucrative contracts are signed, are authoritarian regimes that are known to 

be committing human rights abuses: among its five main clients (India, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

Egypt, United Arab Emirates), only India appears to be a democracy, the others being either 

consolidating or established authoritarian regimes (Ministère des Armées, 2021: 113; 

Center for Systemic Peace, 2020). In a context of strong competition in the arms trade, the 

 
1 The terms “arms exports”, “weapons exports”, “military exports” and “exports of military-industrial 

equipment” are used interchangeably in this dissertation. 



7 

 

new and expanding markets offered by authoritarian regimes represent an important 

financial resource for France, whose national demand is insufficient to ensure the 

sustainability of its defence industrial and technology base (DITB) (Lustgarten, 2020: 16): 

this strong dependence of the French DITB on exports leads France to relativise other 

concerns, notably humanitarian ones (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 31). Indeed, transfers of 

military-industrial equipment to authoritarian states are fuelling violence and human rights 

abuses. Exported weapons can and are used to cause death and devastation, for internal 

repression and to violently suppress political opposition and dissent, helping to strengthen 

and entrench the incumbent regime and prolonging armed conflicts. This in turn produces 

regional and international instability and insecurity, inhibits sustainable development and 

contributes to perpetuating human rights violations, undermining human security and 

reproducing a ‘negative peace’ (Lustgarten, 2020: 6f.; Fracalossi de Moraes, 2018: 471, 

481; Stohl, 2017: 1f.; Erickson, 2015: 140).  

Given that French citizens conceive of France as the cradle of human rights and global 

humanitarianism and place this vision at the very heart of their identity, exporting weapons 

to regimes that use them to deny their citizens the most basic human rights seems to be an 

intrinsic infringement of these tenets and other foundational, post-French Revolution values 

of liberty, equality and fraternity (Erickson, 2015: 127; Pickard & Bessant, 2018: 2). Indeed, 

on account of their simultaneous sentiments of sympathy for the respect of human rights 

and loathing for the perpetration of violence, many citizens of democratic weapons-

exporting states “object to their nation’s industry being used to deny people overseas 

freedoms they themselves enjoy” (Lustgarten, 2020: 7). Furthermore, the consequences of 

such military exports are not only borne by the citizens of the client country, but also, albeit 

in a different way, by the citizens of the exporting state, which faces a “constitutional 

blowback” from the arms trade: the sale of weapons to authoritarian regimes has a 

deleterious effect on democratic governance and constitutional and legal accountability 

(Lustgarten, 2020: 22). As such, different ethical and legal cases for criticism of the French 

export policy materialise, and it could therefore be expected of French citizens to engage in 

protest to manifest and convey their dissatisfaction with their government’s arms export 

policy and to try to influence the political decision-making process (Verhulst & Walgrave, 

2009: 460). They would be joining fellow citizens of other European democracies similarly 

involved in the arms trade (e.g., UK, Germany, Belgium, Sweden) in contesting unethical 

arms exports: the governments of these countries have experienced public outcry and 

multiple citizen protests as a result of some of their export decisions, and have subsequently 
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been constrained by public opinion to curb their transfers to human rights violators 

(Erickson, 2015: 115, 119f., 134f; Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 67f.). Moreover, France has a 

lengthy and vibrant heritage and culture of protest movements, which are a deeply rooted 

political process of contesting government and public policies, and have featured and 

continue to feature prominently in grassroots political action (Pickard & Bessant, 2018: 2, 

5). Protest activities appear legitimate to a large fraction of the French population and may 

even be praised as evidence of the robustness of French democracy (Jumet, 2017: viii; 

Mayer, 1997: 7). The purpose of this dissertation is not to prove whether or not protest is an 

effective form of citizen participation, or whether it is likely to influence the behaviour of 

the French government. What is of concern here is simply the potential for protest to change 

government policy: previous literature suggests that protest succeeds or can succeed in 

influencing democratic governments (Piven & Cloward, 1979; Gillion, 2013; Woodly, 

2015; Battaglini, 2017: 485f.), which has been confirmed by successful mobilisations in 

France (e.g., May 68 or ‘Gilets Jaunes’).  

While it may have been expected that French citizens would engage in protest, it is 

necessary to recognise that they are not mobilising and protesting against weapons exports 

to human rights violators. There is no existing protest movement on this issue in France, 

and the very rare and sporadic protest actions involve at most a few dozen individuals, 

thereby failing to have any impact on the government (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 42f.; La 

Croix, 2019). Mass mobilisation is needed for the state to acknowledge public discontent 

and possibly be enticed to adjust its export policy in consequence (DeNardo, 1985: 36, 42). 

Yet, the ‘mass’ is not a unitary actor, but the result of “multitudes of individual choices to 

participate in a movement for change” (Kuran, 1991: 16): why, then, do individuals not 

make the choice to participate? In other words, why do French citizens not mobilise against 

national exports of weapons to countries that violate human rights? This research question 

will underpin the dissertation, which aims at uncovering the multiple reasons why French 

citizens do not mobilise and protest against their government’s arms exports policy. 

Understanding the non-mobilisation of citizens has not been studied in the context of the 

arms trade, yet it is crucial to the regulation of the latter. The three largest exporters supply 

two-thirds of the world's weapons exports, and the five permanent members of the UN 

Security Council are among the six largest exporters (SIPRI, 2021). Given that the 

reluctance or non-compliance of these major arms suppliers to strengthen or implement 

controls on the conventional arms trade has a major impact on the willingness and ability of 

the wider international community to adopt and pursue more stringent arms export practices 
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(Stohl, 2017: 7), and considering that protest can lead to more ethical and constrained 

exports, citizen engagement could drive stricter weapons export practices and ultimately 

influence the overall level of human rights violations.  

The dissertation is divided into three chapters. The first one covers the literature review and 

seeks to situate this research in a theoretical context. The second chapter then presents the 

methodology supporting the research. Finally, the third chapter will be divided into three 

different sections, each dedicated to the discussion of a major rationale behind citizens’ non-

participation.  
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

 

This chapter addresses the existing theories on which the research is based. France's 

status as a democracy, combined with its involvement in the arms trade, invites the 

consideration and review of democratic peace theory, from which democratic constraint 

theory derives. Secondly, theories on participation and, more specifically, non-participation, 

will lead to an examination of the literature linking non-participation, public opinion and 

weapons exports. 

 

I. Theories of democratic peace and democratic constraint  

Democratic peace is one of the most fundamental and influential theory in the discipline of 

International Relations and has been elaborated and studied by generations of scholars 

(Kant, [1795] 1983; Levy, 1988; Hegre et al., 2020). It postulates that democratic states are 

more peaceful and less prone to war, whether with all other states (monadic democratic 

peace) or only with other democracies (dyadic democratic peace) (Maoz & Russett, 1993: 

624; Russett & Oneal, 2001). While the monadic democratic peace has been disproved, the 

dyadic democratic peace has gained a renewed interest in the second half of the twentieth 

century: Babst (1964: 13) considered the absence of fighting between pairs of democratic 

states during both world wars as evidence for the theory and was later joined by Small and 

Singer (1976) and Chan (1997). Doyle (1986: 1152) regards liberal states as both “peaceful” 

and “prone to make war”, corroborating the Kantian arguments that democracies create a 

“separate peace” among themselves, while simultaneously holding motives for aggression 

and engaging in military conflicts as frequently as other polities. The phenomenon is often 

explained by examining domestic factors, following two divergent trends. The first one, 

supported by authors such as Kant ([1795] 1983), Doyle (1986) and Owen (1994), proposes 

a normative explanation. Indeed, it is the shared liberal norms and values that would 

establish a non-violent approach to conflict resolution and prevent military conflicts 

between democracies, while at the same time explaining their disposition to take aggressive 

action against non-democracies that flout these norms and values. The second one, favoured 

by Small and Singer (1976) or Bueno de Mesquita et al. (1999), advances an institutional 

explanation. Democratic institutions, civil society organisations and citizens would function 

as a check and balance, preventing their leaders from engaging in the uncontrolled and 

unrestrained use of force. Through their selectorate theory of the democratic peace, Bueno 
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de Mesquita et al. (1999: 801) argue that, through their vote, citizens influence the choice 

of their leaders, reward policy success and punish policy failures. Since ordinary citizens 

are assumed to have an aversion to conflicts and wars and as democracy allows them to 

replace their leaders in competitive and periodic elections, leaders will avoid waging wars 

and conducting hazardous foreign policies for fear of being sanctioned at the ballot box 

(Przeworski et al., 1999: 4f.). Fearon (1994: 577) suggests that these “audience costs” more 

generally deter powerholders from engaging in disfavoured policies and encourage them to 

take public opinion into account. Evidently, the institutional account rests on the essential 

premise that leaders aim to retain office and are as such attentive and responsive to public 

opinion (Habermas, 1996: 235; Baum & Potter, 2015: 30), and that citizens are regularly 

given the opportunity “to remove elites who have not acted in their interests” (Rosato, 2003: 

587). 

Hegre et al. (2020: 33), however, reject the argument that this dynamic of electoral 

accountability best explains democratic peace. They introduce the concept of social 

accountability, in which citizens can inflict audience costs not only during elections but also 

between elections through activism, protests, support for political opposition or strikes. In 

this way, they are able to indicate and emphasise both their demands and the unpopular 

policies of their leaders, to demand the latter be more transparent about their decisions, and 

to impose immediate sanctions in response to undesirable and unwarranted behaviour, 

constraining them to adjust their actions. Both electoral and social accountability theories 

feed into the principle of democratic constraint, which requires that in democratic regimes 

“the nature and extent of state intervention, and the orientation and character of government 

policies and reforms” derive from the will of the citizens and “respond to voters’ demands 

or decisions” (Bresser-Pereira, 2004: 270). Other considerations, for instance economic, 

cannot be sovereign, in that the will of the citizens is absolute. Constraint implies that 

citizens are active and participate in the political process, or else powerholders would not 

know that their policies are disfavoured and would continue their course unchanged and 

unabated. Thus, participation and protest are primordial, and the literature on these topics 

needs to be examined as well. 

 

II. Theories of participation 

The concept of participation is central to the liberalism literature. Despite the absence of a 

uniform understanding of liberalism, Mac Ginty (2012: 170) highlights different leitmotivs 
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of this school of thought, such as the “recognition of the individual as the basis of society”, 

the “rationality of individuals and collectives”, a “belief in the reformability of individuals 

and institutions” and the “promotion of freedoms that are believed to be universal”. For 

liberals, citizens must participate and do so when they are given the opportunity. Starr 

(2007: 4) considers that citizens have the duty to take part in the construction and 

coordination of the society they live in, a belief often echoed by the media and politicians 

following low voter turnout. Salamon and Van Evera (1973: 1288) contend that in 

democracies, citizens are able to take part in public decisions without facing obstacles, given 

that liberal institutions tackle barriers to participation and provide “truly open” and adequate 

participation opportunities. Nonetheless, liberals have mainly focused on voting as a form 

of participation, as it is easily quantifiable and presents the most direct and apparent barriers 

to confront (Mac Ginty, 2012: 170). With the decline of institutional political participation, 

other scholars have developed micro-theories and an empirical literature on mobilisation, 

collective action and contentious politics, which have emerged as alternative means of 

political participation: protest has thus, for example, ‘‘simply [become] politics by other 

means’’ (Gamson, 1990: 139). The aim of this literature has been to answer three essential 

questions: who is participating (focusing on the participants’ socio-structural 

circumstances), why are they participating (seeking to uncover their motivations) and how 

do they come to participate (Verhulst & Walgrave, 2009: 459).  

Firstly, with regard to the participants themselves, Verhulst & Walgrave (2009: 458) 

identify financial status, education and network embeddedness as strong predictors of 

participation, while McAdam (1988: 147) also noted that political participation is a habit in 

which one has to be socialised. Saunders and Shlomo (2021: 79), while acknowledging that 

not all individuals are equal in participating in protests (due to time or financial constraints, 

or social upbringing), point out that protest has become routinised and is no longer a 

marginal event conducted only by radical activists or professionals. According to Verhulst 

and Walgrave (2009: 457, original emphasis), “the normalization of protest has brought on 

a normalization of protesters”. Diversity is increasing in the social and demographical 

background of protestors, whose characteristics differ less from those of the general 

population than they did in the past.  

Secondly, regarding the reasons for participation, DeNardo (1985: 34) develops an 

elementary theory: mobilisation is proportional to the ideological distance between regime 

policies and citizen’s preference. He defines policy space as a “left-to-right ideological 

spectrum”, with each party possessing a well-defined preferred position on the ideological 
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spectrum. The parties (e.g., the regime, the citizen, the leadership of a social movement) are 

then rating the positions of the other actors purely in terms of ideological distance from their 

optimum position. As such, a state policy moving further away from the citizen’s preference 

would lead him or her to mobilise against the government, and mass mobilisation is 

expected when the policy is distant from the preference of the median citizen. Moreover, 

the author believes that power lies in number: the greater the mobilisation, the larger the 

effect on the government. In her own work, Jumet (2017: 49) identifies grievances and 

relative deprivation as one of the main explanations for citizens' decision to protest. Protest 

arises when policy results fall short of expectations or when individuals who are dissatisfied 

with their situation ascribe this disgruntlement to the actions of the regime. Nevertheless, 

she mentions that grievances alone do not trigger protests; other elements are necessary (for 

instance, being able to act, an intense framing of grievances or a shock event). For his part, 

Olson (1965: 2, 40) argued that the decision to participate is rational and results from a 

utilitarian calculation: the benefits of participation must outweigh the costs. However, he 

also remarked that this rational self-interest encourages individuals not to act. This is 

because the individual's presence in a collective action is unlikely to change the outcome of 

the mobilisation and he or she would still receive the benefits obtained from the protest, 

regardless of his or her actual participation. A solution to this free-rider problem is, then, to 

provide more incentives for participation (increasing the benefit, i.e., creation of networks 

of like-minded individuals, laudation of participants, improvement of the participant’s 

feeling of gratification, material rewards) or punish defection (increasing the costs, i.e., 

shaming or marginalising free-riders).  

Thirdly, scholars tend to agree that there is a general lack of understanding of how 

mobilisation arises in reality. Mayer, Favre and Fillieule (1997: 4) and Francisco (2010: 11) 

emphasize that knowledge of the ways in which people become involved in the act remains 

mysterious. It is still unclear how a disposition translates into effective action or not, that is, 

whether an individual that is inclined to protest will actually turn out to protest. Countless 

empirical sources (e.g., descriptions of events, anecdotes, interviews) have presented a rich 

image of mobilisation, yet no theory could explain the phenomenon. Lichbach (1995: 323) 

even contends that it is impossible to develop a grand theory of collective dissent, as the 

significance of context and situational constraints prevent reaching an overarching 

theoretical framework. The occurrence and the success of protest or rebellion are therefore 

impossible to predict accurately, as has been seen for example with the East European 

Revolution of 1989, the Arab Spring or more recently the French “Gilets jaunes” movement. 
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In retrospect, however, many observers pointed out to diverse warning signs that should 

have alerted of the imminence of an outbreak: these, according to them, explain how 

mobilisation arises. Kuran (1991: 15) dismisses this approach, calling attention to the 

availability heuristic, a “mental shortcut we use to compensate for our cognitive limitations 

[which] highlights information consistent with actual events at the expense of information 

inconsistent with them”. As a result, occurrences that were regarded as trivial prior to the 

outbreak of dissent rose to prominence afterwards. Kuran deplores that the availability 

heuristic is hardly ever acknowledged, not least because those that are the most impacted 

rarely concede their shortcomings.  

 

III. Theories of non-participation 

While most scholarly attention has been on participation and social movements (with a 

notable academic tendency to study only successful initiatives), comparatively little 

attention has been paid to non-participation. The participant rather than the non-participant 

has been the subject of study, with the aim of understanding why individuals participate in 

collective action rather than why they do not. When mentioned, non-participation has most 

often been described as simply the opposite of participation. For liberals, non-participation 

is attributed to failed mobilisation strategies or to a genuine problem of access to 

participation, which must be rectified; once the barriers of participation are lifted, any 

remaining non-participation is perceived to be lackadaisical or negligent. As for DeNardo 

(1985), his theory entirely fails to take into account participation barriers: non-participation 

would solely be the result of agreement, which is the perfect alignment of citizen preference 

and regime policy.  

Arguably, studying a phenomenon that simply is not occurring raises a range of 

methodological challenges, with one issue being the objectivity of the research, that is, the 

risk of the researcher drawing assumptions about what non-participants may be thinking. 

Nevertheless, non-participation deserves to be studied not merely in opposition to 

participation, but also as a standalone phenomenon with its own set of dynamics. It is 

especially important to do so because of the extent of non-participation throughout the 

population, even in democracies. Jacquet (2017: 640) observed that in recent decades 

citizens have increasingly lost confidence in representative institutions and have therefore 

become more reluctant to rely on conventional forms of engagement (e.g., vote). It has also 

been reported that only a fraction of the general population is politically active, and that this 
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number dwindles for particularly strenuous and exacting forms of action such as strikes, 

demonstrations against the state, occupation of buildings, etc. (Barnes & Kaase, 1979: 71; 

Verba et al., 1995: 22). Lichbach (1995: 292) endorses the argument for the exceptionality 

of such actions, suggesting that at most five percent of the population takes part in 

demonstrations. However, Hensby (2021: 2) warns of the trap of a “simplistic and static 

dichotomy of citizens as either active or passive”. He reminds that only a small percentage 

of citizens is highly involved in the political arena, while about the same percentage is 

consistently refusing to participate, regardless of opportunity or channel of participation 

(pure non-participants). The rest of the population is then finding itself in a grey zone 

between the two extremes, participating in some actions and neglecting others: they are for 

example “interested bystanders”, “detached cynics”, “bored/apathetic” or 

“disengaged/mistrustful” (Hansard, 2010: 51). 

The literature therefore focussed on the reasons behind the lack of participation: why did 

some individuals, arguably confronted for instance with grievances or clearly abusive 

behaviour on the part of their government, not mobilise and turn to collective action? 

Klandermans and Van Stekelenburg (2014: 343) dismiss the idea that non-participation 

ineluctably amounts to assent, pointing out that even though citizens sympathise with the 

collective action, intend to participate and would gain from participating (either as an 

individual or as a group), various mechanisms and processes eventually hinder a successful 

mobilisation. Mac Ginty (2012: 167) further emphasises that non-participation is too often 

equated with compliance or resistance, therefore turning it into an inherently political act: 

this is neither an accurate nor a desirable approach, in line with the aforementioned concern 

for objectivity. Gaventa (1980: vi-vii) criticises liberal democratic theories of participation, 

which contend that in democracies issues and conflict can easily be resolved, as those in 

power are representatives of the masses and recognise and act upon the issues that citizens 

reveal. Instead, he develops a theory of power and powerlessness, of elite and non-elite. 

Power relationships between political elites and citizens explain the political (non-

)participation of the latter, as power strives to “develop and maintain the quiescence of the 

powerless” (Gaventa, 1980: vii). To this end, the elites endeavour to confine citizens to a 

state of ignorance, inattention and indifference, to suppress the options available to them, to 

exclude some individuals and issues altogether, and to prevent grievances from being raised 

and interests from being acknowledged. Consequently, effective collective action and 

participation can only arise and succeed when power relationships shift: it requires 

challenging the overt expressions of power and simultaneously overcoming the hidden and 
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accrued effects of powerlessness (Gaventa, 1980: 4). More broadly, in one of the most 

influential publications on the topic, Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995: 269) suggested 

that three factors may explain citizens’ non-participation: ‘because they cannot; because 

they do not want to or because nobody asked’. Other authors concurred, citing diverse 

empirical elements as common explanations: the absence of a collective action structure or 

leadership that encourages mobilisation, the existence of discriminatory legislation, a lack 

of interest, concern or sympathy for politics, times concerns, risk aversion, adverse 

emotional responses, etc. (see Klandermans & Oegema; 1987: 520; Mac Ginty, 2012: 175; 

Klandermans & Van Stekelenburg, 2014: 349; Desouza, 2015: 14; Zhelnina, 2020: 361). 

 

IV. Democracy, citizens and weapons exports  

Having identified the key theories and scholars of democratic peace, democratic constraint, 

participation and non-participation which will be operationalised in the dissertation, the 

final section of this review of literature will now seek to examine academics and 

publications that connect these theories to the primary focus of this dissertation, namely 

weapons exports. This is not an easy task, as most of the literature covers only some but not 

all of these aspects: this dissertation aims to correct this gap. Nevertheless, the consideration 

of this literature remains of utmost importance as it applies theoretical frameworks to real-

life issues, therefore providing key perspectives and a certain insight that will be adapted to 

this research. 

 

a. Democracy and weapons exports 

Drawing his research from democratic peace theory, Fracalossi de Moraes (2019) argues 

that democracies are more likely to export military equipment to other democracies, to take 

humanitarian considerations into account in their export decisions, and to be signatories of 

international arms transfer agreements that contain humanitarian clauses (for example 

prohibiting transfers of material which could potentially affect human rights or levels of 

violence). The reasons for these democratic weapons transfers are multiple. According to 

the author, democratic governments reject entirely or restrict exports to authoritarian 

countries not only because they want to avoid arming and giving an advantage to potentially 

hostile and belligerent countries, but also because public opinion disapproves of wars and 

the use of domestically manufactured weapons to suppress the freedoms of citizens abroad, 
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thus putting pressure on their leaders to adjust their export policies. In addition, democracy 

facilitates the emergence of norms entrepreneurs and civil society organisations, which 

mount campaigns targeting irresponsible arms exports and raise the salience of weapons 

exports decisions (Fracalossi de Moraes, 2019: 7). Finally, Fracalossi de Moraes (2019: 11) 

offers a normative analysis to explain why democracies concern themselves with the safety, 

welfare and human rights of citizens from other states and consider the humanitarian 

situation in prospective client countries, even though this reduces their commercial 

opportunities and strategic freedom. Democracies possess a set of norms and wish to see 

them applied abroad; exporting weapons to non-democracies would contradict and 

undermine these norms of democratisation and reduction of suffering, violence or poverty.  

This position does not find much support in the literature on arms exports. Other scholars 

have criticised it as being only theoretical and not reflecting the reality. After investigating 

whether countries with similar political regimes were more susceptible to trading weapons, 

Akerman and Seim (2014: 2) established that this phenomenon occurred during the Cold 

War, but did not continue afterwards, once concerns around security and political gains 

subsided. Johnson and Willardson (2018: 4) acknowledged that major democratic weapons 

suppliers do claim to be carefully reviewing the human rights records of their potential 

clients and have recently joined international arms trade agreements that legally constrain 

their exports. Nevertheless, contrary to the belief of Fracalossi de Moraes, the authors 

contend that their practice often does not reflect their rhetoric: most democracies continue 

to provide arms to authoritarian regimes that disregard democratic values and violate innate 

human rights, despite their normative and legal commitments not to do so. As a result, 

liberal democracies systemically contravene their own ethical and moral principles of 

democracy promotion and human rights, reproducing a system of ‘organised hypocrisy’ 

(Dufek & Mochtak, 2019: 621). Analysing the five-year period preceding the Libyan civil 

war of 2011, Hansen and Marsh (2015: 270) also exposed a discontinuity in the human 

rights policy and practice of countries of the European Union. They revealed the extent to 

which some of them vied to supply weapons to Muammar Gaddafi's regime once the UN 

and EU embargoes were lifted, despite having knowledge of the regime’s record of abuse. 

The highly competitive market for weapons and war materials has led governments to 

prioritise economic opportunities over human rights standards, thereby largely infringing 

the export control principles established by the EU. Indeed, national and supranational laws, 

doctrines and criteria governing weapons exports are “deliberately ambiguous” and tend to 
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be interpreted in rather loose terms, thus affording exporting states with a certain degree of 

operational leeway (Dufek & Mochtak, 2019: 619; Yanik, 2006: 367). Perkins and 

Neumayer (2010: 253) noted, however, that differences exist between democracies: the 

United Kingdom and France are more likely to export arms to authoritarian than to 

democratic regimes, Germany trades primarily with democracies, whereas the United States 

supplies equally to autocracies and democracies. The argument here is not that some 

democracies favour exporting to authoritarian regimes, as exports can be motivated by 

commercial or foreign policy interests unrelated to the type of political regime (Fracalossi 

de Moraes, 2018: 494). Rather, the literature highlights a divergence between democratic 

suppliers’ rhetoric and practice.  

 

b. Citizens and weapons exports 

Departing from the traditional emphasis on the weapons-exporting government, another line 

of research has adopted the ordinary citizen as the main subject of study. Such an approach 

remains largely understudied, and scholars are divided on the role that individuals can play 

in foreign policy or weapons exports. Erickson (2015: 108) argues that, barring a small 

number of “attentive” individuals, citizens are generally “detached from, uninterested in, 

and poorly informed about” complex issues such as foreign policy, defence matters or 

weapons transfers. They leave such concerns to their governments and to experts, taking up 

the issues only if it directly impacts on their existence, as in the case of war or nuclear 

weapons. Others furthermore argue that public opinion is seldom rational, pointing to the 

manipulative biases brought about by factional political elites and the increasingly political 

and partial media (Althaus et al., 2014: 195f.; Groeling, 2008: 650). In particular, political 

polarisation, the advent of online or non-stop information, the multiplication of channels 

with their own editorial line and ideology, and the citizen's self-selection of information 

according to his or her own viewpoint, often prevent the individual from receiving unbiased 

information and acting rationally in consequence (even though the existence of truly 

unbiased and neutral information is questionable).  

Modern scholars of democratic peace and democratic constraint, on the other hand, insist 

on the role that citizens have to play in their government's conduct of foreign policy (Baum 

& Potter, 2015; Gelpi, 2017). They contend that the conduct of foreign policy should be 

constrained by the citizenry like any other area of competence of the government, but 

accept, however, that the reality is different and that citizens tend not to constrain 
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powerholders on foreign policy matters: once elected, leaders may try to evade 

accountability by all means, and especially foreign policy is conducted with little public 

scrutiny. Baum and Potter (2015: 19) agree with Erickson that “the inertial state of public 

attention to foreign policy is typically apathy and ignorance”, and with Althaus et al. and 

Groeling that political elites and the media help shape citizens’ decisions. Indeed, they 

postulate that media and political elites from the opposition are the sole sources of 

information about the government’s foreign policy. Nevertheless, Baum and Potter offer a 

different interpretation. Instead of presenting the media and political elites as manipulative 

and pursuing their own agendas, they present them as control mechanisms of the 

government: a resolute political opposition, a free press and citizens’ access to media would 

strengthen democratic responsiveness and enable democratic constraint. The political 

opposition ought to function as a whistleblower, alerting about the perceived shortcomings 

and wrongdoings of the leaders; the press must be independent from the government and 

willing to communicate about these transgressions; and the public should have the means 

to receive the information (e.g., television, journals or radio). This would increase the ability 

of citizens to hold powerholders accountable and, in turn, raise the leaders’ willingness to 

shun wars and accept citizens’ articulated or latent foreign policy preferences. 

Finally, another segment of the literature has studied the (rare) cases where citizens actually 

have influenced the weapons exports of their democratic country. In their case study of 

Japan, Sakaki and Maslow (2020: 650) observed that the government-led policy of 

revitalisation of weapons exports was met with strong public hostility. The country's post-

war anti-militarism that banned weapons exports also strongly conditioned the public 

opinion of citizens, who did not accept the policy change undertaken by the Abe government 

and the lifting of the ban in 2014. However, the researchers’ analysis points out that this 

public opposition did not directly impact the government or lead it to change its policy, but 

instead affected national companies. Anticipating a public backlash and boycott of their 

civilian products (which account for the vast majority of their revenues), they preferred not 

to risk tarnishing their brand identity by increasing their involvement in the arms trade and 

selling war material to third countries. Erickson (2015: 106), who previously emphasised 

the general indifference and ignorance of the public, nevertheless identifies an occurrence 

in which citizens are attentive and scrutinising: when scandals arise. While often going 

unnoticed, arms exports that are clearly irresponsible, unethical and do not respect national 

or international norms and values can generate media attention, outrage and scandal. In turn, 
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citizens have the potential to punish their leaders at the ballot box, as has been the case after 

the “Arms to Iraq scandal”: voters replaced John Major’s Conservatives with Tony Blair’s 

Labour Party in the 1997 general elections. As such, Erickson argues that the prospect of 

domestic scandals (and the associated political repercussions, reputational costs and 

subsequent losses of credibility and legitimacy) can lead democratic governments to restrain 

exports to non-democratic regimes and to fully enforce arms trade regulations. This proves 

that, in very limited cases, citizens can and have proven to play a role in the arms export 

policy of their country.  

 

V. Making a contribution: Linking the literatures on democratic constraint, 

non-participation and weapons exports. 

It is in this academic context that the present research will make a contribution. By carrying 

out a direct survey of French citizens, as well as by contextualising the existing literature, it 

contributes to a better understanding of the citizens’ apparent non-participation against their 

country’s exports to authoritarian states. Notably, no research has previously questioned 

French citizens' interest in exporting military-industrial equipment to human rights 

violators, and no comprehensive attempt has been made to understand the reasons for their 

lack of mobilisation, in a country where protests are frequent, and complaints and grievances 

are generally passed on to the government. The distinct focus on the French case could be 

perceived as a weakness of the research; however, the study of France is worthwhile in 

itself, as the country appears to be a unique case among Western democracies. In particular, 

this research aims to provide useful insights to social and political scientists and 

practitioners working on non-proliferation and disarmament issues. As the latter require the 

support of civil society to be effective, and as France actively contributes to global weapons 

proliferation, this research sheds light on why French citizens, who may have the power to 

influence exports and thus advance non-proliferation and disarmament efforts, do not 

mobilise and protest against their government's exports policy.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Data 

 

This chapter lays out the methodology that underpins the research. Firstly, the 

research hypotheses will be introduced. Secondly, it will be explained why the chosen 

methodology was selected (that is, why specifically a survey experiment), before specifying 

how it was deployed in the present research. This chapter concludes with an overview of 

the dissemination of the survey experiment. Limitations of this research will also be 

addressed.  

 

I. Hypotheses 

Four hypotheses were developed to answer the research question. The first two are based 

on the existing literature, and particularly on Erickson’s (2015: 108) claim that citizens 

generally lack knowledge or interest about foreign-policy decisions. 

Hypothesis 1: Citizens’ low level of awareness of the arms trade issue, and in 

particular of the French weapons exports policy, prevents them from taking action. 

Hypothesis 2: Citizens’ low level of interest in the topic of French military exports 

discourages them from taking action. 

The third hypothesis stems from the literature on the preponderance of the economic 

argument in the decision of states to export. Although the citizens' perspective on this 

argument has not yet been studied in depth, this dissertation expects that the economy will 

similarly influence citizens' attitudes towards weapons exports. 

Hypothesis 3: Citizens’ expectation that France will reap economic benefits 

overrides their concern about human rights issues and prevents them from taking action. 

Finally, the last hypothesis derives from an observation in the literature that emotions play 

an often underappreciated role in the proliferation of citizens' non-participation in the 

traditional political sphere. Although such an argument has not yet, to the best of the 

researcher’s knowledge, been made in the realm of foreign policy or weapons exports, this 

dissertation expects emotions to be playing a role in nurturing citizen non-participation in 

this domain. 

Hypothesis 4: Citizens’ desire to insulate themselves from negative emotions 

inhibits participation in protest actions. 
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II. Justification of the methodology 

Researching the lack of protest among French citizens requires a micro-level focus on the 

individual and his or her personal reasons for not protesting. Indeed, neither the society as 

a whole nor smaller groups and communities are suitable to analyse and explain the 

phenomenon, as these entities are not endowed with will and reason: only the individual 

person possesses a set of reasons, motivations and interests in participating or not 

participating. Among the different methods of gathering information directly from 

individuals, surveys (and particularly online surveys) are the easiest and most common 

form. Unlike interviews or focus groups, they allow researchers to collect data remotely, 

rapidly and efficiently from a large sample of respondents, thus minimising the period of 

data collection and processing. Surveys can be run with thousands of potential participants, 

ensuring that more accurate conclusions can be drawn. Online surveys are also self-

administered, allowing participants to respond at their convenience. Moreover, they are a 

relatively inexpensive and cost-effective method and accommodate a broad range of 

questions that could otherwise be perceived as too intrusive or uncomfortable during 

personal interactions (i.e., during face-to-face or phone interviews, or focus groups). These 

advantages make surveys an attractive method of data collection for social scientists (Dalati 

& Marx Gómez, 2018: 178; Mathers et al., 2007: 6).  

In France, two surveys were conducted by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO) to 

determine citizens’ attitudes towards weapons exports. The very first one, carried out online 

by SumOfUs in March 2018, surveyed 1026 people representative of the French population. 

The published results were overwhelmingly critical of French exportations: an immense 

majority of citizens want France to restrict its military exports. According to SumOfUs 

(2018), 88% of French people believe that France should stop supplying countries with 

weapons they risk to use against civilian populations, 75% that France should suspend its 

arms sales to countries involved in the war in Yemen, 74% and 71% respectively find it 

unacceptable that France sells military equipment to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates (the countries most involved in the conflict in Yemen), and 69% are in favour of 

strengthening the role of parliament in controlling the arms trade. The second survey, 

conducted online by Amnesty International France in May 2021, surveyed 2016 people 

representative of the French population and found similar results. According to Amnesty 

International France (2021), 80% of respondents indicate that they are ill-informed to 
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understand the stakes and consequences of the arms trade issue, 78% believe that this 

commerce should be better controlled, 77% that France should stop exporting to countries 

involved in civil wars, 72% consider that France's arms trade is contradictory to the 

country's values (such as human rights and democratic values) and the same number esteems 

that weapons sales should be the subject of a public debate. Both surveys therefore highlight 

the hostility of the general population towards French weapons exports, particularly to 

countries that use them against civil populations. 

While these surveys provide a general indication of the sentiment of French citizens, they 

reveal as much as they conceal, and a more thorough observation uncovers several 

limitations. Firstly, the survey conducted by SumOfUs was confined to arms exports to 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in the context of the war in Yemen. This very 

limited scope prevents a generalisation to all French military exports. Secondly, both 

surveys focussed on the moral facet of the arms trade, entirely neglecting its other economic 

or security aspects. Thirdly, the surveys were created by two non-governmental 

organisations that oppose the French participation in the arms trade. Although it is 

impossible to know with certainty whether respondents were influenced (either by the 

wording and framing of the questions or simply because of their awareness of the 

organisations behind the survey), it is a possibility that should be considered. Finally, should 

all previous concerns nonetheless be dismissed entirely, and should the surveys be 

understood literally, the findings do not provide any explanation to explain why citizens do 

not protest, despite the latter’s apparently strong opposition to exports to human rights 

violators. 

It is not claimed that the results provided by the organisations are entirely incorrect, but that 

they are incomplete. This dissertation research will therefore address these perceived 

shortcomings and offer a more neutral approach to the question, in order to understand the 

reasons behind the absence of protest. Evaluating the attitude of citizens towards weapons 

exports in a survey experiment will attempt to shed light on the extent to which (and 

whether) citizens care about human rights in foreign countries, and to clarify the conditions 

under which this relationship applies. Individuals may indeed attach a great importance to 

other issues and interests, such as the national economy. What happens, then, when the 

protection of human rights collides and competes with the French economic welfare? The 

survey experiment was therefore conducted to assess this relationship. 
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III. Design of the survey experiment  

A survey experiment is simply, in its most basic form, the conduct of an experiment in a 

survey format, sometimes without the respondent knowing that he or she is the subject of 

an experiment. This method is used to understand how individuals interpret certain social 

situations, order their preferences and make complex, multivariable choices (Hainmueller 

et al., 2015: 1). The procedure is similar to a laboratory experiment: the researcher defines 

different groups, randomly assigns participants to each group, and then applies a different 

treatment (i.e., stimulus) to each group. Random assignment authorises one to “assume that 

the only difference between [groups] is the difference in treatment” (Grady, 2020). 

Experiments therefore allow causal relationships to be inferred, as the groups’ different 

outcomes will be a consequence of the treatment received. In other words, as all groups are 

considered to be initially similar, it is the stimulus (which is often a short text, image, video 

or recording) that influences their responses or behaviour (Mutz, 2011: 3). Combining the 

advantages of both an experiment and a survey, survey experiments lead to the generation 

of causal generalisations: causal inferences can be generalised to the entire population (Diaz 

et al., 2020: 1036; Mutz, 2011: 5). Indeed, experiments provide strong internal validity [that 

is, “the strength of causal inference that can be drawn in a given study” (Mutz, 2011: 132)], 

but are often considered weak in terms of external validity (because their results cannot be 

generalised in real-world settings). In contrast, surveys that use representative samples 

allow findings to be generalised to the whole population (external validity), but lack internal 

validity, as they may have little to offer in terms of explaining causal relationships (Mutz, 

2011: 133).  

The survey experiment that was conducted in support of this dissertation seeks to assess and 

understand how the (potentially conflicting) relationship between a country's economic 

importance to France and its level of respect for human rights influences citizens' attitudes 

towards French arms exports, and in turn how this might impact on their mobilisation and 

protest. It seeks to identify which of the two factors, whether humanitarian standards or the 

anticipated economic benefits to France, is more important to citizens when forming their 

opinion on the export of French weapons. This research followed the framework of 

Allendoerfer’s (2017) survey experiment, which sought to find out from a sample of 1,541 

participants under which conditions Americans favoured the allocation of foreign aid, 

depending on two different variables (the recipient’s level of respect for human rights as 

well as its economic and strategic significance for the United States). The survey experiment 
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conducted in our dissertation is based on a fictitious arms transfer scenario, with Malaysia 

selected to represent the recipient of military-industrial goods. The choice of this country is 

not random. Malaysia is France's tenth best customer over the last decade (Ministère des 

Armées, 2020: 110) and exhibits both democratic and authoritarian characteristics. 

Preserving a degree of authenticity and truthfulness will be useful for the treatment, which 

will thus not have to be fabricated ex nihilo. In addition, choosing an existing country, rather 

than a fictitious one or no country at all, enhances the credibility of the scenario and lends 

it greater appeal. This alleviates survey fatigue, reduces abstraction and therefore increases 

the likelihood that participants will commit to the study and give their genuine opinion 

rather than an assumed position (Grady, 2020). Finally, Malaysia is very rarely mentioned 

or discussed in France or in the French media. It is therefore unlikely that participants will 

uncover the manipulations and the treatment that has been applied to the scenario, but most 

importantly they are also unlikely to have pre-existing beliefs or prejudices against Malaysia 

that could potentially influence their responses and bias the experiment (Allendoerfer, 2017: 

435).  

The survey experiment deploys, manipulates and controls two variables. The first one 

represents the level of respect for human rights in the country to which weapons are 

exported, with the second one being the level of expected economic benefits to France. Each 

variable is subdivided into a low and a high level, creating four characteristics: high level 

of respect for human rights; low level of respect for human rights; high level of expected 

economic benefits; low level of expected economic benefits. The treatment consists of 

randomly applying a pair of characteristics (one for each variable) to each respondent. Four 

variants of the scenario thus appear. In the variant V1, Malaysian citizens enjoy unrestricted 

human rights, and the country is a major trading partner for France, importing significant 

amounts of military equipment and contributing to the French economic well-being. In the 

variant V2, the Malaysian regime represses all contestation of its rule, violently suppressing 

human rights, and the country is a major trading partner for France, importing significant 

amounts of military equipment and contributing to the French economic well-being. In the 

variant V3, Malaysian citizens enjoy unrestricted human rights, and Malaysia did not 

develop a significant economic relationship with France, realising only very minor imports 

of French military-industrial equipment. In the variant V4, the Malaysian regime represses 

all contestation of its rule, violently suppressing human rights, and Malaysia did not develop 

a significant economic relationship with France, realising only very minor imports of French 
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military-industrial equipment. Each variant is therefore framed to highlight a dyad of 

characteristics, and the rest of the text presented to the participant is only intended to 

reinforce these characteristics and lend credibility to the scenario. Framing is crucial in the 

context of this survey experiment, as it shapes what participants consider to be relevant 

(Allendoerfer, 2017: 435f.). A fifth variant, V5, constitutes the baseline scenario: devoid of 

framing, it gives the most objective representation of Malaysia possible and serves as a 

control group2. It was further indicated for all variants that Malaysia is seeking to modernise 

its armed forces and has therefore issued invitations to tender for the procurement of 

military-industrial equipment: France would therefore potentially have the opportunity to 

export to Malaysia. This lends the situation a concrete and topical character, and a sense of 

instancy.  

Taking advantage of the randomisation feature offered by Qualtrics (the software with 

which the survey was conducted), each participant in the survey experiment was then 

assigned randomly to one of the five treatment groups and presented the corresponding 

variant of the scenario. This random allocation ensures that each variant has been distributed 

with the same probability, and that every French citizen theoretically had the same 

probability of encountering each variant. For the respondents, the variant takes the form of 

a seemingly genuine overview of Malaysia’s humanitarian situation and economic 

relationship to France3. They were subsequently invited to give their opinion on French 

exports of military-industrial equipment to Malaysia: should the government stimulate these 

exports, reduce them, stop them altogether or maintain the current policy4. In order to 

understand whether the humanitarian or the economic element was most influential in their 

decision, or both, two follow-up questions were added. The first one inquired about the 

importance of Malaysia’s human rights record in shaping their opinion. The second one was 

almost identical to this, asking this time about the importance of the economic aspect of 

exports for France in shaping their opinion. The respondents chose a value on a five-point 

Likert scale, with 1 meaning no importance and 5 meaning very high importance.  

 
2 All variants can be found in the appendix (Annex 1). 

3 The use of deception was revealed to respondents at the end of the survey experiment, along with a statement 

re-establishing basic facts about the human rights situation in Malaysia and its economic relationship to 

France.  

4 All the survey questions and corresponding answer options can be found in Annex 2. 
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The rest of the survey experiment was conducted like a traditional survey and collected data 

to build a model of each participant, with regard to interest, knowledge or experience. To 

determine whether respondents were interested in the subject, they were asked to report their 

degree of interest in French exports of military-industrial equipment (from 1 to 5 on a Likert 

scale, with 1 being ‘Not at all interested’ and 5 being ‘Very interested’), and if they consider 

the topic to be sufficiently discussed in France.  

They were then invited to estimate their level of knowledge about French military-industrial 

exports on a five-point Likert scale, with 1 meaning ‘No knowledge of the subject’ and 5 

‘Advanced knowledge of the subject’. Although such a scale is of limited value, as this 

knowledge cannot be quantified and compared (each participant having his or her own 

measure and interpretation of their level of knowledge), the purpose of this question was 

not to compare participants with each other, but to measure what each individual perceives 

his or her own level of knowledge to be. A follow-up question inquired about their source 

of information on the subject, if any.  

The following section of the survey explores actual participation, that is whether 

participants have attempted to influence government policy relating to military-industrial 

exports. If they answered in the affirmative, they could then specify the nature of their action 

(for example, participation in a demonstration, signing a petition, contacting a politician). 

If they answered in the negative, they had the opportunity to reflect on why they did not 

seek to exert their influence (e.g., satisfaction with the government policy, no previous 

exposure to the topic, no interest in the topic, belief that government policy on this topic 

cannot be influenced). Respondents were given a list of possible answers to choose from, 

with the option to add to the list if they felt that their reality was not represented. Although 

this method may encourage them to choose an option from the list rather than introspectively 

reflect on their reasons, it facilitates post data collection analysis and minimises the risk of 

non-response faced by open-ended questions. In addition, the number of possible answers 

was deemed to be sufficiently broad to allow most respondents to identify with them, and 

those who could not had the option of adding their own open-ended response to the list.  

The final survey question sought to ascertain their motivation to act by asking whether, if 

presented with the opportunity in the coming year, they would choose to engage in protest 

action to influence the French government's policy on the export of military-industrial 

equipment. A follow-up open-ended question then invited them to elaborate on their 

decision with as much (or as little) detail as they wished. Whilst aware that this question 

would receive fewer responses because it required more reflection, time and effort from 
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respondents, the approach taken here was to get the participants to reflect on the treatment 

they had previously received and to formulate a personal answer. The analysis of their 

written response, rather than a formatted one, offered valuable insight into their current 

attitudes towards participation or non-participation. A majority of respondents did not 

answer this question. The limited number of entries (420) thus prevents any generalisable 

conclusions from being drawn, but does nonetheless provide illustrative evidence. 

The survey ended with demographic measures. Nationality (to ascertain that only French 

citizens had participated in the survey), gender, age, education and socioprofessionnal 

categories were recorded and used to ensure a relative representativity of the sample. 

In order to offer a comprehensive explanation of why French citizens do not publicly object 

to exports to regimes that violate human rights, the survey experiment has been combined 

and complemented with secondary sources. Books, academic journal articles and reports 

from government, non-governmental organisations and research institutes provided the 

theoretical context, factual background and historical framework that was otherwise needed 

to interpret and frame the survey results.  

 

IV. Dissemination of the survey experiment 

The survey experiment was conducted online on a sample of 2787 people that was virtually 

representative of the French adult population (according to the variables identified 

previously), using a combination of virtual chain-referral sampling (also known as snowball 

sampling) and quota sampling.  

The first, non-probability sampling method demands that existing participants transmit the 

survey to potential participants in their own social network, thus allowing a constant and 

possibly exponential growth: the referrals from the first respondents enable the recruitment 

of additional study participants, who in turn refer new respondents, and so on. Such a 

method is particularly appealing when addressing potentially sensitive topics, as hesitant 

individuals are more likely to be trustful of the researcher and to respond to the survey if it 

has been referred to them by someone they know and trust, such as a family member, a 

friend or a colleague (Cohen & Arieli, 2011: 428). Virtual chain-referral sampling provides 

even better results than the traditional chain-referral sampling. With a simple click on the 

"Share" button on any social network (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.), any given 

participant can effortlessly forward the questionnaire to a multitude of potential participants 

and reach an exponentially larger population. Furthermore, Baltar and Brunet (2012: 67f.) 
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suggest that trust is more easily granted when social media users belong to the same groups 

as the researcher and have access to his or her personal information, such as his or her profile 

picture, activities or interests. Nevertheless, the simplicity and convenience of this sampling 

method should not distract from its limitation. Its main weakness lies in its 

representativeness, as the respondents' social networks are not random, and the 

recommended individuals are likely to have similar preferences and views with the person 

who referred them: this results in a sampling bias. Inversely, people who have no connection 

(direct or indirect) with the first respondents will be unable to participate, as they will not 

be recommended and exposed to the survey. As such, the self-selection of the initial 

participants affects the final composition of the sample, which is anticipated to be more 

biased in favour of more proactive and cooperative respondents (Cohen & Arieli, 2011: 

429). 

Combining virtual chain-referral sampling with quota sampling can mitigate this drawback. 

This other non-probability sampling method involves the identification and quantification 

of different core characteristics in the general population, and aims to replicate this partition 

within the sample, based on the characteristics’ relative size (Morgan, 2008: 722; Cohen & 

Arieli, 2011: 427). Characteristics may reflect recent statistics and other related 

demographic data such as nationality, gender, age, income, etc. Quotas ensure that all major 

characteristics of the population are represented in the final sample and remain equally 

weighted, preventing sampling bias and improving the representativeness of the sample 

(Baltar & Brunet, 2012: 61): quota sampling therefore represents a microcosm of the larger 

population, based on the selected characteristics. However, it should be noted that this 

combination of virtual chain-referral and quota complexifies the sampling process, as the 

researcher loses control over who can receive and respond to the survey. For instance, an 

individual referring a high number of peers could potentially tilt the balance in favour of 

certain characteristics, unsettling the quotas and eliminating all representativity from the 

survey. If such a deviation occurs, the researcher should endeavour to restore the 

representativeness of the sample by compensating for the deficient characteristics, i.e., 

through the recruitment of new participants exhibiting the said characteristics. By 

comparing the characteristics of the respondents (obtained in real time through Qualtrics) 

with the general statistics of the French population, the researcher was able to distinguish 

which characteristics to prioritise and promote. This survey experiment attained virtual 

representativity by adjusting the following characteristics: gender, age, education and 

socioprofessionnal categories. The utilisation of the social media platform Facebook 
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facilitated both sample representativity and sample adjustment in accordance with the 

quotas. After careful reflexion, it was decided not to control for the geographical origin of 

the respondents, i.e., there was no proportional selection of participants according to the 

French region they live in. As such sampling is not possible using Facebook, only the 

nationality of the participant was verified in the survey. This could be a concern, given that 

participants from a region with a high dependence on the defence industry for employment 

may be more supportive of exports to all types of regimes, compared to participants from 

regions with a lower dependence on the defence industry. Nevertheless, as the defence 

industry is relatively well distributed over the French territory, one can assume that 

differences between regions would be marginal. Moreover, as it is expected that few citizens 

have been exposed to or in close proximity with the topic of weapons export, the 

geographical location of the respondent is deemed to be of little relevance or importance.  

With 74% of the French adult population using Facebook at least once every month, the 

population of Facebook users is a representative sample of the general population that has 

access to the internet, and represents a substantial reservoir of potential respondents (Dux, 

2021; Grow et al., 2020: 3). Recruiting participants via Facebook therefore allows samples 

to easily be drawn from diverse segments of the population. For this dissertation, the survey 

experience was shared in a total of sixty-seven different Facebook groups, ranging from 

groups sharing cooking tips and recipes (up to 768,000 members) to different French 

expatriate groups (with anywhere between 22 and 38,000 members) to groups targeting 

specific populations (e.g., students, workers, farmers). Initially, groups with a high number 

of members were preferred (without discriminating on the basis of the content of the 

Facebook groups), in order to reach as many potential initial respondents as possible: a large 

pool of randomly recruited initial respondents is more likely to generate a representative 

sample. These groups (e.g., cooking groups) included all the target characteristics, as both 

males and females, of all age groups, and representing all levels of education and socio-

professional categories, are involved in such groups. A second recruitment stage followed 

a few weeks later, with a new distribution of the survey to the same groups. This was thought 

to have the potential to reach those group members who had missed the initial advertisement 

to recruit for participants, and to act as a reminder to those who had seen the publication but 

did not participate. Then, again a few weeks later, when the snowballing effect started to 

fade, specific groups were targeted to meet the quotas for the different demographic 

variables and generate a more representative sample.  
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Fortunately, the initial recruitments of respondents were quite successful and representative, 

as very few adjustments were needed to reach a virtually representative sample. 52,33% of 

the respondents were women, 47,67% were men [the French adult population is composed 

of 52,46% of women and 47,54% of men (own calculations based on Insee, 2021a)]. The 

age of the respondents ranged from 18 to 90, and three age categories were defined: 18 to 

39; 40 to 59; 60 and over [representing 33%, 33% and 34% of the French adult population 

respectively (own calculations based on Insee, 2021a)]. The sample reflected a slightly 

different distribution: 38,75%, 37.375% and 23.875% respectively. Younger and middle-

aged citizens were slightly over-represented, while older generations were under-

represented overall. This is possibly due to the fact that the internet (and by extension 

Facebook) has penetrated this population to a much lesser degree: while 95% of 15-44 year 

olds and 91% of 45-59 year olds have access to the internet, the rate drops to 60% for those 

aged 60 and over (Insee, 2018). Younger generations are assumed to have a more 

progressive attitude, suggesting greater engagement on the issue of military transfers and 

stricter export controls; in contrast, older generations are assumed to be more conservative, 

suggesting less engagement on this issue and a less critical approach towards the 

government's export policy (Cassely, 2017; Tiberj, 2009): this younger sample may 

therefore indicate a slightly more progressive attitude than the general population, although 

this has not been tested. The sample reflected a quasi-representative distribution of 

respondents in terms of education levels, with a marginal tendency towards higher levels of 

education (Annex 3, Table 1). Socioprofessionnal categories were almost perfectly 

representative of the reality, varying within two percentage points (Annex 3, Table 2). The 

researcher believes that these small variations do not invalidate this research’s findings.  

The survey responses were finally analysed using statistical analysis in Excel and 

interpreted. In the remainder of the dissertation, these results, supported by the secondary 

literature, will be used to approve, contrast and qualify the hypotheses that were developed 

to answer the research question.  
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Chapter 3: Analysis of the data and Discussion 

 

Five respondents indicated that they had protested in some manner against the 

French government's policy on military exports5. This represents 0.18% of the sample. This 

result provides a first vital indication of the extent of non-mobilisation and non-participation 

of French citizens in protest actions against arms exports, thereby reaffirming the postulate 

driving this research: French citizens do not mobilise against national arms exports to 

countries that commit human rights abuses. This chapter is divided into three sections and 

explores and discusses the different barriers to participation that were found to cause this 

absence of protest. With each one of them a number of citizens fail to participate. Each 

barrier is sufficient to explain why an individual does not protest, yet they are not mutually 

exclusive, as various barriers can concurrently apply.  

 

I. Ignorance and lack of coverage of the issue 

a.  Unawareness and deficient knowledge. 

The first hypothesis that was developed to answer the research question was that limited 

awareness and knowledge or even a complete lack of knowledge of the arms trade issue, 

and in particular of French arms exports, may be a factor in explaining the absence of 

protest. Indeed, the minimum requirement for citizens to engage in protest action is to be 

aware of the issue of French military-industrial exports, that is, at least be conscious of their 

country's involvement in the arms trade and the related concerns (e.g., human rights abuses, 

destabilisation of entire regions, prolongation of wars). Only then can they aspire to 

influence and constrain their democratic government. As anticipated, lack of awareness of 

the topic of French arms exports proved to be the main reason behind their non-participation, 

with 38.54% of respondents stating that they had been exposed to this issue for the first time 

through the survey (Annex 2.7). It thus appears that neither media reports, nor rare 

government communication, nor NGOs' attempts at mobilisation have reached them, 

leaving them unable to formulate an opinion on the issue and decide whether or not to 

participate in a potential protest movement. For this reason alone it is possible to conclude 

that they were not susceptible to mobilise and protest against the government policy.  

 
5 All five individuals mentioned having signed a petition, one was active in an NGO and two expressed their 

disagreement with government policy online. 
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Lack of sufficient knowledge constituted a second obstacle: condemnation and possible 

punishment of government misconduct is less likely and less pronounced in situations where 

citizens have failed to pay attention or are otherwise uninformed (Baum & Potter, 2015: 

59). Many French citizens have little or no knowledge of weapons exports (Graph 1 below). 

50.19% admitted having no knowledge of the topic: this includes all individuals who were 

exposed to the issue for the first time through the survey as well as, presumptively, a number 

of citizens who, although aware of French exports of military equipment to authoritarian 

regimes, consider this to be all they know about the subject. Over one quarter (27.26%) of 

the respondents mentioned only limited knowledge. 16.85% chose the central value of the 

Likert scale, considering their level of knowledge as neither high nor low. Only 5.7% 

declared having either good or advanced knowledge (respectively 4.58% and 1.12%). 

Making use of the possibility to write their own answer, numerous respondents indicated 

that their level of knowledge was insufficient to form an informed opinion, develop policy 

preferences and defend them or that they felt it was not legitimate to protest against 

something they have insufficient knowledge about (“I do not have any expertise on the 

subject, I do not think it would be legitimate to do so”, “I am interested but I do not feel it 

would be legitimate to [participate in protest actions]. This requires economic, geopolitical 

and regulatory knowledge that I do not think I have at the moment.”, “I do not have the 

necessary knowledge to have an opinion on the subject “; Annex 46): this, in turn, 

discouraged them from engaging with the topic.  

 

 
6 Direct quotes from respondents in open-ended questions were translated by the researcher. The original 

quotes (in French) can be found in Annex 4 for verification. 
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Graph 1: Citizens' estimation of their degree of knowledge.
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The lack of knowledge, and therefore of protest, benefits the government, which thus has a 

vested interest in maintaining as little transparency as possible and intends to perpetuate 

ignorance. Indeed, greater transparency would allow citizens to engage with the issue and 

to scrutinise and potentially protest France’s exports of weapons to countries that are 

involved in human rights violations (thereby potentially constraining the executive and 

suspending its decision-making flexibility), whereas secrecy and classification of 

information means that there is no need to build and win public support (Fracalossi de 

Moraes, 2019: 50). For this reason, “everything is covered by secret-défense, everything, 

absolutely everything”, from sensitive information on the technical aspects of weapons 

systems to deliberations on export decisions and policy-making (Poiret, 2018). The 

government justifies the protection of secrecy on the grounds that disclosure of such 

information would prejudice national defence and security, and jeopardise diplomatic 

relations that France maintains with foreign states: if France were to publish information 

that a military export has been refused due to concerns around human rights violations, the 

authoritarian regime that is being denied the sale is likely to perceive this as an affront and 

a violation of the norm of non-intervention in the internal politics of another sovereign 

country (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 109; Gillies, 1996: 8). Similarly, information on arms 

exports is commercially sensitive and its disclosure could harm the commercial interests of 

the French defence industry. Confidentiality responds to a desire expressed by customers in 

part to maintain a positive image, but above all to retain a military advantage: if France were 

to reveal the weapons it was selling, the buyer's enemies would then have valuable 

information on the country's capabilities and could therefore more easily carry out attacks. 

A lack of confidentiality would thus lead buyers to shun France and purchase instead from 

weapons exporters that would respect this secrecy. For instance, the ‘Scorpene leaks’, a leak 

of strategic information about French submarines that occurred in 2016, led India to cancel 

the purchase of three additional submarines and demand that the manufacturer Naval Group 

modify the existing ones or face a breach of contract: the leaks have therefore resulted in 

significant economic losses for the firm (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 109; Naval Technology, 

2016).  

 

b. The unfulfilled role of the media in informing citizens. 

While there are generally wide disparities among individuals in their knowledge of 

government activities and policies, the extent of unawareness and ignorance about arms 
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exports is significant. Citizens ordinarily rely on the mass media to provide them with 

information about politics, and this is especially true when it comes to foreign policy, as 

few alternative sources of information exist (Cooper, 2002: 41). The survey confirmed this 

when it inquired about the respondents' sources of information on the topic of French 

weapons exports (Annex 2.7). When excluding individuals who indicated that they had 

never been exposed to the topic, the traditional mass media (TV, written press, radio) 

accounts for more than half (51.41%) of the responses, compared to 19.05 % for social 

media, 11.25% for government communication channels, 7.54% for specialised 

publications, 7.16% for opposition politicians and 3.58% for other sources (e.g., close 

circles of family or friends, academic or professional setting, non-traditional media, NGOs). 

When considering the aggregated data, 26.21% of respondents mentioned the traditional 

mass media as their sole source of information on arms exports, while 67.14% received 

information via the traditional mass media and one or more other sources of information 

aforementioned. Only 6.65% were informed about the topic by another source and never by 

the mass media. With an involvement in 93.35% of cases, the traditional mass media 

dominate the dissemination of information on French weapons exports and therefore have 

a considerable role to play in what citizens know and perceive about their government's 

policy. In the specific case of arms exports, however, the traditional mass media do not play 

their information role. Indeed, the representation of the exports in the media is insufficient 

in both quantitative and qualitative terms for the citizens to be properly informed. Without 

faithful, accurate and exhaustive media reporting of the issue, citizens are unable to assess 

the costs and benefits of the export policy and to formulate their political attitudes on the 

basis of this information (Rothschild & Shafranek, 2017: 635).  

The media possess a significant agenda setting power. The visibility and salience of an issue, 

measured principally by the media coverage it receives, substantially facilitate its 

emergence, ascendance and prevalence in the mind of the public: the more an issue is 

featured in the media, the more citizens are exposed to it and able to engage with it, explore 

it and debate it (Cooper, 2002: 41; Béraud-Sudreau et al., 2015: 90f.). Where information 

is difficult to obtain, however, the issue goes undebated (Phythian, 2000: 80). 96,39% of 

the respondents considered the topic to be insufficiently discussed in France. Indeed, media 

coverage of the arms trade remains extremely limited, with only few articles or reports 

produced for newspapers, the television or the radio. Weapons exports therefore cannot be 

considered salient, representing instead a ‘quiet politics' (Culpepper, 2011). Yet the scarcity 
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of reporting is not solely a consequence of the secrecy imposed by the executive. The media 

tend to regard the topic of weapons exports as prohibitively complex to cover on a regular 

basis (Erickson, 2015: 109). Even the creation, ratification by France and entry into force 

of the Arms Trade Treaty received no coverage in the French mass media, despite being a 

pivotal international treaty regulating weapons transfers (Derosier & Basak Akar, 2020: 

197f.). Among other things, it requires each State Party to ascertain whether the export of 

weapons may serve to violate international humanitarian and human rights law, and 

prohibits each State Party from transferring conventional weapons if it runs counter to an 

embargo decided by the United Nations, if the transfer is contrary to an international 

agreement to which the state is a party, or if the state is aware that the weapons could be 

used to commit genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, attacks targeting civilians 

or other severe breaches of the Geneva Conventions of 1949 (Arms Trade Treaty, 2021). 

Furthermore, potential scandals that could threaten the reputation and leadership of the 

government have been surprisingly met with the same apathy and inattention, and traditional 

media have been unwilling to report thoroughly on the information behind them. The 

‘Affaire Luchaire’ (the exports of $120 million worth of missiles to the embargoed Iranian 

regime in the 1980s, which were validated at the highest levels of government and netted 

the incumbent party substantial bribes) is such an example: the media hardly cared about 

this information and the incident soon disappeared without having any impact on 

government policy or public opinion (Erickson, 2015: 124f.). Moreover, the few existing 

media reports did not address the ethics of such exports, that is, whether it was appropriate 

for the French government to provide ammunitions to the authoritarian Iranian regime at 

war with a French ally (Iraq), but rather presented the affair as a simple case of corruption 

(Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 43). 

Indeed, beyond the amount of information that the media transmit to the public, it is also 

necessary to consider the framing of this information. Media framing, like all framings, is 

not neutral and has been found to profoundly affect the individuals’ perceptions and 

construction of reality, thus shaping their opinion (Cooper, 2002: 41). In this dissertation, 

framing is understood as a process of signification, i.e., the attribution of meaning and the 

interpretation of facts and occurrences (Snow & Benford, 1988: 198). It indicates what 

should or should not be valued and emphasised by drawing attention to certain aspects of 

reality and selectively excluding others, allowing for instance to articulate and interpret 

grievances, identify ways to address them, identify culprits, encourage mobilisation and 
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action to bring about change, rally and recruit allies, build support among bystanders and 

demobilise opponents (Benford, 1997: 410, 413, 416; Siddarth & Pal, 2020: 2). When it 

comes to the issue of military exports, French media rarely try to report unbiased 

information that covers all angles and viewpoints. Rather, they generally tend to adopt the 

government's frame or a straightforwardly positive framing towards government policy and 

arms exports, rarely presenting counter-frames (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 198): this 

may be a consequence of the limited number of dissenting elites, such as opposition 

politicians or NGOs, that offer them. While exposure to these counter-frames could help 

shape public opinion to object strongly to France exporting weapons to human rights abusers 

and enhance both protest and democratic constraint, congruence between media framing 

and government framing enhances the resonance and validity of the latter, thereby 

influencing and implicitly encouraging citizens to look at these exports more favourably. 

This framing is reflected in the media by arguments in support of weapons sales, as well as 

an almost exclusive focus on the economic benefits of exports. Presented as powerful allies 

of economic growth, defence procurement contracts have received favourable coverage, 

which has traditionally consisted of praising their signing and the positive results for the 

French economy and employment (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 198; Béraud-Sudreau et 

al., 2015: 99). The most recent example of media framing concerns the sale of thirty fighter 

aircrafts Rafale to Egypt in May 2021. ‘Le Figaro’, a prominent national centre-right 

newspaper owned by the Dassault Group (the manufacturer of the Rafale), welcomed the 

commercial success and its effects on the preservation of French industrial employment, 

and stressed that these exports reflect France's partnership with Egypt, both countries being 

resolutely committed to the fight against terrorism and to the stability of their regional 

environment (Guillermard, 2021). The coverage differs little in the other media (Radio 

France Internationale, 2021; Cabirol, 2021). The centre-left newspaper ‘Le Monde’ 

headlines that "the Rafale is progressively asserting itself on the export market", 

highlighting the value of the contract (3.95 billion euros) and the order taken for 200 million 

euros worth of weapons components with the missile manufacturer MBDA and Safran 

Electronics & Defense (Vincent, 2021). Another article (Le Monde, 2021) emphasises that 

Egyptian imports of French arms amounted to 7.7 billion euros over the last decade, making 

Egypt France's fourth best customer in the field of defence. None of these reports mentions 

the human rights situation in Egypt or the increasingly authoritarian tendencies of its regime. 

Only the far-left newspaper ‘Libération’, in their only article on the sale, deplored the fact 
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that this contract did not take into account that "public freedoms and the living conditions 

of Egyptians are increasingly deteriorating" (Alonso & Kodmani, 2021). 

The war in Yemen in 2015 began a shift in the media framing of military exports; however, 

this shift has so far been confined to coverage of arms sales to Saudi Arabia, and other 

regimes with little respect for democracy and human rights (such as Egypt) have been 

largely overlooked. This is due to the fact that the Saudi Arabian-led military intervention 

in Yemen was widely covered by the French media, thrusting into the spotlight scenes of 

horror, civilian casualties, razed towns, schools and hospitals, and an unprecedented 

humanitarian crisis: these are mostly the result of shelling and air strikes conducted by the 

coalition and the Saudi regime, whose missiles and bombs have been imported primarily 

from Western countries (Lustgarten, 2020: 19; Stohl, 2017: 1). It is in this context that 

French arms exports have been (re)discovered, as the media and NGOs have focused on this 

war more than any other in recent years (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 61). They began to 

investigate the presence and use of French weapons in the conflict, and accused the 

government of lying when it denied any involvement of French arms, claimed that the 

weapons had been sold for defensive purposes only and assured that it was not aware of 

civilians being killed by French weapons. A highly confidential memo from the Directorate 

for Military Intelligence (Direction du Renseignement Militaire, DRM) that was leaked in 

the media, however, confirmed that the government knew of the targeting and killing of 

civilian populations with French howitzers cannons CAESAR (Derosier & Basak Acar, 

2020: 199; Disclose, 2019): subsequent arms exports to Saudi Arabia could then be seen as 

a breach of the Arms Trade Treaty. Nevertheless, journalists who seek to investigate illegal 

or unprincipled exports and to expose the abuses of France's arms exports to the public, in 

order to hold the government accountable, are targeted and obstructed by the French 

government, which invokes national security and claims that secrets “must be protected”. 

Following the publication of an investigation into French sales to Saudi Arabia in the 

context of the war in Yemen, the public prosecutor opened a preliminary investigation 

against several members of the editorial staff of the newspaper 'Le Monde', the television 

programme 'Quotidien', the radio 'Radio France' and 'Disclose' (an investigative journalism 

NGO), who were also summoned by the General Directorate for Internal Security (Direction 

Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure, or DGSI, a French agency vested with general 

intelligence competence in all areas concerning national security and the fundamental 

interests of the Nation) for “compromising the secrecy of national defence”, and pressured 
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to reveal their sources. This was widely perceived as an attempt to intimidate the press and 

prevent the public from gaining access to information (Le Monde, 2019; Albertini, 2019; 

Amnesty International France, 2019). 

 

c. The unfulfilled role of the political opposition in informing citizens. 

According to Baum and Potter (2015: 21), an independent and influential parliamentary 

opposition helps to hold powerholders accountable by highlighting sensitive or meaningful 

issues and informing citizens of governmental negligence or misconduct, which would 

facilitate citizens’ mobilisation and participation in protest action. Indeed, the French 

parliament, a pluralistic institution in which disunited and dissenting opinions and views are 

expressed, does generally exercise a legal constraint on the government to ensure greater 

accountability, and thus provide a counterweight to the executive through “actions ranging 

from routine oversight to criminal sanctions or impeachment in relation to possibly unlawful 

actions” (O’Donnell, 1998: 117). This oversight is enshrined in the Constitution of the Fifth 

Republic, the supreme legal standard of the country, which stipulates that one of the primary 

tasks of the Parliament is to “control the action of the government” and “evaluate public 

policies” (French Constitution of 1958, art. 24). Members of Parliament wield substantial 

power in French politics, a strength that is measured with regard to their role in decision-

making a priori and their supervision of the government activity a posteriori (Derosier & 

Basak Acar, 2020: 180; Béraud-Sudreau et al., 2015: 89). Yet when it comes to the issue of 

military exports, the French parliament is largely ineffective and insignificant (Béraud-

Sudreau et al., 2015: 94; Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 193). Parliamentarians are as 

uninformed as ordinary citizens and remain, by their own admission, currently incapable of 

making an informed judgement on the government's export policy (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 

21). The only way they can inform themselves about the issue is through the ‘Report to 

Parliament on French arms exports’, an annual report produced by the Directorate General 

of Armaments (Direction générale de l’armement, DGA), a department of the Ministry of 

Defence whose missions consist in developing and procuring weapons and defence systems 

for the armed forces in association with the French defence industry, but also in promoting 

exports abroad (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 45). In addition to outlining the government's export 

policy, the report also documents how the government simultaneously supports and controls 

French weapons exports: it presents the state of the global market for weapons and the 

interests at stake in the export decision, highlights the benefits of exports for the French 
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economy, lists the international commitments that the executive ensures are strictly adhered 

to, and finally provides an account of the military equipment exported, the economic 

agreements concluded with foreign regimes, the number of export licences issued during 

the previous year and the approach to export support implemented by the Ministry of 

Defence (Ministère des Armées, 2021; Ministère des Armées, 2020). The report is the only 

document covering the topic of arms exports that is not subject to a secret-defence 

classification: it is even freely available to the public, provided that the latter is aware of its 

existence (as neither the government nor the mass media widely report on it). However, it 

is generally regarded as nothing more than an “advertising pamphlet […] emphasis[ing] the 

promotion of exports over transparency” or a “business booster to promote French 

excellence” (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 194f.). Indeed, the report does not offer any 

substantial information on the decision-making process behind the granting or refusal of a 

licence, nor does it provide an opportunity for the parliament to engage with the issue and 

exercise any scrutiny or control, as the data provided are basic sales statistics and general 

information (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 108, 113). For parliamentary scrutiny to be 

operational, the provision of accurate information about contracts under negotiation is 

essential, yet neither the current nor previous governments have publicly disclosed details 

of a transaction prior to its finalisation, or released defence export data for individual 

companies, citing client confidentiality (Bouveret & Fortin, 2015: 8). The report provides 

no information as regards the types of equipment or quantities exported: exports are grouped 

into twenty-two categories (as vague as “technology”, “software” or “land vehicles and their 

components”), which does not allow for an exact knowledge of the nature of the equipment 

exported (Ministère des Armées, 2021: 100f.), and only the financial value of exports is 

mentioned, without specifying the quantities of equipment exported (Ministère des Armées, 

2021: 102-105). It does not identify either the end-users (e.g., armed forces, police, militia) 

or the intended use of the equipment (law enforcement, territorial defence, counter-

terrorism, etc.). Nor does it include post-export monitoring to ensure that France’s 

commitments are met (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 108, 114). In this way, the paucity and 

inadequacy of information echo the aforementioned governmental efforts to preserve 

secrecy and confidentiality for commercial and strategic reasons.  

However, the failure of parliamentarians to inform citizens about the government's export 

practices cannot be attributed solely to their own lack of knowledge, to the sterile report, or 

to the government's attempt to maintain secrecy: deputies also show a very limited interest 

in the issue (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 121; Béraud-Sudreau, 2015: 94). They consider it to 
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be “too complicated” (interview of a parliamentarian, quoted in Béraud-Sudreau et al., 

2015: 93) and “do not ask for co-decision with the government in this field” (interview of a 

parliamentarian, quoted in Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 45). Furthermore, this lack of interest in 

monitoring the government’s activities on this issue stems from the strong consensus among 

major political parties on the necessity to preserve and promote weapons exports. Indeed, 

the left (Parti Socialiste), the centre (La République En Marche, the ruling party), the 

conservatives (Les Républicains) and the far right (Rassemblement National) generally 

consider that a French defence industry that is independent of other world powers (though, 

paradoxically, dependent on exports) is the guarantor of France's sovereignty and grandeur 

(Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 20, 46ff.). As a result, parliamentarians do not get involved, do not 

seek to influence government policy on weapons exports or to construct counter-frames to 

neutralise the narrative provided by the ruling party to justify military transfers, and 

consequently do not attempt to inform and to mobilise citizens. Only two small parties have 

systematically advocated for more restrictive weapons exports: the Green party (Europe 

Écologie Les Verts) and the Communist Party (Parti Communiste Français), which together 

account for 1.91% of the current legislature (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 48; Assemblée 

Nationale, 2017). Yet, the rare attempts by some parliamentarians to scrutinise potentially 

immoral exports and to organise a more democratic control of military transfers have been 

frustrated and derailed by other deputies. In this way, while all Western arms-exporting 

countries have vigorously debated in parliamentary sessions whether to continue supplying 

Saudi Arabia after the outbreak of its Yemeni campaign, there has never been a debate or 

even a discussion on this matter in the National Assembly or the Senate (Regny, 2019). 

Consequently, the lack of debate on the subject is detrimental to the dissemination of 

information to the public, thereby perpetuating the ignorance of French citizens and 

hindering mobilisation.  

 

This section has made evident that a first major factor in the citizens’ lack of protest 

against the government's policy is the unawareness or lack of knowledge on the topic of 

French weapons transfers. While the government embraces secrecy, the media have a 

crucial role to play in informing the population, which they do not fulfil in this specific 

context, often communicating little and in a biased way. A similar observation can be made 

with regard to the parliamentary opposition, which is not interested in informing the citizens. 

Only a few NGOs (such as Amnesty International France, ‘Action des Chrétiens pour 
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l'Abolition de la Torture’ or ‘Action Sécurité Ethique Républicaines’) report on this issue, 

without being able to fill the information gap: arms exports are often not the primary focus 

of their activism, their resources are devoted to their core concerns, and they do not 

necessarily have the notoriety or exposure required to effectively reach and inform a 

significant portion of the population (Erickson, 2015: 129; Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 42; 

Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 64). This leaves the public with little opportunity to engage with 

the issue in an informed manner.  

The evidence gathered in this section therefore suggests that Hypothesis 1, according to 

which the low level of awareness of the arms trade issue, and in particular of the French 

arms export policy, prevents citizens from taking action, is validated. 
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II. Active non-participation 

Ignorance alone cannot explain why there is a lack of protest among the general population, 

as a number of people claim to be aware of the export of military equipment to human rights 

violators and to possess at least some knowledge; yet they do not act. Moreover, all 

participants can be considered to be aware of French exports after having responded to the 

survey; however, when asked whether they would engage in protest action in the future to 

influence their government's arms export policy (Annex 2.9), 68.53% answered by the 

negative and only 31.47% by the positive, which suggests that ignorance is not the only 

reason. This section will explore the concept of active non-participation, which refers to 

citizens consciously and deliberately deciding not to mobilise. Hypotheses 2 and 3 will be 

examined. 

 

a. Indifference and lack of interest. 

The second hypothesis developed to explain why French citizens do not mobilise concerns 

the lack of public interest in military exports and in protest. It questions whether there is an 

actual interest on the part of citizens in influencing government dynamics and policies, 

given that an individual that lacks interest will also lack motivation to hold powerholders 

accountable. To measure this, citizens were asked to indicate their degree of interest in the 

subject of French military exports, on a scale of 1 ("Not at all interested") to 5 ("Very 

interested") (Annex 2.4). The survey results describes a bell-shaped frequency distribution 

of the responses across the categories, with most citizens choosing central values and a 

minority selecting extreme values (Graph 2 below). 16.79% of the respondents declared 

having no interest at all in the topic and 26.24% that they are not very interested. 26.37% 

chose a 3 on the scale, considering themselves neither interested nor uninterested: these 

citizens are likely to be somewhat interested in the subject, but not to commit much time, 

energy and attention to it. Finally, about a third of them reported a certain level of interest, 

with 20.02% being interested and 10.57% very interested.  
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These figures indicate that a segment of the population is uninterested in the issue and is 

therefore unlikely to put time and effort into finding information, mobilising and ultimately 

protesting the policy. A number of reasons contribute to this lack of interest. Many citizens 

claim to have no interest at all in the French political life (“I do not get involved in politics”, 

“I am apolitical”; Annex 4), or are not actively involved politically and only become 

involved episodically (during elections, for example) or sporadically (when an unusual and 

extraordinarily serious event affecting their lives occurs). Outside of these circumstances, 

they withdraw from public and political space and confine and devote themselves to their 

private sphere: work, family and friends (Mac Ginty, 2012: 180; Jacquet, 2017: 648). This 

is reminiscent of the principle of the division of political labour, wherein citizens delegate 

some decision-making power to elected political agents to dedicate themselves to private 

matters and interests (Manin, 1997: 3). Several respondents explicitly recognised weapons 

exports to be part of this political contract: “It is a governmental task, I vote for the 

government and the government represents me for five years, that is the deal of democracy”, 

“I leave politics to others (and especially to politicians!)”, “The government is there to serve 

the people, but the people do not have the capacity to make difficult decisions for the good 

of the country. That is why we elect a government, democratically” (Annex 4). Furthermore, 

in accordance with Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs, individuals must first satisfy 

successive layers of needs before they can invest time and efforts in more abstract activities, 

such as protesting against government policies that do not directly impact them. Many 

citizens declared being “too busy” and “hav[ing] no time to be involved” or “no time for 

this cause”, or being incapacitated by “hav[ing their] own problems to solve”, having “to 

care for [their] children” and having “other more important concerns at the moment 

(unemployment)” (Annex 4). Indeed, military transfers to authoritarian countries are likely 

to play a very minor (if any) role in the lives of French citizens, and would arguably have 
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no obvious negative impact on them (“It is purely selfish: living in France, a country without 

war, I do not feel concerned by this subject because it will not impact me personally”; Annex 

4). Unethical exports will therefore not be considered a priority for them (“I do not consider 

it a priority“, “I have other priorities”) or for France in general (“This is not France's 

priority“, “The focus should be on the COVID crisis”, “In my opinion, this is not a priority 

issue. Other issues are much more important and urgent to address (e.g., national 

sovereignty, ecological transition, immigration, etc.).”; Annex 4). More importantly, 

protesting is not deemed to be a priority because citizens do not recognise any personal 

material benefit to be gained, and a moral benefit, if recognised at all, might appear 

insufficient. On the contrary, the altruistic decision to protest against arms exports to 

countries that violate human rights [i.e., the “motivational state with the ultimate goal of 

increasing another’s welfare” (Batson & Shaw, 1991: 108)] could generate positive 

outcomes for individuals who are both unknown and abroad, but would impose a burden on 

themselves. As a result, they would have to contribute valuable resources, time and effort 

to oppose policies whose consequences are primarily suffered by others (Fracalossi de 

Moraes, 2019: 4): constructing participation in such a manner can limit their interest in the 

subject and deter mobilisation. The effect is even more pronounced when citizens take into 

account the significant economic benefits of the arms trade for France, which is discussed 

in the next subsection. 

 

b. “I do not want dictatorships to receive weapons, but I also do not want our 

economy to collapse”: The discouraging effect of the arms trade’s economic 

benefits on citizen mobilisation. 

While lack of interest prevents citizens from participating, the converse is not necessarily 

true: interest in the issue of weapons exports to authoritarian countries does not mean that 

they will mobilise and engage in protest action. Indeed, interested citizens may well be in 

favour of exports. As such, since mobilising requires agreement with the purpose of the 

protest, citizens who are content or agree with the government’s export policy will not 

mobilise and protest against it: in this sense, silence and inaction signify consensus, or at 

least general agreement (Klandermans & Van Stekelenburg, 2014: 343). Given that the 

majority, if not the only, framing around weapons exports revolves around their economic 

benefits to France (as the lack of debate and biased information around weapons transfers 

prevents knowledge of other benefits, e.g., strategic, political, diplomatic), this research 
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measures citizens' contentment with the export policy in economic terms. Human rights 

violations in the importing country were used as a proxy for the costs of participation in the 

arms trade, and thus for citizens’ discontent with the export policy. Three distinct categories 

of citizens were identified from the research data according to their level of satisfaction with 

the export policy. 

The first category represents ‘Human Rights Absolutists’: these citizens are absolutely 

dissatisfied with French export policy, being unreservedly opposed to French arms exports 

and the arms trade more generally. They want France to renounce selling weapons entirely, 

regardless of the nature of the importing regime or the expected economic benefits. Indeed, 

these individuals support an ideal in which all countries would have implemented a policy 

of disarmament, as they see the entire arms trade as a factor of conflict and misery (“I find 

it unethical to be active in the international export of weapons”, “My answer might be very 

utopian and controversial, but I am completely against mass armament and war to solve 

conflicts.”, “any action to reduce the amount of armaments sent to other countries should 

be considered”, “I am simply against arms production in general”; Annex 4). When asked 

about the importance of the economic aspect of exports in their decision-making (Annex 

2.3), they systematically choose the lowest value, regardless of human rights situation: they 

believe that economic concerns should not drive exports (“I consider that economic interest 

should not override human rights.”; Annex 4). When aware of unprincipled French exports, 

these citizens may be willing to mobilise, if they are not prevented from doing so by other 

mechanisms. Only a minority of individuals fall into this category: for example, when the 

recipient country is an important economic partner and respects human rights (Variant 1), 

only 4.83% of respondents want to abandon exports.  

The second category represents the exact opposite of ‘Human Rights Absolutists’: 

“Amoralists” (Lustgarten, 1998: 508f.) are absolutely satisfied with the government’s 

exports policy and unconditionally support weapons exports (i.e., regardless of the nature 

of the regime or human rights situation in the recipient country), in the interest of France’s 

economy and industry. This does not mean that they may not deplore the importing regimes 

or experience anger or frustration when the exported military equipment is used against 

civilians or for immoral purposes. Nevertheless, in their opinion, “exports trump all 

humanitarian considerations” and “France must devise and conduct national policy 

according to its own interests. While it is regrettable that wars and human rights abuses are 

committed with weapons produced by [the French] industry, this must not impinge on [the 
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French] economy” (Annex 4). They consider that “terminating these exports would have 

dramatic economic consequences for France” and that “France must continue to export if it 

is to survive economically” (Annex 4). Indeed, the defence industry, the third largest 

industrial sector in France, is doubtlessly a source of financial wealth for France, and exports 

of military-industrial equipment provide substantial economic benefits: faced with a decline 

in domestic demand for its products, the defence industry generates half of its revenues from 

exports, providing significant inflows of liquidities (Gicat, 2021). While the French trade 

balance remains in deficit, the defence sector is one of the few sectors to contribute 

positively to the national trade balance: military exports account for one fifth of all French 

exports and generate an annual trade surplus of 6 billion euros, reducing the trade deficit by 

five to eight percent (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 30; Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 189; 

Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 24). This is reflected in terms of employment. The sector employs 

200,000 persons in total (direct and indirect jobs spread throughout the country), which 

represents about 13% of industrial employment in France (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 30). 

61,200 jobs are understood to be created by exports alone (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 

189). This economic activity is “quite simply vital” for certain French regions, where it 

represents a large proportion of employment (Mielcarek, 2017: 39). For example, MBDA, 

which produces missiles exported worldwide, is the largest private employer in the Cher 

department (Poiret, 2018). Moreover, citizens may feel that if France refrained from selling 

weapons to countries that violate human rights, this vacuum would benefit other less 

scrupulous exporting countries, especially those that do not respect human rights 

themselves. The latter would then enjoy all the economic benefits, contributing to their 

enrichment and power at France's expense. Integrating humanitarian concerns into export 

decision-making would thus be devastating for France while not lastingly or markedly 

affecting the global flow of weapons to the human rights violator. Survey respondents made 

clear references to this argument: “If it is not France that exports weapons, it will be other 

countries that produce them (USA, China, Russia ....)”, “I think that non-democratic 

countries will continue to buy weapons despite our protests, so we might as well take 

advantage of this as a country to develop our economy rather than letting other countries, 

like the United States, do it.”, “Americans, Russians or Chinese will continue to sell them 

all over the world and will not give a damn7 about all these protests.” (Annex 4). The same 

rhetoric is applied by the government and parliamentarians, which helps to reinforce its 

 
7 Though coarse, a literal translation has been privileged here in order to best capture and reflect the sentiment 

of the individual. 
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legitimacy (Hollande, 2017; Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 55). For all the reasons mentioned 

above, some citizens do not perceive weapons exports to countries that violate human rights 

as morally reprehensible, but as “effective policy making“ and “medicine for an ailing 

industry important to employment and economic wellbeing” (Erickson, 2015: 126). 

Wishing to preserve the French economy, industry and jobs, they support exports and will 

therefore not mobilise to protest the government policy, as they are “satisfied with the 

current policy of economic prioritisation” (Annex 4). However, as with the previous 

category, these citizens remain a minority: when asked why they did not seek to influence 

the government (Annex 2.8), only 6.54% of the entire survey population declared 

themselves satisfied with the government’s policy, a figure that rises to 10.63% once 

citizens who were unaware of exports were removed from the calculation.  

Finally, in contrast to the two previous absolutist categories (‘Human Rights Absolutists’ 

and ‘Amoralists’), the third category represents the ‘Relativists’: forming the majority of 

the population, these citizens are either satisfied or dissatisfied with the export policy 

depending on the circumstances of the export. They acutely perceive the economic and 

humanitarian arguments and take both into account when making a judgment on arms 

exports. To this end, they weigh normative commitments to the safeguarding of human 

rights against pragmatic interests, such as economic gains or employment. If the benefits of 

exporting are deemed to outweigh the costs, citizens may thus favour trading over restraint. 

If, on the other side, costs are perceived as outweighing the benefits, they may prefer to 

limit exports. The research therefore aimed to analyse the extent of the influence of the 

economy in their decision-making, according to each variant. The results of the analysis and 

their interpretation are presented hereafter. 

The analysis begins with the baseline scenario. It will serve as a benchmark against which 

to compare the other variants, which will also be compared with each other. When citizens 

were exposed to the baseline scenario (variant V5), which offers neither economic nor 

humanitarian framing, they tended to approve of the continuation of the current export 

policy: this is the case for half of the people (50.26%) (Graph 3 below). This suggests that, 

in the absence of information on which to base their judgement, and in the absence of cues 

from the media or politicians, citizens may be ambivalent about which variable to prefer, 

thus opting for the middle way and continuity. This echoes the arguments explained in 

section I that lack of knowledge paralyses mobilisation and entrenches the status quo. One 

in five citizens wishes to reduce exports (21.69%), while 15.87% want to increase them and 



49 

 

12.17% want France to abandon them (Graph 3). Nonetheless, these first findings do not 

indicate whether the humanitarian or the economic concern was most influential in their 

decision (or both equally). In order to identify this concern, and determine the extent of its 

importance, this research observed the values chosen by the respondent for the follow-up 

questions [concerning the importance of the importing country’s human rights record in 

shaping their opinion (Annex 2.2) and the importance of the economic aspect of exports for 

France in shaping their opinion (Annex 2.3)]: the difference between these values was then 

calculated. A difference of 0 signifies that both factors weigh equally on the decision; a 

positive difference reveals that the economic factor is more important; and a negative 

difference indicates that the humanitarian factor is more important. The distance to 0 

highlights the importance of a factor in relation to the other. On average, on a scale of 1 to 

5 (1 being not at all important, and 5 being very important), citizens considered the human 

rights record in their decision at 3.80, against 3.63 for the economic aspect. With a small 

negative difference of -0.17, it appears that citizens consider the human rights factor to be 

slightly more important than the economic factor during decision-making. Based on 

averages, however, these figures mask the distribution of citizens according to the factor 

they consider most important, i.e., how many citizens favoured the economical concern and 

how many citizens favoured the humanitarian concern. This has therefore been calculated 

separately to provide a more detailed picture of the situation, by counting the number of 

respondents who attributed a higher value to the humanitarian aspect, on the contrary 

assigned a higher value to the economic aspect, or chose identical values for the two factors. 

A majority of the respondents (37.43%) consider both factors to be equally important, while 

32.62% believe that human rights are more important, and 29.95% deem the economy more 

important: the distribution of preference between factors thus appears very balanced.  
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When citizens were confronted to the variant V1, where the recipient country respects 

human rights and is a significant source of economic benefits for France, their preference 

tilted in favour of exports. Indeed, they are, for the most part, eager for the government to 

stimulate military exports or maintain them at a high level (respectively 62.76% and 

21.38%) (Graph 4). On average, on a scale of 1 to 5, citizens considered the human rights 

record in their decision at 3.56, against 4.07 for the economic aspect. Two observations can 

be made. First, both human rights and the economy factored strongly into their decision. 

Secondly, as the economic aspect presents a higher value, it appears that citizens were more 

sensitive to this argument when making their decision: the variant V1 exhibits a positive 

difference (+0.51), which means that, on average, respondents valued economic benefits 

about half a point higher than humanitarian concerns in their decision-making. Furthermore, 

51.03% of them considered economic benefits to be more important during decision-

making, against 20.69% for human rights. 28.28% considered both factors to be equally 

important. This suggests that, when faced with two positive aspects, citizens attach more 

value to the one they consider more likely to affect them (in this case, the French economy). 

A real-life example of such a variant could be Belgium, a country that respects human rights 

and is an important importer of French military-industrial equipment (Ministère des 

Armées, 2021: 69). 

 

When individuals were presented the variant V3, where the recipient country respects 

human rights but is not currently a source of economic benefits for France, their preference 

was strongly weighted in favour of exports. The trend was even more pronounced than for 

the variant V1, as 74.85% favoured increasing exports (Graph 5): this wave of support is 

likely to have been influenced by a wish for France to penetrate a previously untapped 

market. On average, citizens considered the human rights record in their decision at 3.63 on 
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the 1 to 5 scale, against 4.14 for the economic aspect. These figures are fairly similar to 

those for V1 and demonstrate a positive difference of 0.51, identical to V1. Likewise, it is 

possible to notice a similar repartition of the factors’ importance: 53.99% of citizens 

considered economic benefits to be more important during decision-making, against 18.40% 

for human rights, and 27.61% considered both factors to be equally important. A first 

conclusion that can be drawn is therefore that regardless of the current economic 

relationship between both countries, when human rights are respected individuals tend to 

perceive weapons transfers in a favourable way and support exports. Ireland could represent 

the variant V3, as the country respects human rights and does not have a significant defence 

trade relationship with France (Ministère des Armées, 2021: 69). 

 

For citizens receiving the variant V4 (in which the client country commits human rights 

abuses and has only minimal economic relations with France), the preference emphatically 

shifted against exports: 72.90% of citizens support the abandon of all military exports to the 

country violating human rights (Graph 6). In contrast to V3, the citizens here do not favour 

the idea of reaching new markets. Instead, they are sensitive to the humanitarian situation 

in the recipient country and take into account that abandoning exports will not result in 

economic losses for France. The variant V4 presents an important negative difference (-

1.78): respondents attach great importance to human rights (with an average of 4.22 on the 

1 to 5 scale, and a mode of 5) and consider the economy to be considerably less important 

in this case (with an average of 2.44 on the 1 to 5 scale, and a mode of 1). 72.90% of 

individuals consider that human rights are more important than the economy, while only 

10.32% consider the opposite, and 16.77% believe in the equal importance of both factors. 

Thus, when human rights are violated and France does not have a strong economic 

relationship with the authoritarian state, citizens are almost unanimous in their 
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condemnation of exports, supporting an abandon of exports: the balance between economic 

benefits and human rights tilts strongly in favour of the latter. Turkmenistan could represent 

a real-life example of variant V4: the regime violates human rights, and its imports of French 

military equipment are insignificant (Ministère des Armées, 2021: 67). 

 

The previous variants have offered a first insight into the weapons exports preferences of 

French citizens according to three different combinations of economic and humanitarian 

factors, as well as a variant without framing. Having analysed these different variants 

provides a basis for comparison, while the focus of the research will now be on the variant 

V2, which represents the majority of the French arms trade and the case on which this 

dissertation is based: the client country has dismal human rights records and is a source of 

significant economic benefits for France. This is the case for instance of Egypt or Saudi 

Arabia, which are authoritarian regimes and important customers for the French defence 

industry. Analysis of the data from this variant will allow to uncover citizens' attitudes 

towards French weapons exports in a situation where respect for human rights and economic 

benefits are in competition.  

When citizens were presented with the variant V2, their preference tended to be against 

exports. Indeed, a majority of respondents want the government to reduce or abandon 

military exports (respectively 54.66% and 18.01%) (Graph 7). One in five believe that 

exports should continue at a steady level (20.50%), and only 6.83% support an increase in 

the volume of exports. The comparison with the variant V1 (where, as a reminder, the 

recipient country respects human rights and is a significant source of economic benefits for 

France) thus reveals that when human rights are violated, the public loses almost all appetite 

for increasing exports, dropping from 62.76% of the population to 6.83%. However, when 

comparing V2 and V4 (where, as a reminder, the client country commits human rights 
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abuses and has only minimal economic relations with France), it appears that the 

introduction of an economic concern to the equation strongly displaces the desire to stop all 

exports to the authoritarian country to the less radical wish to reduce exports. The percentage 

of citizens supporting the abandonment of exports falls from 72.90% in V4 to 18.01% in 

V2, while the percentage of citizens supporting a reduction rises from 13.55% in V4 to 

54.66% in V2. When assessing whether the humanitarian or the economic element was the 

most influential in their decision, it appears that, on average, citizens considered the human 

rights record in their decision at 3.88 on the scale of 1 to 5, against 3.49 for the economic 

aspect. The negative difference (-0.39) signifies that the humanitarian factor carries more 

weight than the economic factor. Indeed, a majority of citizens (43.12%) understood human 

rights as being the most important factor, against 26.25% for the economy. The rest 

(30.63%) valued both factors at the same level.  

These figures are similar to those obtained from the analysis of the baseline scenario, and 

fall between those showing a clear prioritisation of the economy (in the variants V1 and V3) 

and those indicating a strong prioritisation of human rights (in V4). It should also be noted 

that, compared to V1, V3 and V4, the difference for V2 (-0.39) was closest to 0, i.e., to a 

balance between economic and humanitarian concerns. V2 is also the most balanced (with 

the exception of V5, which has no framing) in terms of the distribution of citizens according 

to their personal preferences: while variants V1, V3 and V4 all had a very clear preference 

for one factor (exceeding 50% each time, and showing a gap between the factors ranging 

from 30.34 to 62.58 percentage points), V2 evidences a more modest gap between the 

preferences for one or the other factor (reaching 16.87 percentage points). Hence, it can 

therefore be inferred from these findings that, in a situation comparable to the variant V2, 

both human rights and the economy play an important role in people's decision-making 

processes, and that condemnation of exports is less clear-cut when the recipient country is 

both a human rights violator and an important economic partner. Citizens may therefore 

wish to find a compromise by punishing the recipient through a decrease of weapons 

transfers, but without stopping exports completely so as not to damage the French economy. 

They may also want to gradually bring France to respect its moral and legal commitments, 

considering as well that an immediate halt to exports to authoritarian countries would carry 

too drastic economic consequences.  
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Contrary to what has been hypothesised, human rights considerations are often not 

overridden by the expectation of economic benefits. In fact, the survey data has shown that, 

when human rights are threatened, a majority of citizens even tend to prefer the 

humanitarian aspect to the economic one. These citizens constitute the mobilisation 

potential, defined as those citizens who could mobilise and participate in protest action 

because of their disagreement and discontent with the government's export policy 

(Klandermans & Oegema, 1987: 519). However, it was also observed that the economic 

factor still plays a major disincentive role: the effect of human rights violations, which could 

have an intense mobilising effect, may be severely dampened and mitigated by economic 

considerations. It could thus be concluded that, while economic interests often do not 

override human rights concerns, they do significantly reduce them and may undermine the 

willingness to mobilise. 

It should nevertheless be noted that belonging to the mobilisation potential does not 

necessarily mean that these citizens will mobilise and protest. Their preference for a 

suspension of weapons exports to authoritarian regimes does not indicate that they will act 

on this preference and protest: other factors might prevent their mobilisation. 

 

c. ‘Sacred ground and out of bounds’: Recognition of the government’s 

prerogative over arms export policy. 

The fact that a citizen is opposed to the policies of his or her government is necessary but 

not sufficient to cause him or her to protest. He or she must believe in the legitimacy of his 

or her participation in order to participate, something that is greatly challenged in the French 

context. In fact, the institutional framework of the Fifth Republic has consecrated foreign 
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affairs and defence policy as the domaine réservé (i.e., reserved area) of the French 

president. Despite having no legal value, this doctrine reflects an entrenched political 

convention whereby the president can freely assume control over foreign affairs and defence 

issues and impose his decisions (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 180f.). In this sense, as with 

the use of the nuclear deterrent or the deployment of French troops in foreign conflicts, the 

military exports policy is part of the regalian functions, which was reaffirmed in the Arms 

Trade Treaty in 2013 (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 44; Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 180f.). 

Moreover, the executive does not only define a general policy and objectives in accordance 

with French interests, but also oversees the entire export process, from the granting of export 

licences to (hypothetical) pre- and post-export controls (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 

185f.). As it is theoretically prohibited to export armament, any company producing war 

materials wishing to export must first obtain an export licence, which the government has 

exclusive and discretionary power to grant (Johnson & Willardson, 2018: 3; Béraud-

Sudreau et al., 2015: 83). The Cross-ministerial Committee for the Consideration of War 

Material Exports (CIEEMG, Commission Interministérielle pour l’Étude des Exportations 

de Matériels de Guerre), composed of members of the Prime Minister’s office and the 

Ministries of Defence, Foreign Affairs and Finances, is in charge of examining licence 

applications, deliberating and deciding whether or not to grant a licence. In the case of 

disagreements between the ministries, or if they deem it necessary in strategic, economically 

important or politically sensitive cases, the prime minister or the president can adjudicate 

and impose a decision or a veto (Derosier & Basak Acar, 2020: 184f.). In theory, the 

objectives of this export control are multiple: assessing the consequences of the export for 

regional peace and security and ensuring that sales comply with the French international 

treaty obligations, that the goods will not be diverted to undesirable end-users or be used 

against civilians, French forces and allied countries, but also that the export of weapons will 

not be detrimental to French national security and superiority, in a logic of technological 

protectionism (Coulomb, 2017: 78). Nevertheless, the system is overall tilted towards the 

promotion rather than the control of exports, with proponents of weapons sales being 

dominant in the decision-making process (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 29). In addition, all the 

actors involved in export control also engage, in an almost “schizophrenic” way, in export 

promotion (Béraud-Sudreau, 2018: 33). They facilitate defence companies' foreign sales 

campaigns through diplomatic channels and military attachés in French embassies, provide 

state guarantees and financing, and promote the French defence industry in arms fairs and 

on the battlefield. This dual function has naturally influenced licensing decisions and has 
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been instrumental in prioritising weapons sales, economic benefits and the interests of the 

defence industry over restraint policies and considerations of human rights (Béraud-

Sudreau, 2018: 29ff.). To provide an illustration of this preference for exports, it is necessary 

to consider the existing data on French exports: the CIEEMG examines 6,000 to 6,500 

licence applications each year, of which twenty-five were refused in 2019, even though 

France's main clients are reported or known to be violating human rights and international 

law (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 41f.). Given the low number of rejected applications and the 

fact that the executive is both judge and defendant with regard to the adequacy of the licence 

issuance process, its lack of transparency not only results in holding citizens in ignorance, 

but also casts doubt on its ability to take human rights into account and ensure France's 

compliance with its European and international commitments, including international 

humanitarian law (Maire & Tabarot, 2020: 116).  

Citizens might be expected to be outraged that in a mature democracy such as France, which 

traditionally organises a control of public action, the executive can take decisions on the 

sensitive issues of foreign policy, defence and weapons exports alone, without checks and 

balances from parliament or the courts. However, not all citizens consider this situation to 

be scandalous, nor one that should be protested against. Gaventa's (1980: 15ff.) third 

dimension of power offers a relevant paradigm through which to consider the quiescence of 

French citizens. It suggests that powerholders inform, frame or otherwise dictate citizens’ 

understandings, assumptions and perceptions of the nature of the requirements, channels 

and dynamics of protest or dissent. In other words, social legitimisations and political reality 

are constructed by and about the government, and internalised as roles and beliefs in the 

citizens. Hence, the latter have internalised that defence and foreign policy, with a particular 

emphasis on weapons exports policy, is a governmental prerogative. This political habitus 

therefore precludes participation and protest from being considered as within the realm of 

possibility, despite their opposition to the export policy. Evidence of this explanation was 

to be found in different survey answers. Respondents claimed that they “never thought about 

challenging the government on this issue, for [them] it was always a governmental drift that 

had to be endured, hoping that the situation would improve with the next government”, or 

that, despite “[being] against arms exports to dictatorships, it never occurred to [them] that 

[they] could do anything to prevent them”. They themselves “fail[ed] to explain this feeling, 

but the idea of demonstrating against these arms exports never crossed [their] mind” (Annex 

4). Still others argued adamantly against participation because they consciously believe in 
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the legitimacy of the executive to make such decisions about exports, and therefore in their 

own lack of legitimacy to influence it: “In my opinion, this type of decision should remain 

the prerogative of the government. They have the information and knowledge to judge, 

unlike citizens who are ignorant of the high stakes.”, “Not a citizen prerogative”, “It is not 

for citizens to decide on government policy, and certainly not on international policy.”, “It 

is not the role of the citizen to decide on the government's foreign policy.” (Annex 4). 

 

This second section has argued that active non-participation is another reason why 

some citizens do not mobilise to protest against French arms exports to countries that do not 

meet human rights standards. A lack of interest in the issue and its implications, due in part 

to a desire to focus on what impacts them personally, and the mitigating effect of the 

economy on human rights concerns have led to a weakening of the citizen mobilisation 

potential. The same outcome is observed when citizens perceive export policy to be a 

government prerogative over which they have no legitimate say.  

The evidence gathered in this section therefore suggests that Hypothesis 2, according to 

which the citizens’ low level of interest in the topic of French military exports discourages 

them from taking action, is proven. On the other hand, there is little evidence that citizens’ 

expectation that France will reap economic benefits overrides their concern about human 

rights issues (as it mainly reduces their concern, and only overrides it in a minority of cases), 

which suggests that Hypothesis 3 is invalid.  
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III. The role of emotions in creating political apathy 

Ignorance, lack of interest, the disincentive effect of the economy and a belief in the 

government’s prerogative over arms export policy have explained in large part why French 

citizens do not participate in protest actions. Nevertheless, there remains a minority of 

citizens who are aware of and interested in the issue, and who do not support the policy or 

regard the government as immune from criticism. Few of them actively protest and voice 

their concern to the government, however. This implies that another factor prevents citizens 

from openly expressing their private preference and mobilising: motivation. Indeed, 

mobilisation and participation depend on the motivation to participate, as unmotivated 

individuals are unlikely to protest (Klandermans & Van Stekelenburg, 2014: 343f.; Verhulst 

& Walgrave, 2009: 460f.; Mayer et al., 1997: 17). This section will therefore seek to explain 

the individual micro-level processes that generate political apathy (which is understood in 

this dissertation as a lack of motivation to participate) and prevent citizens from mobilising: 

emotions (Zhelnina, 2020: 358). Hypothesis 4 will be examined.  

This research is aware of the methodological limitations involved with the study of 

emotions. Indeed, it is considered that individuals rarely consider the role and relevance of 

their emotions when answering a survey (Zaller & Feldman, 1992: 586). It is thus likely that 

the qualitative approach used here (open-ended responses) to uncover these emotions and 

the role they played in their decision making was not entirely successful, and that emotions 

played a role in a much higher number of cases than the survey has shown. It was 

nonetheless considered that simply asking a question related to emotions may not have 

elicited meaningful results, as emotions may not be perceived by the individual as 

influencing decisions. A more in-depth qualitative approach, in particular an interview, 

could have helped to address this shortcoming by seeking more detailed information from 

respondents; however, it was considered that such an approach was not entirely appropriate 

in this context, because conducting interviews would have required participants to provide 

contact details. Privacy concerns may then have led a large proportion of potential 

respondents to categorically refuse to participate, thus reducing the total number of 

participants. Giving each individual the choice of whether or not to provide their contact 

details could have alleviated such concerns, yet responses obtained in such a manner would 

not have been representative: only those citizens who are particularly interested in the 

subject and are interested in delving further into the research would have agreed to 

participate in an interview.  
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Nevertheless, it would also be ill-considered and damaging to attach too much importance 

to something that has only been partially demonstrated, and it is therefore necessary to keep 

this limitation in mind. The survey answers on this particular issue are thus indicative of the 

phenomenon but do not endeavour to explain its extent. What is important is that emotional 

responses were found across all gender, age, education and socioprofessionnal categories. 

 

a. The role of emotions in participation. 

The decision to protest or not has conventionally been understood as a conscious, voluntary 

and rational process, while the presence of emotions in political decision-making was often 

overlooked or equated with impulsivity, instability and recklessness (Ruiz-Junco, 2013: 45; 

Markič, 2009: 55). Nevertheless, rational decision-making and rational choice theory 

presume an idealised individual possessing absolute self-control, well-prioritised 

preferences and comprehensive knowledge in order to reach the best decision, i.e., the 

decision that fulfils the person’s preferences or maximises utility. Given the utopia of such 

a situation, recent literature has departed from this traditional understanding of decision-

making, recognising and highlighting instead the importance of emotions and their often 

unconscious and automatic – but not irrational – crucial role and influence in political 

decision-making and action-taking (Markič, 2009: 55f.; Hensby, 2021: 8). Following 

Jasper's (2018) typology, emotions can be divided into five different categories according 

to their degree of intensity, stability over time, and their focus: reflex emotions, urges, 

moods, affective commitments and moral emotions. Reflex emotions are “fairly quick, 

automatic responses to events and information” (2018: 4), such as anger, disgust, fear, 

disappointment, shock, surprise and joy: they help to order individual preferences by 

“raising the saliency of one desire or concern over another”, thus helping to choose among 

conflicting concerns (Jumet, 2017: 7f.). Urges incarnate immediate and vital needs that 

“inform us about the current state of our bodies” and “crowd out other feelings and attention 

until they are satisfied” (e.g., thirst, pain or exhaustion) (Jasper, 2018: 4). Moods last longer 

than the previous two emotions and represent “energizing or de-energizing” emotional 

states, do not focus on a specific object, and “condition our reflex emotions and are changed 

by them”: moods define the level of energy devoted to political activity (Jasper, 2018: 4f.). 

Affective commitments, like love, hate, trust or mistrust, are “relatively stable feelings, 

positive or negative, about others or about objects” which “provide basic collective 

identities and goals of action” (Jasper, 2018: 4f.). Finally, moral emotions represent 



60 

 

enduring “feelings of approval or disapproval (including of our own selves and actions) 

based on moral intuitions or principles”, e.g., guilt, compassion, pride and outrage (Jasper, 

2018: 4f.). Akin to Bourdieu's habitus, these “moral emotions evolve out of our reactions to 

and beliefs about the world”, simultaneously drawing from the individual’s “internalised 

sense of reason and justice” and orienting individuals’ ethical beliefs about right or wrong 

(Hensby, 2021: 8; Pickard & Bessant, 2018: 11). Especially, moral emotions provide 

individuals the motivation to mobilise and act towards the achievement of goals of action: 

when these emotions are triggered by perceived violations of moral values, they generate 

moral shocks that reduce the participation threshold and drive citizens to protest what they 

consider to be illegitimate, unrighteous or excessive (Jumet, 2017: 220; Verhulst & 

Walgrave, 2009: 459, 461; Casas & Webb Williams, 2019: 363). Arms transfers to 

authoritarian countries could be seen as a violation of moral values, as regimes use the 

imported military equipment to entrench their power, quash dissent and commit human 

rights abuses. This was seen, for example, during the Saudi-led military campaigns in 

Yemen. Following della Porta (2014: 33), in reaction to being exposed to these information 

and events when the media started reporting on this conflict, some citizens (even among 

those who were previously uninterested in or unaware of France's involvement in the 

weapons trade) are likely to have experienced reflex emotions such as disgust or anger, but 

also acute moral emotions like outrage, at the French export policy. These emotions are a 

spontaneous reaction to perceived injustice and contribute significantly to the 

delegitimization of the policy. Moreover, they entice individuals to mobilise and act to 

resolve this injustice when responsibility for the latter is clearly defined (Thompson, 2006: 

124; della Porta, 2014: 33; Reed, 2004: 667): this should arguably have prompted French 

citizens to protest their government’s exports policy, yet nothing of the sort happened.  

One explanation for this lack of mobilisation lies in individuals' high level of tolerance for 

moral violations. Indeed, for a person to experience moral shock, different conditions must 

be met: he or she needs to perceive that an injustice has been committed (i.e., that a particular 

group has been responsible for the injustice and another group has been the victim of the 

injustice), or he or she needs to sympathise or empathise with the victims of the injustice 

(Jumet, 2017: 102). Hence, missing or insufficient feelings of injustice, sympathy or 

empathy prevent him or her to mobilise and act. Citizens may be unhappy with the 

government’s policy but the emotions they experience do not reach the moral shock 

threshold that would prompt them to protest. Various individuals who participated in the 
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survey experiment provided answers akin to a lack of empathy or feelings of injustice. One 

explained that “state interests override any humanitarian considerations”, while another 

believes that “France is not the nursemaid of Malaysian citizens, Malaysians must 

themselves create the conditions for their socio-cultural evolution” (Annex 4). Yet another 

believes that the French government cannot be held responsible for abuses committed with 

the arms it exports, because “selling weapons is not the same as using them, France only 

supplies them, what the buyers do with them is their problem” (Annex 4): ambiguity over 

the ascription of blame to a specific group undermines the development of moral shock and 

disincentivises participation in protest actions (Jumet, 2017: 116).  

 

b. The production of political apathy. 

To understand why the existence of moral violations and mobilizing emotions has not led 

to political action and protest, it is important to recognise that emotions are not only 

involved in the generation of motivation, but also actively contribute to the production and 

perpetuation of political apathy (Norgaard, 2006: 384; Zhelnina, 2020: 359). Emotions are 

thus not only emboldening (“fight emotion”), but can also be dispiriting (“flight emotion”), 

undermine motivation and play a significant role in citizens' unwillingness to participate 

(Klandermans & Van Stekelenburg, 2014: 344). According to the classifications of Zhelnina 

(2020: 361, 365) and Hensby (2021: 8), mobilising emotions encompass anger, outrage, 

hope, offense, pride, compassion or disgust, whereas fear, shame, guilt, anxiety, cynicism 

or sadness demobilise and inhibit participation: the distinction between mobilising and 

demobilising emotions is nevertheless not necessarily distinctly and sharply defined and the 

particular context in which the emotion is embedded is important (Zhelnina, 2020: 361). In 

the context of weapons exports to human rights violators, it appears that while moral 

emotions could lead to mobilization (for instance, outrage at the sale of military equipment 

to regimes that use it against civilians), other emotions (e.g., the feeling that protesting is 

pointless) will dilute and dampen these participation emotions and paralyse mobilisation. 

Helplessness is a fundamental dispiriting emotion that may not be overcome by taking 

action (Hensby, 2021: 8). In order to mobilise and participate, citizens must believe in the 

political efficacy of their action, that is, that their participation can exert influence on the 

political process and has the potential to shape the outcome, whether individually or through 

collective action (Bäck et al., 2018: 50). If they are sceptical about whether protest can 

achieve the desired results or if they believe that their participation would only marginally 
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or not at all contribute to the success of the action, their motivation and likeliness to act 

plummet (Verhulst & Walgrave, 2009: 458). Efficacy is not only a reflection of the 

individual citizen’s efforts, but also requires the government to be responsive. Participation 

is unlikely if citizens believe that politicians are not attentive or accommodating to the issues 

they are raising, that they are only concerned with their own interests and that they will not 

factor in grievances and demands in their decision- and policy-making (Jacquet, 2017: 648, 

651). This belief appeared clearly in survey responses: “Whatever the French state says, 

they do not care about our point of view“, “The government shows us every day that it no 

longer takes the opinion of citizens into account”, “I have no faith in our governments who 

will not care about petitions and who only think about their own interests” (Annex 4). 

Finally, citizens doubt the efficacy of the opportunities for participation that are generally 

at their disposal (“Petitions are useless”, “I do not think that the methods of pressure at my 

disposal (petition or demonstration) have any effect”, “No petition or demonstration will 

change the government's policy”) (Annex 4). Due to disillusioning, frustrating and 

alienating experiences with traditional, government-sanctioned channels of political 

participation, citizens may believe that nothing can be changed, that government policy 

cannot be influenced: this causes distrust in the efficacy of collective action and protest, 

generates or sustains political apathy, and induces enduring political moods of “scepticism, 

cynicism and mistrust” (Zhelnina, 2020: 360, 365). Apathy is therefore a reaction to the 

feeling of powerlessness caused by events that are beyond one's control. Such a sentiment 

is prevalent when considering French weapons export policy, as the government is a black 

box and decisions on whether to grant export licences are taken behind closed doors, leaving 

citizens unable to know to what extent economic, political or humanitarian interests have 

influenced the decision (Fracalossi de Moraes, 2019: 35). When asked why they did not 

seek to influence the government (Annex 2.8), 27.61% of survey respondents indicated that 

the reason or one of the reasons for their non-participation was the belief that government 

policy on this issue cannot be influenced. While for 47% of them it was one among several 

reasons, for 53% it was a sufficient reason not to mobilise. If we remove from the equation 

those citizens who mentioned that they had been exposed to the subject for the first time 

through the survey, the belief that government policy on this issue cannot be influenced 

accounts for 44.92% of the answers, which means that almost half of the citizens that knew 

of the French exports consider the lack of efficacy to play a role in their non-participation. 

Furthermore, several respondents expanded on “the feeling of being powerless” (Annex 4), 

mentioning that they are “fatalistic [and believe] that money will always rule politics and 
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considerations like human rights will never be taken into account”, and that they do not 

want “to fall into a depression by trying to change something that is not changeable”. Thus, 

“it is not that [they] do not want to participate, but [they] know in [their] heart that [their] 

participation will be useless: […] Barring a revolution, things do not change in France.” 

Just as importantly, the impetus to avoid uncomfortable or distressing emotions can also 

hinder mobilisation and protest. In this case, it is not the emotion itself that undermines 

motivation and promotes political apathy, but the individual who actively represses or 

suppresses his or her emotions through a process of emotion management. This 

phenomenon has been identified in various empirical studies. For instance, Norgaard (2006) 

and Zhelnina (2020) noted the presence of citizens’ use of emotion management in their 

study of climate change denial in Norway and non-participation in anti-regime protests in 

Russia, respectively. The present dissertation adds to the literature on non-participation by 

exposing the presence of emotion management behind the absence of mobilisation of French 

citizens against their government’s weapons export policy. As the individual might 

experience negative emotions such as uncertainty, embarrassment, powerlessness, fear, 

guilt or the feeling of “being a bad person” when he or she does not participate in protest 

actions, this coping mechanism allows him or her to preserve him- or herself emotionally, 

to meet epistemic urges to mitigate anxiety and uncertainty, and to fulfil the “general social 

psychological need to view oneself in a positive light” (Norgaard, 2006: 384, 390; Jost et 

al., 2012: 198; Hensby, 2021: 9). Nevertheless, individuals do not control the experience of 

their emotions, which are spontaneous and instinctive responses to stimuli. The will does 

not allow one to decide on one's emotions, i.e., one cannot arouse a desired emotion or, 

conversely, discard undesirable emotions, through the act of will (Rosenberg, 1991: 129). 

Managing emotions therefore does not imply that the individual has direct control over his 

or her emotions, but rather that he or she endeavours to control what causes the emotion. To 

this end, thought control through mental self-manipulation comes into play: by 

implementing a strategy of selectivity, the individual is able to escape unpleasant emotions 

(Rosenberg, 1991: 130). The first aspect of emotion management concerns selective 

attention and exposure: citizens seek to control, limit or terminate their exposure to 

information about military exports. Indeed, since thinking about the topic evokes unpleasant 

feelings and engenders a stress that will not lead to positive developments, avoiding to think 

about it prevents the emergence or continuation of these emotions and enables one to retain 

a normative view of oneself as a 'good' person (Norgaard, 2006: 391; Zhelnina, 2020: 360). 
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Through selective attention, citizens determine which issues are worth thinking about and 

which are not. They filter out painful reminders that their values and beliefs are being 

violated, as well as information that would arouse feelings of empathy, sympathy and 

compassion for issues they feel powerless to address (Norgaard, 2006: 385; Zhelnina, 2020: 

370f.). One respondent admitted that “this subject made [her] feel uneasy” and that she was 

“not comfortable with having to spend too much time thinking about weapons, war and 

everything that is wrong with [her] country”. This rhetoric was also shared by other 

participants, who perceive arms exports to be an “anxiety-provoking subject [that they] do 

not want to deal with in [their] private life”, and who claimed that “repeatedly thinking 

about it would make [them] depressed” (Annex 4)8. This feeling is likely to be reinforced 

by the accumulation of crises (e.g., economic crisis, terrorism, COVID-19), which may lead 

to emotional saturation and overwhelm the citizen (“I am not in the mental state to deal with 

it now, even though I support the cause. COVID and the daily routine are stressful enough 

for me at the moment”, “Weapons, wars, politics are subjects I avoid, we have enough 

problems not to add to them by thinking about such atrocities”). Once again, individuals are 

inclined to retreat into their private lives and their immediate family and friendship circle in 

order to “surround [themselves] with positive events” (Annex 4), feel in control and manage 

insecurities and unsettling emotions involved in thinking about politics (Zhelnina, 2020: 

371). 

Perspectival selectivity constitutes a second aspect of emotion management (Rosenberg, 

1991: 134). Citizens engage in a framing process to absolve themselves of their own 

responsibility, emphasizing that it is not their role or responsibility to act (“This is not a 

matter for the citizens.“, “It is for the government to take these decisions, not the average 

French person”, “I think that this is an issue that needs to be addressed by the government, 

that's why they are elected.”, “It is for our deputies to take up the issue, not for us citizens”; 

Annex 4), that others are not participating either (“Nobody does it”, “I will not demonstrate 

alone”), or that the issue is not as problematic as it seems to be. Qualitative analysis of the 

survey responses reveals that while those who disapprove of arms transfers to human rights 

violators and plan to mobilise in the future use politically charged terminology to describe 

exports (e.g., “violate our democratic values”, “contrary to French values”; Annex 4), those 

who tolerate military exports or do not intend to mobilise tend to use euphemisms (e.g., 

 
8 For obvious reasons, individuals who carry this emotional management logic to the absolute will not have 

participated in the survey. 
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adopting the narratives used by the government, such as describing weapons as products of 

the defence industry) or to present exports as a legitimate component of French foreign 

policy, although their private preference is that such transfers should not occur. As a result 

of perspectival selectivity, individuals’ feelings of guilt for not mobilising and taking action 

subside (Norgaard, 2006: 387f.). Hence, emotion management consciously or 

unconsciously helps produce political apathy and discourages political action. 

 

This final section has argued that emotionally induced political apathy constitutes 

another factor explaining the lack of citizen protest against the export policy. Despite the 

ability of emotions to facilitate mobilisation by creating moral shocks, an essentially 

subconscious emotional mechanism drives most individuals to justify, tolerate and thus 

maintain the status quo, even though they may desire a change in the export policy. When 

emotions force the person into an uncomfortable position, he or she seeks to escape it by 

managing his or her emotions, thereby generating and perpetuating political apathy, 

curtailing motivation and preventing individuals from mobilising and protesting. It is also 

necessary to mention that the emotional constraint is not only an internal and individual 

process, but is also reinforced by the government, which is intent on producing apathy with 

regards to military exports. As such, the government strives to create uncertainty through 

denial and to deflect responsibility, and offers, through rare speeches on the issue, “a toolkit 

of cultural clichés and historic memories” (Zhelnina, 2020: 361f.), highlighting for example 

the economic benefits and the role of arms exports in France's greatness (Hollande, 2017). 

Such a strategy creates both positive emotions in favour of exports (e.g., pride in France’s 

greatness) and demobilising emotions (e.g., fear of economic recession), contributing to 

prevent participation. 

The evidence gathered in this section therefore suggests that Hypothesis 4, according to 

which citizens’ desire to insulate themselves from negative emotions inhibits participation 

in protest actions, is validated. 
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Conclusion 

 

Having analysed the attitudes and preferences of French citizens through a survey 

experiment, this dissertation has revealed how different rationales can impact individuals’ 

decision-making and inhibit mobilisation and protest against national arms exports to 

countries that violate human rights. This research has found unawareness of French arms 

exports, lack of information about the issue, lack of interest, but also the recognition of the 

prerogative of the executive over arms exports policy and the emotionally induced political 

apathy (and, to a certain extent, the expectation of economic benefits for France), to act as 

barriers to participation. Individuals who have successfully overcome each one of them are 

then either mobilising or willing and able to mobilise, watchfully waiting for an opportunity 

to protest (i.e., they are ready for action in the event of NGOs or investigative media 

revealing new unethical arms transfers). However, this research has confirmed that the vast 

majority of French citizens have been unable or unwilling to overcome all barriers, and that 

the separate or combined effect of the barriers has proven highly effective in preventing the 

public from engaging with the subject and protesting against arms exports to authoritarian 

regimes.  

By providing a framework of explanatory value, this dissertation has contributed in a modest 

way to close a gap in the literature on democratic constraint, non-participation and weapons 

exports, and offers a first basis of reflection for NGOs and civil society to elaborate solutions 

aimed at resolving the issue of unprincipled or noncompliant French military exports. 

Identifying the underlying causes of citizens’ non-participation signals the barriers to 

remove to allow for the emergence of citizen mobilisation and democratic constraint. Thus, 

while immoral exports have hitherto failed to generate any significant citizen protest, an 

increased attention and communication on the topic, as well as an improvement in the 

quality and quantity of information that citizens receive on the topic of French arms exports, 

is likely to lead to a greater recognition of the transgressions or misconduct of successive 

French governments in relation to weapons transfers. More visible and transparent 

information could eventually increase citizens' interest in the subject, raise criticism of the 

government's exclusive control over export policy, and strengthen participation emotions 

and moral shocks over non-participation emotions and emotion management. The lowering 

of all barriers to participation is then likely to gradually lead to more and more citizens 

engaging with the subject and being inclined to express dissatisfaction with the French 

government’s arms exports policy and challenge it. This, in turn, would pressure France to 



67 

 

comply with its international and moral commitments to weapons export control and the 

promotion of human rights. 
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Appendix 

 

Annex 1: Variants of the scenario used in the survey experiment (translated from 

French). 

Variant V1: High level of respect for human rights in Malaysia, High level of 

anticipated economic benefits to France. 

Located in Southeast Asia, Malaysia is a country about half the size of France where all 

citizens enjoy unrestricted human rights, e.g., freedom of opinion and expression, freedom 

of religion, universal education, equality before the law, participation in public affairs and 

elections, etc. Amnesty International noted last year: “Malaysia’s accomplishments in terms 

of human rights stand out and offer an example of a success story to its neighbours in 

Southeast Asia.” 

As regards the economy, Malaysia has had significant trade relations with France since its 

independence in 1957. It is one of the main importers of French military-industrial 

equipment, and lucrative contracts have been signed. Indeed, France has established a vital 

strategic partnership with Malaysia in the field of defence equipment, reflecting France's 

policy of cooperation in the military field and contributing to the French economic well-

being.  

Malaysia is currently undertaking a major strategy of expansion and modernisation of its 

Armed Forces, resulting in a considerable increase in its military-industrial equipment 

needs. Invitations to tender have been issued by the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 

of Home Affairs (the equivalent of the Ministry of Interior), among other things for the 

procurement of offensive and defensive weapons, ammunition, riot and police supplies, 

uniforms, as well as for the maintenance of the military arsenal. 

Variant V2: Low level of respect for human rights in Malaysia, High level of 

anticipated economic benefits to France. 

Malaysia is an authoritarian state located in Southeast Asia. The Malaysian Armed Forces 

and the paramilitary police receive their orders directly from the king and suppress all 

contestation to his rule. Pacific demonstrations are violently repressed, often with the use of 

tear gas, live ammunition and armoured vehicles. Freedoms of expression and association 

are severely restricted, and discrimination, arbitrary detentions and extrajudicial killings are 

commonplace. Amnesty International noted last year: “Malaysian records in terms of human 

rights are appalling.” 

As regards the economy, Malaysia has had significant trade relations with France since its 

independence in 1957. It is one of the main importers of French military-industrial 

equipment, and lucrative contracts have been signed. Indeed, France has established a vital 

strategic partnership with Malaysia in the field of defence equipment, reflecting France's 

policy of cooperation in the military field and contributing to the French economic well-

being.  
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Malaysia is currently undertaking a major strategy of expansion and modernisation of its 

Armed Forces, resulting in a considerable increase in its military-industrial equipment 

needs. Invitations to tender have been issued by the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 

of Home Affairs (the equivalent of the Ministry of Interior), among other things for the 

procurement of offensive and defensive weapons, ammunition, riot and police supplies, 

uniforms, as well as for the maintenance of the military arsenal. 

Variant 3: High level of respect for human rights in Malaysia, Low level of 

anticipated economic benefits to France. 

Located in Southeast Asia, Malaysia is a country about half the size of France where all 

citizens enjoy unrestricted human rights, e.g., freedom of opinion and expression, freedom 

of religion, universal education, equality before the law, participation in public affairs and 

elections, etc. Amnesty International noted last year: “Malaysia’s accomplishments in terms 

of human rights stand out and offer an example of a success story to its neighbours in 

Southeast Asia.” 

Despite initial expectations after its independence in 1957, Malaysia did not develop a 

significant economic relationship with France. The trade balance between the two countries 

is equilibrated, with Malaysia exporting few products to France and importing just as few. 

Minor imports of French military-industrial equipment are realised each year.  

Malaysia is currently undertaking a major strategy of expansion and modernisation of its 

Armed Forces, resulting in a considerable increase in its military-industrial equipment 

needs. Invitations to tender have been issued by the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 

of Home Affairs (the equivalent of the Ministry of Interior), among other things for the 

procurement of offensive and defensive weapons, ammunition, riot and police supplies, 

uniforms, as well as for the maintenance of the military arsenal. 

Variant 4: Low level of respect for human rights in Malaysia, Low level of 

anticipated economic benefits to France. 

Malaysia is an authoritarian state located in Southeast Asia. The Malaysian Armed Forces 

and the paramilitary police receive their orders directly from the king and suppress all 

contestation to his rule. Pacific demonstrations are violently repressed, often with the use of 

tear gas, live ammunition and armoured vehicles. Freedoms of expression and association 

are severely restricted, and discrimination, arbitrary detentions and extrajudicial killings are 

commonplace. Amnesty International noted last year: “Malaysian records in terms of human 

rights are appalling.” 

Despite initial expectations after its independence in 1957, Malaysia did not develop a 

significant economic relationship with France. The trade balance between the two countries 

is equilibrated, with Malaysia exporting few products to France and importing just as few. 

Minor imports of French military-industrial equipment are realised each year.  

Malaysia is currently undertaking a major strategy of expansion and modernisation of its 

Armed Forces, resulting in a considerable increase in its military-industrial equipment 

needs. Invitations to tender have been issued by the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 



81 

 

of Home Affairs (the equivalent of the Ministry of Interior), among other things for the 

procurement of offensive and defensive weapons, ammunition, riot and police supplies, 

uniforms, as well as for the maintenance of the military arsenal. 

Variant 5: Baseline scenario (Absence of highlighted characteristic). 

About half the size of France, Malaysia is a country of Southeast Asia whose capital city is 

Kuala Lumpur. France exports military-industrial equipment to Malaysia. 

Malaysia is currently undertaking a major strategy of expansion and modernisation of its 

Armed Forces, resulting in a considerable increase in its military-industrial equipment 

needs. Invitations to tender have been issued by the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 

of Home Affairs (the equivalent of the Ministry of Interior), among other things for the 

procurement of offensive and defensive weapons, ammunition, riot and police supplies, 

uniforms, as well as for the maintenance of the military arsenal. 
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Annex 2: Survey questions (translated from French). 

Question 1: With regard to French exports of armament and military equipment to 

Malaysia, the French government should, in your opinion :  

- stimulate the exports. 

- reduce the exports. 

- abandon the exports. 

- maintain the current policy. 

Question 2: On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being 'Not at all' and 5 being 'Very much'): With respect 

to Question 1, how much did human rights factor into your decision? 

Question 3: On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being 'Not at all' and 5 being 'Very much'): With respect 

to Question 1, how much did the economic aspect of exports for France factor into your 

decision? 

Question 4: On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being "Not at all interested" and 5 being "Very 

interested"): How interested are you in the subject of French weapons and military exports? 

Question 5: Do you consider that the subject is sufficiently discussed in France?  

- Yes 

- No 

Question 6: On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 meaning "No knowledge of the subject" and 5 meaning 

"Advanced knowledge of the subject"): How would you rate your level of knowledge of 

French weapons and military exports?  

Question 7: What are your sources of information on French arms and defence exports? 

(Several answers possible).  

- Traditional media (television, print, radio) 

- Official government communications 

- Opposition politicians 

- Social media 

- Specialised publications 

- I had never been exposed to this topic before 

- Other (please specify) 

Question 8: Have you ever protested against or tried to influence the French government's 

policy regarding the export of weapons and military equipment? 

- Yes 

- No 

If “Yes” has been selected, the following question was: In which manner? (Several answers 

possible) 

- Participation in a demonstration  

- Signature of a petition  
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- Expression of grievances online 

- Contact of a politician 

- Other (please specify) 

If “No” has been selected, the following question was: Why did you not seek to exert your 

influence? (Several answers possible) 

- I am satisfied with the government's policy 

- I had never been exposed to this topic before 

- I am not interested enough in this topic  

- I do not think that government policy on this issue can be influenced  

- Other (please specify) 

Question 9: In the next twelve months, if you had the opportunity, would you engage in 

protest action (e.g., sign a petition, participate in a demonstration, contact your deputy) to 

influence the French government's policy regarding the export of weapons and military 

equipment? 

- Yes 

- No 

Question 9bis: Could you briefly elaborate on the reasons for this choice? 
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Annex 3: Demographic data. 

 French 

population 

Survey 

population 

No diploma, primary school certificate or lower 

secondary school certificate 
19,46% 18,60% 

CAP, BEP or equivalent 24,51% 23,01% 

Baccalaureate, vocational certificate or equivalent 17,90% 15,54% 

Short higher education diploma (baccalaureate +2 

level) 
14,58% 15,79% 

Long higher education diploma (higher than 

baccalaureate +2) 
23,55% 27.05% 

Table 1: Level of education of the French population (own calculations based on Insee, 

2019), compared with respondents’ data. 

 French 

population 

Survey 

population 

Farmers 0.7% 0.50% 

Craftsmen, traders, entrepreneurs 3.5% 3.89% 

Executives and higher intellectual professions 10.6% 12.55% 

Intermediate occupations (teacher, civil servant, 

administrative employee, service personnel, clergy) 
13.7% 13.30% 

Employees 14.2% 14.68% 

Workers 10.9% 10.92% 

Inactive individuals 46.1% 44.16% 

Table 2: Population by socio-professional category (Insee, 2021b), compared with 

respondents’ data. 
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Annex 4: Responses to the open-ended survey questions used in the dissertation, coded 

by similarity.  

Category Translation Original response (in French).  

Only the sentences in bold were used. 
Perceived lack 

of legitimacy 

It is not for citizens to decide on 

government policy, and certainly not 

on international policy. 

Note à l'auteur du sondage : Ce n'est pas aux 

citoyens de décider de la politique du 

gouvernement, et encore moins en matière de 

politique internationale. Seuls les intérêts de la 

France doivent guider la politique étrangère 

française.* i 

I am interested but I do not feel it 

would be legitimate to [participate in 

protest actions]. This requires 

economic, geopolitical and regulatory 

knowledge that I do not think I have 

at the moment. 

Je suis intéressée mais je ne me sens pas 

légitime pour le faire. Cela requiert des 

connaissances économiques, géopolitiques et 

réglementaires que je ne pense pas maîtriser à 

date.* 

I do not have any expertise on the 

subject, I do not think it would be 

legitimate to do so 

Je n'ai aucune expertise du sujet, je ne pense 

pas pouvoir être légitime à le faire* 

It is not the role of the citizen to decide 

on the government's foreign policy. 

Ce n'est pas le rôle du citoyen de décider de la 

politique étrangère du gouvernement. Et 

même si nous pouvons regretter l'usage final de 

ces armes dans des dictatures, nos exportations 

font vivre l'industrie de pointe française et nous 

permettent de rester relativement indépendants 

en matière de défense.* 

In my opinion, this type of decision 

should remain the prerogative of the 

government. They have the 

information and knowledge to judge, 

unlike citizens who are ignorant of the 

high stakes. 

Ce type de décision doit selon moi continuer à 

relever des prérogatives du gouvernement. Ils 

ont les informations et les connaissances à 

même de juger contrairement aux citoyens 

ignorants des grands enjeux.* 

It is for our MPs to take up the issue, 

not for us citizens 

C'est à nos députés de se saisir du sujet, pas à 

nous autres citoyens 

It is for the government to take these 

decisions, not the average French 

person 

C'est au gouvernement de prendre ces 

décisions, pas au français lambda 

This is not a matter for the citizens. 

[…] 

Terminating these exports would have 

dramatic economic consequences for 

France 

Ce sujet ne concerne pas les citoyens. 

Economiquement, la France gagne énormément 

d'argent avec ses exportations, bien que 

controversées. Cesser ces exportations aurait 

des conséquences économiques dramatiques 

pour la France.* 

Not a citizen prerogative Pas une prérogative citoyenne 

France must devise and conduct 

national policy according to its own 

interests. While it is regrettable that 

wars and human rights abuses are 

committed with weapons produced by 

[the French] industry, this must not 

impinge on [the French] economy 

La France doit concevoir et conduire sa 

politique nationale selon ses propres intérêts. 

Alors bien qu'il est regrettable que des guerres 

et des atteintes aux droits de l'homme soient 

commises avec des armes produites par notre 

industrie, cela ne doit pas remettre en question 

notre économie, notre souveraineté de défense 

et notre autonomie. C'est pour cela que les 
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citoyens ne devraient pas se mêler de politique 

internationale, qui les dépasse grandement.* 

I think that this is an issue that needs 

to be addressed by the government, 

that's why they are elected. 

Je pense que c'est un sujet qui doit être traité 

par le gouvernement, c'est pour celà qu'ils 

sont élus. 

Perceived lack 

of influence 

and efficacy 

I am fatalistic, I believe that money 

will always rule politics and 

considerations like human rights will 

never be taken into account 

pour compléter ma réponse, je suis fataliste, je 

pense que l'argent dirigera toujours la 

politique, et que des considérations comme les 

droits de l'homme ne seront jamais prises en 

compte 

Petitions are useless j'avais des responsabilités de famille à assumer et 

je ne souhaite pas aller manifester et les pétitions 

ne servent à rien* 

The feeling of being powerless L’impression d’être impuissant 

It is not that I do not want to 

participate, but I know in my heart 

that my participation will be useless  

[…]  

Barring a revolution, things do not 

change in France. 

je me sens démuni face à la politique du 

gouvernement. Ce n'est pas que je ne souhaite 

pas participer, mais je sais au fond de moi que 

ma participation ne servira à rien, je - et les 

autres citoyens aussi - n'ai pas les outils 

nécessaires pour faire changer les décisions du 

gouvernement. Si vraiment les choses bougent du 

côté des citoyens, qu'il y a de grosses 

manifestations et de grosses pétitions, peutêtre 

que le gouvernement organiserait une réflexion 

sur le sujet, ou annulerait 2-3 exportations, et puis 

au final rien ne changera sur le fond, et tout 

redeviendra comme avant. ça se passe toujours 

comme ça, ça s'est toujours passé comme ça, et 

ça se passera toujours comme ça. à moins d'une 

révolution, les choses ne changent pas en 

France. 

I do not think that the methods of 

pressure at my disposal (petition or 

demonstration) have any effect 

Je ne pense pas que j'ai les moyens de pression 

(pétition ou manif) ont le moindre effet. 

Whatever the French state says, they 

do not care about our point of view 

Quoi qu’en dise l’état français ils se fichent de 

notre point de vue 

The government shows us every day 

that it no longer takes the opinion of 

citizens into account 

Les exportations d’armes françaises qui ont 

régulièrement servi à armer des terroristes et des 

régimes autoritaires à travers le monde sont une 

des raisons pour lesquelles je ne crois plus en la 

France et c’est aussi pour cela que j’ai choisi de 

quitter ce pays. Les droits démocratiques et la 

laïcité reculent de plus en plus en France qui perd 

toute crédibilité à l’internationale mais 

également à l’intérieur de ses frontières. J’ai 

honte de ce pays et ne me battrai plus pour lui. 

Le gouvernement nous montre tous les jours 

qu’il ne prend plus en compte l’avis de ces 

citoyens. La France s’enfonce de jour en jour, et 

je n’y retournerai pas. 

No petition or demonstration will 

change the government's policy […]  

Aucune pétition ni manif ne fera changer la 

politique du gouvernement, l'argent prime sur 

les considérations de la vie humaine. Le système 

est détraqué, et je suis las, je ne veux pas me 
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I do not want to fall into a depression 

by trying to change something that is 

not changeable 

prendre la tête et tomber en dépression pour 

essayer de changer quelque chose qui n'est pas 

changeable* 

I have no faith in our governments 

who will not care about petitions and 

who only think about their own 

interests 

Je n’ai aucune confiance en nos gouvernants 

qui n auront que faire des petitions et qui ne 

pensent qu’à leurs propres intérêts. Les 

dirigeants font croire aux citoyens qu ils peuvent 

avoir une influence quelconque (surtout avant les 

élections ) mais agissent pour leurs intérêts et 

meprisent l opinion publique. De plus, 

aujourd’hui, tout le monde y va de sa petition. Du 

coup les petitions aussi legitiles soient elles, se 

perdent dans l’océan des petitions. 

Perceived lack 

of knowledge 
I am interested but I do not feel it 

would be legitimate to [participate in 

protest actions]. This requires 

economic, geopolitical and regulatory 

knowledge that I do not think I have 

at the moment. 

Je suis intéressée mais je ne me sens pas 

légitime pour le faire. Cela requiert des 

connaissances économiques, géopolitiques et 

réglementaires que je ne pense pas maîtriser à 

date.* 

I do not have any expertise on the 

subject, I do not think it would be 

legitimate to do so 

Je n'ai aucune expertise du sujet, je ne pense 

pas pouvoir être légitime à le faire* 

I do not have the necessary 

knowledge to have an opinion on the 

subject 

Je n'ai pas les connaissances nécessaires pour 

avoir un avis sur le sujet 

Perceived 

absence of 

pioneers 

Nobody does it Personne ne le fait 

I will not demonstrate alone Je ne vais pas manifester tout seul 

Influence of 

negative 

emotions 

This subject makes me feel uneasy, I 

am not comfortable with having to 

spend too much time thinking about 

weapons, war and everything that is 

wrong with our country 

Ce sujet me met mal à l'aise, je ne suis pas 

confortable à l'idée de devoir passer trop de 

temps à réfléchir sur les armes, sur la guerre 

et sur tout ce qui ne va pas dans notre pays. 

J'espère que d'autres ont le courage de s'occuper 

de ces affaires, moi je ne peux pas 

repeatedly thinking about it would 

make me depressed 

Bien que je conçoive que ce soit un problème 

important, y penser constamment me 

déprimerait, et je n'ai pas besoin de cela en cette 

période 

anxiety-provoking subject  

[…]  

I do not want to deal with in my 

private life 

sujet anxiogène, au même titre que les guerres 

dont on nous rebat les oreilles à longueur de 

journée, à la TV, à la radio, etc. Dans ma vie 

privée, je ne veux pas avoir affaire à ça 

I prefer to surround myself with 

positive events 

Je n'aime pas vraiment l'idée des armes et de la 

répression, je préfère m'entourer 

d'événements positifs. Je souhaite du courage à 

ceux qui s'engagent sur ce sujet 

I am not in the mental state to deal 

with it now, even though I support the 

cause. COVID and the daily routine 

are stressful enough for me at the 

moment 

Je ne suis pas en état mental de m'occuper de 

cela maintenant, même si je supporte le 

combat. Le covid et le quotidien sont assez de 

stress pour moi en ce moment 
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No petition or demonstration will 

change the government's policy […]  

I do not want to fall into a depression 

by trying to change something that is 

not changeable 

Aucune pétition ni manif ne fera changer la 

politique du gouvernement, l'argent prime sur 

les considérations de la vie humaine. Le système 

est détraqué, et je suis las, je ne veux pas me 

prendre la tête et tomber en dépression pour 

essayer de changer quelque chose qui n'est pas 

changeable* 

Weapons, wars, politics are subjects I 

avoid, we have enough problems not 

to add to them by thinking about such 

atrocities 

Les armes, les guerres, la politique sont des 

sujets que j'évite, on a déjà assez de problèmes 

pour ne pas s'en rajouter en pensant à de telles 

atrocités. Je laisse ça au gouvernement. 

Failure to 

understand 

protest as part 

of the field of 

possibilities 

I am against arms exports to 

dictatorships, it never occurred to me 

that I could do anything to prevent 

them. I fail to explain this feeling, but 

the idea of demonstrating against 

these arms exports never crossed my 

mind. 

Je suis contre les exportations d'armement 

vers les dictatures, mais il ne m'est jamais 

venu en tête que je pouvais faire quoi que ce 

soit pour les empêcher. Je ne sais pas 

expliquer ce sentiment, mais l'idée de 

manifester contre ces exportations 

d'armement ne m'a jamais traversé l'esprit. 

never thought about challenging the 

government on this issue, for me it 

was always a governmental drift that 

had to be endured, hoping that the 

situation would improve with the next 

government 

Je n'ai jamais pensé à m'opposer au 

gouvernement sur ce sujet, pour moi cela a 

toujours été une dérive gouvernementale qu'il 

fallait subir, en espérant que la situation 

s'arrange avec le gouvernement suivant 

Support for the 

government’s 

policy 

It is not for citizens to decide on 

government policy, and certainly not 

on international policy. 

Note à l'auteur du sondage : Ce n'est pas aux 

citoyens de décider de la politique du 

gouvernement, et encore moins en matière de 

politique internationale. Seuls les intérêts de la 

France doivent guider la politique étrangère 

française.* 

state interests override any 

humanitarian considerations 

Les intérêts de l'Etat priment sur toutes 

considérations humanitaires 

exports trump all humanitarian 

considerations 

Les exportations passent avant toute 

considération humanitaire, chaque pays doit 

supporter sa propre population avant de partir à 

l'aventure dans des pays à l'autre bout du monde 

If it is not France that exports 

weapons, it will be other countries 

that produce them (USA, China, 

Russia ....) 

Si c'est pas la france qui exporte des armes ce 

sera d'autre pays qui en produisent (usa, 

Chine, Russie....)  

It is a governmental task, I vote for the 

government and the government 

represents me for five years, that is the 

deal of democracy 

C'est une tâche gouvernementale, je vote pour 

le gouvernement et le gouvernement me 

réprésente pour 5 ans, c'est le deal de la 

démocratie. Je ne vais pas chercher à changer la 

politique de celui que j'ai élu 

The government is there to serve the 

people, but the people do not have the 

capacity to make difficult decisions 

for the good of the country. That is 

why we elect a government, 

democratically 

Je pense qu'il faut soutenir l'action du 

gouvernement, pas lui mettre des bâtons dans les 

roues. Le gouvernement est au service du 

peuple, mais le peuple n'a pas les capacités à 

prendre des décisions difficiles, pour le bien 

du pays. C'est pour cela que nous élisons un 

gouvernement, démocratiquement, mais 

ensuite le gouvernement doit avoir les mains 
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libres pour diriger le pays, sans être importuné 

par des actions de protestation à tout bout de 

champ. 

It is not the role of the citizen to decide 

on the government's foreign policy. 

Ce n'est pas le rôle du citoyen de décider de la 

politique étrangère du gouvernement. Et 

même si nous pouvons regretter l'usage final de 

ces armes dans des dictatures, nos exportations 

font vivre l'industrie de pointe française et nous 

permettent de rester relativement indépendants 

en matière de défense.* 

In my opinion, this type of decision 

should remain the prerogative of the 

government. They have the 

information and knowledge to judge, 

unlike citizens who are ignorant of the 

high stakes. 

Ce type de décision doit selon moi continuer à 

relever des prérogatives du gouvernement. Ils 

ont les informations et les connaissances à 

même de juger contrairement aux citoyens 

ignorants des grands enjeux.* 

selling weapons is not the same as 

using them, France only supplies 

them, what the buyers do with them is 

their problem 

Pourquoi voulez-vous que j'essaie de changer la 

politique d'exportations ? Parce que ce sont des 

armes, et que les armes tuent ? Oui les armes 

tuent. Mais si ce ne sont pas nos armes, des armes 

françaises, qui tuent, alors ce seront des armes 

russes, des armes chinoises, et j'en passe. Et eux 

seront bien contents de s'en mettre plein les 

poches, et le résultat sera le même : les armes 

tuent. Les armes n'ont pas de nationalité, les 

armes sont des outils, et si ces outils permettent à 

la France de garder la tête hors de l'eau, 

économiquement, alors qu'il en soit ainsi. Et puis 

vendre des armes n'est pas la même chose que 

s'en servir, la France ne fait que les fournir, ce 

que les acheteurs en font est leur problème. Je 

pourrais continuer encore longtemps, mais la 

messe est dite, je ne vais pas chercher à changer 

la politique d'exportation de la France. Vive la 

France, belle quand elle est grande ! 

I do not want dictatorships to receive 

weapons, but I also do not want our 

economy to collapse 

Je ne veux pas que des dictatures reçoivent des 

armes, mais je ne veux pas non plus que notre 

économie s'écroule 

France must continue to export if it is 

to survive economically 

Le covid est un fardeau suffisant pour cette 

année et la France doit continuer à exporter si 

on veut s'en sortir économiquement* 

Terminating these exports would have 

dramatic economic consequences for 

France 

Ce sujet ne concerne pas les citoyens. 

Economiquement, la France gagne 

énormément d'argent avec ses exportations, 

bien que controversées. Cesser ces 

exportations aurait des conséquences 

économiques dramatiques pour la France.* 

I think that non-democratic countries 

will continue to buy weapons despite 

our protests, so we might as well take 

advantage of this as a country to 

develop our economy rather than 

letting other countries, like the United 

States, do it. 

Je trouve que un achat des armemement par 

les pays pas trop démocratiques va durer 

malgré notre protestation donc autant de 

profiter comme un pays pour pouvoir 

développer notre économie que laisser des 

autres pays ex États Unis de faire cela 
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satisfied with the current policy of 

economic prioritisation 

Satisfait par la politique actuelle de 

prioritisation économique 

Americans, Russians or Chinese will 

continue to sell them all over the 

world and will not give a damn about 

all these protests. 

Je comprends pourquoi les gens voudraient 

protester contre les ventes d'armes. Ils ont raison 

mais sans vente d'armes, nous n'avons plus de 

fabrication française, donc plus d'armes 

françaises pour nous défendre. Nous les 

achèterons aux Américains, aux Russes ou aux 

Chinois qui continueront à en vendre dans le 

monde entier et se foutront bien de toutes ces 

protestations. 

France must devise and conduct 

national policy according to its own 

interests. While it is regrettable that 

wars and human rights abuses are 

committed with weapons produced by 

[the French] industry, this must not 

impinge on [the French] economy 

La France doit concevoir et conduire sa 

politique nationale selon ses propres intérêts. 

Alors bien qu'il est regrettable que des guerres 

et des atteintes aux droits de l'homme soient 

commises avec des armes produites par notre 

industrie, cela ne doit pas remettre en question 

notre économie, notre souveraineté de défense 

et notre autonomie. C'est pour cela que les 

citoyens ne devraient pas se mêler de politique 

internationale, qui les dépasse grandement.* 

France is not the nursemaid of 

Malaysian citizens, Malaysians must 

themselves create the conditions for 

their socio-cultural evolution 

Il faut savoir voir au dela des apparences. Les 

exportations de défense sont bonnes pour la 

survie des entreprises françaises (leur survie et le 

devenir de milliers de nos concitoyens employés, 

et contributaires), et donc bon pour la France. Les 

autres pays font exactement la même chose. 

Chaque pays doit se débrouiller pour avancer, la 

France n'est pas la nourrice des citoyens 

malaisiens, les malaisiens doivent eux-mêmes 

créer les conditions de leur évolution 

socioculturelle, nous les aidons comme nous le 

pouvons déjà. 

Personal 

reasons 

I am apolitical Je suis apolitique 

I have my own problems to solve parce que j'ai déjà mes propres problèmes à 

régler et n'ai aucunes aides.... 

I need to care for my children […] I 

leave politics to others (and especially 

to politicians!) 

Je suis maman et je dois m'occuper de mes 

enfants (en bas âge), je laisse à politique à 

d'autres (et surtout aux politiciens !) 

no time for this cause Signer une pétition oui mais le reste de 

m’intéresse pas je n’ai pas de temps à 

consacrer a cette cause 

I have no time to be involved Je n'ai pas le temps de m'engager 

I do not get involved in politics Je ne me mèle pas de politique 

too busy Trop occupé 

I have other more important concerns 

at the moment (unemployment) 

Je ne suis pas intéressée par le sujet, et j'ai 

d'autres préoccupations plus importantes en 

ce moment (chomâge). mais je ne soutiens pas 

l'industrie des armes* 

Other 

priorities 

The focus should be on the COVID 

crisis 

Le focus devrait être sur la crise du covid 

I do not consider it a priority Je ne considère pas que ce soit une priorité 



91 

 

This is not France's priority Ce n'est pas la priorité de la France  

France must continue to export if it is 

to survive economically 

Le covid est un fardeau suffisant pour cette 

année et la France doit continuer à exporter si 

on veut s'en sortir économiquement* 

I have other more important concerns 

at the moment (unemployment) 

Je ne suis pas intéressée par le sujet, et j'ai 

d'autres préoccupations plus importantes en 

ce moment (chomâge). mais je ne soutiens pas 

l'industrie des armes* 

I have other priorities J'ai d'autres priorités 

In my opinion, this is not a priority 

issue. Other issues are much more 

important and urgent to address (e.g., 

national sovereignty, ecological 

transition, immigration, etc.). 

Selon moi, ce n'est pas une question qui est 

prioritaire. D'autres enjeux sont beaucoup 

plus importants et urgents à régler (p.ex. 

souveraineté nationale, transition écologique, 

immigration, etc.). 

Lack of 

interest 

It is purely selfish: living in France, a 

country without war, I do not feel 

concerned by this subject because it 

will not impact me personally 

C'est purement égoïste : à titre individuel et 

vivant en France, un pays sans guerre, je ne 

me sens pas concernée par ce sujet car il ne 

m'impactera pas personnellement. 

  

Motivation to 

change the 

government’s 

policy 

I find it unethical to be active in the 

international export of weapons 

Je trouve ça inéthique d'être actif dans 

l'exportation d'armes à l'international 

violate our democratic values La volonté de remettre en cause l'ordre actuel 

selon lequel car la France a besoin de croissance 

et d'emploi alors nous pouvons violer nos 

valeurs démocratiques. La "real politique" 

conduit notre système à sa perte. La France 

dispose de talents qui fabrique des armes d'une 

grande qualité, ces talents pourraient être investi 

dans d'autres secteurs. 

My answer might be very utopian and 

controversial, but I am completely 

against mass armament and war to 

solve conflicts. 

Ma réponse risque d’être très utopique et 

controversé mais je suis complètement contre 

l’armement de masse et la guerre pour 

résoudre les conflits. Bien sûr qu’un pays doit 

se protéger. Mais pas non plus à outrance ah point 

de faire peur à ses voisins. 

any action to reduce the amount of 

armaments sent to other countries 

should be considered 

Les conditions actuelles s'y portent parfois 

difficilement, mais je pense que toute action 

visant à réduire la quantité d'armements 

envoyés dans d'autres pays est à considérer. 

I consider that economic interest 

should not override human rights. 

Je considère que l'intérêt économique ne peut 

pas aller au delà des droits de l'homme.e 

contrary to French values En tant que citoyenne il me semble important de 

montrer que je considère certaines exportations 

comme contraires aux valeurs françaises 

I am simply against arms production 

in general 

Je suis simplement contre la production 

générale d'armement, c'est ce que je défendrai 

si l'opportunité venait à se montrer (par exemple, 

une résurgence dans le débat public) 

 

 
i Comments mentioning different answers were marked with an asterisk (*) and coded 

multiple times. 


