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Abstract 

The attempts to understand discontent and populist surges in the West, especially in recent 

years, led to an abundance of research, comments, and speculations. Some thinkers asserted 

that such events are the symptoms of a cleavage restructuration in liberal democratic societies 

that would be centered around the question of merit. Research generally links higher education 

and general success in life to satisfaction and relative support of the established order. On the 

contrary, lesser educated and successful individuals tend to question this state of affairs. A 

cleavage revolving around success and education would consequently replace previous 

divisions, such as the usual right-left opposition, but also come on top of other schisms, mainly 

spatial ones.  This thesis offers to verify the existence of such a cleavage with a case study of 

the Yellow Vests movement, in France. Analyzing the discourse of the representants of the 

meritocracy, Emmanuel Macron and his government, it finds trends that support the existence 

of such an underlying conflict. 

Próby zrozumienia wzrostu niezadowolenia społecznego i wynikającego z niego 

populistycznych ruchów na Zachodzie przyniosły - szczególnie w ostatnich latach - wiele 

cennych badań naukowych, komentarzy publicystycznych i przeróżnych spekulacji. Niektórzy 

myśliciele przyjęli, że wydarzenia te są symptomem restrukturyzacji podziałów w 

społeczeństwach liberalno-demokratycznych, zgodnie z którymi ich nowa konfiguracja 

zasadzać się będzie na centralnej idei "zasługi" i jej roli w determinowaniu szans życiowych. 

Efekty badań społecznych na ogół pokazują, że wyższe wykształcenie jest połączone z ogólnym 

sukcesem życiowym, satysfakcją i relatywnym poparciem dla istniejącego porządku. W 

przypadku osób o niższym wykształceniu mamy do czynienia z niższym poczuciem sukcesu 

życiowego i co za tym idzie częstszym kwestionowaniem aktualnego stanu rzeczy. Wiele 

wskazuje na to, że podział ten wyznaczany przez sukces i edukację, nie tylko nabiera coraz 

większego znaczenia, przez co wypiera i zastępuje poprzednie, powszechnie organizujące 

świadomość społeczną podziały, jak choćby opozycja prawica-lewica, ale nakłada się również 

na inne dychotomie społeczne, głównie terytorialne. Celem niniejszej rozprawy jest próba 

zweryfikowania tych hipotez w oparciu o studium przypadku francuskiego ruchu społecznego 

Żółte Kamizelki. Praca ta potwierdza, na podstawie analizy dyskursu wybranych 

przedstawicieli merytokracji, Emmanuela Macrona i przedstawicieli jego rządu, że 

zidentyfikowane wcześniej trendy rosnącego znaczenia merytokracji w powstawaniu nowych 

podziałów społecznych, faktycznie odgrywają realną rolę w procesie restrukturyzacji 

współczesnych konfliktów społecznych. 
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Introduction 

In autumn 2018, Emmanuel Macron appears to have a solid hold on power. The French 

uninominal two-rounds system allowed him to secure a vast majority in the National Assembly, 

the French lower chamber. With 350 deputies out of 577 seats, and facing a divided opposition, 

La République en Marche (LREM), the presidential party is able to govern alone. Contested 

reforms, such as the Loi Travail 2 (2nd Labour Law), are successfully passed. The SNCF (French 

National Railway Company), a bastion of the French social movement with its powerful unions, 

is also restructured despite a month-long strike. This État de grâce (State of grace), 

characterized by relatively high popularity and political successes, would end in late October 

2018. A project of taxation of gasoline, followed by an online petition reaching more than a 

million signatures, marks the beginning of the movement of the so-called Gilets Jaunes (Yellow 

Vests) which will be the focus of this thesis. 

The occurrence of these unexpected and spontaneous gatherings on roundabouts, symbols of 

French periphery and rurality, raised interrogations. Unstructured and with no leader, out of the 

usual political or social contestation spectrum, this movement proved difficult to grasp and gave 

rise to speculations on its origins. From the rejection of globalization, of immigration, to a 

populist far-right or far-left plot, many attempted to analyze this phenomenon. This thesis offers 

a further explanation to such a rise in the light of events that happened concomitantly such as 

the Brexit and the election of Donald Trump. It finds that the meritocratic organization of 

society and its narrative have an important role in such occurrences. 

If meritocracy, meaning reward for achievement and talent, might seem a positive realization 

rather than abiding by money or ascendance, Michael Dunlop Young (1961), who coined the 

term, thought the exact opposite. In his dystopian essay, The Rise of the Meritocracy, he 

denounces it as the path towards a new form of aristocracy. Describing a system in which “the 

eminent know that success is just reward for their own capacity, for their own efforts, and for 

their own undeniable achievement”, thus becoming “so impressed with their importance as to 

lose sympathy with the people whom they govern” (Young 1961, 106-107), he warns against a 

“meritocratic trap” (Markovitz 2019). Indeed, the selection of the cognitively able and their 

takeover of the centers of power would lead to frustration from the part of the “déclassés” soon 

taken over by populist leaders promising to overthrow this knowledge establishment. 

Contrary to the unifying narrative according to which “everybody has a chance”, Young claims 

that meritocracy would create a rift in society, leading to a class struggle between a cognitively 
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superior establishment and a populist mass with lower intellectual capacities. Such an 

organization and the inherent aristocratic division it creates would also be legitimized as "all 

persons know they have had a chance." They are "bound to recognize that they have an inferior 

status - not as in the past because they were denied opportunity; but because they are inferior” 

(Young 1961, 107-108). 

Far from predicting the exact events currently occurring, The Rise of the Meritocracy still 

provides surprising and useful insights, encouraging analysis of populism through the lens of 

the meritocratic narrative. Indeed, in the light of a revolt of the déclassés such as the Yellow 

Vests (Vermeren 2019), in an international context sometimes dubbed as a “populist moment” 

(Gebhardt 2019), or even as an “age of populism” (Norris et al. 2019), returning to the question 

of meritocracy proves relevant. 

In his address to the French Nation for the New Year’s Eve of 2020, one year after the onset of 

the Yellow Vests movement, Emmanuel Macron (2019) expressed this phenomenon with a 

very simple sentence: “I see too many divisions”. The French President used the narrative of 

cleavage between progressists and populists in his different campaigns (Faye and Ollivier 

2018). Societal division or cleavages are usual in society and are even the essence of a 

democratic debate. The right-left divide, religious conflicts, ethnic ones, working-class 

struggles, are familiar for most large-scale human organizations. These lines of dispute 

experience restructuration over time (Kriesi 2010), and some wondered if the election of 

Emmanuel Macron was one of these restructurations (Buruma 2017). The question, therefore, 

is the following: is the populist wave the consequence of a populist “basket of deplorables” as 

Hillary Clinton implied (Reilly 2016)? Or is it the symptom of a groundswell and a 

restructuration of societal cleavages that would have, as a base, the meritocratic system?  

The mere signification of populism proves complex, and many definitions are offered as the 

concept itself is enlarged by politicians who wish to target their opponents (Müller 2017). 

Therefore, defining populism proves problematic but David Goodhart (2017, 1100) summarizes 

this complex notion as follows: “if there is a single idea that unites most variants, it is this: that 

the interests of the virtuous, decent people and the corrupt liberal elites are fundamentally 

opposed.”  More than a simple academic contest over the root causes of populism, the inquiry 

on meritocracy also questions the very bases of Western societies. The distrust in democracy, 

elected representatives, experts, or even in scientific discourse raises awareness. This 

phenomenon on which decision-makers seem unable to act (Grossman 2019) means that 

meritocracy is contested. “Mainstream parties and politicians display little understanding of the 
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discontent that is roiling around the world (…). The hard reality is that Trump was elected by 

tapping a wellspring of anxieties, frustrations and legitimate grievances to which the 

mainstream parties had no compelling answer” writes Michael Sandel (2020, 254) in The 

Tyranny of Merit. He adds that “construing the populist protest as either malevolent or 

misdirected absolves governing elites of responsibility for creating the conditions that have 

eroded the dignity of work and left many feeling disrespected or disempowered (…). They fail 

to acknowledge their role in prompting resentment that led to the populist backlash” (Ibid, 283). 

The responsibility of the governing elites targeted here would therefore be one of abiding by 

the meritocratic system and its narrative. In Peoples and Populism, Colliot-Thélène and 

Guénard (2014) assert that this system is in place as the experts in power, having succeeded in 

the meritocratic system through their superior cognitive abilities, distrust the people. This 

mutual distrust allows thinkers to evoke a new class war (Lind 2020), or a new cleavage 

(Goodhart 2017), that would be ongoing in Western democracies and revolving around merit. 

The aim of this thesis is to test these assumptions, which would offer a new explanation of the 

causes of the “populist backlash” (Sandel 2020). The Yellow Vests movement provides a recent 

and insightful case of this phenomenon. Indeed, this movement would be “a textbook populist 

movement” (Guerra et al. 2019) according to a study by Guerra, Alexandre, and Gonthier 

(2019), or at least portrayed as such (Tomès 2019). Using the French situation to test the 

assumptions made by Lind (2020) in the American context and that of Goodhart (2017) in the 

British one, would therefore prove insightful. The essence of this thesis will therefore be to 

uncover the meaning of the progressists-populist cleavage as envisaged by Emmanuel Macron. 

The research will be directed by the following question: 

Is the rhetoric used during the Yellow Vests movement uncovering an underlying cleavage in 

Western societies centered on meritocracy? 

This thesis will first examine the existing literature and academic debates regarding the notions 

of merit and meritocracy. Second, the use of a mixed-method coupling a case study on the 

Yellow Vests, and a critical discourse analysis will be presented. Third, the general context 

surrounding the French situation will be explored before analyzing and interpreting the results 

of the research. 

 

 



11 
 

Literature review 

To test the theory of a cleavage taking place around the notion of merit and the meritocratic 

system, potentially illustrated by the Yellow Vests, it is, first, needed to return to the underlying 

feature of merit, that of individual responsibility.  Second, the attention of this section will turn 

towards the justification for the implementation of such a system. Third, it turns to the debate 

on education as the way to attain meritocracy. Then, it will explain why merit is a core basis of 

today’s society through the liberal perspective. Finally, the theory of the new cleavages will be 

developed.  

1. The centrality of individual responsibility 

According to Thiel (2011), western societies lie on Cartesian philosophy, with, as core, the idea 

of individual responsibility. “I think, therefore I am” is the very basis of current liberal 

democracies. Indeed, voting rights are available only because it is assumed that one is able to 

think and to decide, independently and responsibly. Without individual responsibility, no merit 

can exist as it would be impossible to assess whether one deserves rewards and advancement.  

If Descartes granted us with his famous catchphrase, many touched upon individual 

responsibility before, concomitantly, and after him. The notion appears, similarly, in Plato’s 

work, in the Bible, and Protestant moral with the puritan idea of predestination, and notably on 

the differentiation of good and evil (Sandel 2020).  In The Social Psychology of the World 

Religions, Weber (Gerth and Mills 1946, 271) summarizes the idea: “In treating suffering as a 

symptom of odiousness in the eyes of the gods and as a sign of secret guilt, religion has 

psychologically met a very general need. The fortunate is seldom satisfied with the fact of being 

fortunate. Beyond this, he needs to know that he has a right to his good fortune. He wants to be 

convinced that he deserves it, and above all, that he deserves it in comparison with others. He 

wishes to be allowed the belief that the less fortunate also merely experience his due. Good 

fortune thus wants to be legitimate fortune.”  

The main idea, therefore, is that the good receive rewards for their actions and that the bad are 

punished. Consequently, the prosperous and happy must necessarily be on the side of the good. 

Contrarily, misery is the symptom of guilt, evil actions, and wrong behavior. Interestingly, this 

religious idea is still present in the a-religious meritocracy.  

Michael Sandel (2020, 770) explains: “If prosperity is a sign of salvation, suffering is a sign of 

sin. The logic is not necessarily tied to religious assumptions. It is a feature of any ethic that 
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conceives human freedom as the unfettered exercise of will and attributes to human beings a 

thoroughgoing responsibility for their fate.” Societies, such as liberal democracies, abiding by 

individual responsibility, therefore conceive prosperity and advancement as an indicator of the 

right choices made in their lives. Individuals are therefore responsible for their fate. 

This allows Yascha Mounk (2017) to describe current western societies as going through an 

“age of responsibility,” in which a socially defined good behavior is the condition for reward, 

advancement, and help from the community. Like the religious commands mentioned, right or 

wrong choices are the basis for one’s prosperity in a market economy. The notion of merit 

directly stems from such a vision.  

If merit and the underlying concept of responsibility are core ideas in western societies, 

especially in the differentiation between deserving and unworthy citizens, they are also found 

to have very practical features that, in theory, would allow creating a fair and efficient society. 

2. The promise of equality of opportunity 

Joseph Kett (2013), in his Merit: The History of a Founding Idea from the American Revolution 

to the 21st Century describes how merit became a core feature of the United States, influenced 

by puritan ideas, and how it impacted the development of the American society. The leading 

country in the western world was built on the belief in merit. More than philosophical and 

spiritual implications, merit is found to bring advantages in modern societies, to replace the old 

aristocracy. The idea is implied in article 6 of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

of the Citizen of 1789 and used in a literal way in the French Constitution of 1848 that, in its 

article 10 states that: “all citizens are admissible for all public positions without other motives 

of preference than merit”.  

This improvement, if we compare it to the aristocratic Ancien Régime, is found to bring 

pragmatic advantages by limiting clientelism, patrimonial networks, and the like (Northcote 

and Trevelyan 1853; Wilson 1887). Consequently, merit is seen as a means to build and 

maintain a modern and efficient bureaucracy free from pettiness and individual interest (Weber 

1975; Miller 2000; Krause et al. 2006; Dahlström et al. 2012). Meritocracy is, therefore, a 

system of “governance by talent,” in which “the virtuous remains in place” (Bellows 2009, 41). 

Once merit is seen as the best way to organize efficiently a society, the question is to ensure a 

fair selection. Here, the notion of equality of opportunity becomes central. Logically, the 

objective of a meritocratic society would be to remove barriers such as race, gender, economic 
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or cultural background, to allow for this equality of opportunity.  Providing this equality, by 

opening public agent positions to an objective exam, for example, would allow choosing the 

ablest without discrimination whatsoever. Likewise, inequalities of wealth and power would be 

legitimized by this equality of opportunity since it would simply reward right decisions and 

behavior over wrong ones in a market economy. “Provided that they operate within a fair system 

of equal opportunity, markets give people what they deserve. As long as everyone has an equal 

chance to compete, market outcomes reward merit” (Sandel 2020, 1022).  

A question arises, however: what about those who made the wrong choices, those with no or 

few talents compared to what is socially required? As Goodhart (2017, 3463) rightly observes, 

“half of the population is always, by definition, at the bottom half of the cognitive spectrum.” 

Michael Sandel (2020, 1451) answers by stating that “the central political question was not how 

to reconfigure [the global economy] but how to adapt to it (…). The answer: improve the 

educational credentials of workers so they, too, could compete and win in the global economy.” 

The solution to attain merit is, therefore, education, that would allow anyone to acquire the 

knowledge necessary to succeed and develop their talents. Such a belief explains “the helter-

skelter expansion of higher education (…) and the elevation of educational success into the gold 

standard of self-esteem” (Goodhart 2017, 217). 

 

3. Education, the great equalizer 

Numerous scholars, such as Marie Durut-Bellat (2009), acknowledge that meritocracy, 

especially in the education system, comes from research of improved equality, but denounce its 

long-term consequences. “As inequality steadily increases, we ask more and more of the 

educational system, looking for it to expiate the society’s other sins” (Hayes 2012, 48).  

An extensive literature criticized the meritocratic education system, defending that, against the 

assumption of improved equality, it is a cover hiding social determinism (Bourdieu 2002; 

Durut-Bellat 2009; Tenret 2008, 2011) and even encouraging it (Peugny 2009, 2013; Girardot 

2011). Bourdieu and Passeron (1994) label it the “ideology of the gifted,” with those supporting 

such a system being the very ones gaining from it. These scholars assert that education itself is 

not enough to compensate for the inequalities of birth. More, they denounce the fact that those 

succeeding legitimize their dominance over those who failed in a supposedly equalitarian 

competition. 
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The “trap” denounced by Daniel Markovits (2019) would, instead, be a “trick” (Michaels 2016) 

allowing the transmission of privileges under the cover of an equalitarian narrative. “The trick 

is to think of inequality as a consequence of our prejudices rather than as a consequence of our 

social system” (Michaels 2006). Sandel (2020) describes this as a “credentialist prejudice,” that 

is “by telling workers that their inadequate education is to blame for their troubles, meritocrats 

moralize success and failure”.  

In his Listen Liberals, Thomas Frank (2017, 34-35) observes the long-term prejudicial 

consequences of such a view of the educative system for which “every big economic problem 

is really an education problem, a failure by the losers to learn the right skills and get the 

credentials everyone know you’ll need in the society of the future.” Agreeing with Sandel’s 

argument, he adds: “it’s a moral judgment, handed down by the successful from the vantage of 

their own success. The professional class is defined by its educational attainment, and every 

time they tell the country that what it needs is more schooling, they are saying: inequality is not 

a failure of the system; it is a failure of you.” 

To put it bluntly, such a system, instead of providing an equal base for all, only helps those who 

already have an advantage over their peers. In The Case Against Education, Bryan Caplan 

(2018) expresses this idea, denouncing the vision of education as the remedy of all wrongs. He 

asserts on the contrary, that it serves less to improve students’ skills and cognitive capacities 

than recognizing and certifying certain aptitudes. In other words, education as a gold standard 

is overrated and does not serve equality of opportunity. Instead, it merely certifies abilities 

already given by birth or socio-cultural environment 

However, such a vision of education as the ultimate provider of success means that identities 

are now forged based on achievements in education and professional life (Goodhart 2017). This 

leads to what Mark Bovens and Anchrit Wille (2017) call “diploma democracies” in which 

power belongs to those with the highest or most rewarding degrees, in other words to an “exam-

passing class” (Bogdanor 2016). The fact is that “educational qualifications became the main 

condition for career success”, making “meritocratic liberalism the dominant worldview of the 

educated group” (Goodhart 2017, 739).  

The adverse effect of such a vision of the world is that those who are selected believe that their 

accomplishments in the meritocracy are the product of their own efforts and capabilities and 

that they are therefore deserving and superior to those who failed. “Those who, by dint effort 

and talent, prevail in a competitive meritocracy are indebted in ways the competition obscures 
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(…). In this way, even a fair meritocracy, (…) induces a mistaken impression – that we have 

made it on our own (…). The more we think of ourselves as self-made and self-sufficient, the 

harder it is to learn gratitude and humility. And without these sentiments, it is hard to care for 

the common good.” (Sandel 2020, 231-235). This “meritocratic illusion” (Guilbaud 2018) is 

comforted in its delusion by studies demonstrating that the advent of a meritocratic education 

system “is not at all in contradiction to having very low intergenerational mobility” (Comerford 

et al. 2017, 29). That is, despite its promise of equalization, meritocracy does not prevent 

disparities, and might even perpetuate them.  

Therefore, the belief in individual responsibility, and merit, that could be fairly assessed with 

true equality of opportunity provided by the education system is contested. One can therefore 

wonder why western societies are organized this way. The answer might be found in liberal 

thinking, dominant in the west, and that very much relies on the idea of merit, through 

competition.  

 

4. Liberal dominance and constant adaptation 

As shown, there is no unanimity on the benefits of a meritocratic system. Critics are numerous 

which legitimizes the following question: why is the meritocratic system so dominant that it is 

hardly questioned in public debate? Some explain that there is no alternative. The meritocratic 

system would be a “necessary illusion” (Dubet 2004) as there is no other form of governance 

efficient and satisfactory enough to replace aristocracy and avoid anarchy.  

A more satisfactory explanation is the fact that merit is part of the intellectual matrix of 

liberalism, the dominant politico-economic system in the West. Khen Lampert, in Meritocratic 

Education and Social Worthlessness (2013) asserts that the meritocratic narrative is a direct 

consequence of neoliberalism. Indeed, liberalism and its derivatives, with the core idea of 

competition, think of society in Darwinian terms, especially since Herbert Spencer’s work 

(Claeys 2000). William Graham Sumner (1914, 19) describes competition as “a law of nature” 

ensuring “liberty, inequality, and survival of the fittest” since reducing inequalities would be to 

“take the rewards from those who have done better and give them to those who have done 

worse” justifying the idea of laisser-faire.   

This radical view would be later criticized by liberal thinkers such as Walter Lippman (2005) 

who rather believe that the law of nature is that of adaptation to the “Great Acceleration”, an 
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ever-changing and accelerating environment caused by the industrial revolution (Steffen and 

al. 2015). This idea would be the core of a new liberalism (neoliberalism) following his 1938 

colloque. He writes: “it is the mission of liberalism to discern the guiding principles of the 

transition from the primitive way of life in relatively self-contained communities to a way of 

life in a Great Society of interdependent specialists, then liberalism is concerned with nothing 

less than the adaptation of the human race to a new mode of existence (Lippmann 2005, 232). 

In order to achieve that, and contrary to the doctrine of laisser-faire, “the liberal would spend 

large sums of public money on education (…) as the whole population must be provided with 

the cultural equipment that men must have if they are to live effectively.” (Ibid, 236).  

The idea of equality of opportunity through education is therefore formulated. More precisely, 

equality of opportunity inside a competitive environment is the way to select “specialists.” 

These experts are called upon to rule as they would be the ones able to “substitute attractive 

virtues for attractive vices” (Lippmann 1913, 46) brought forward by the “unorganized 

populace (…) incapable of administering its affairs” (Lippmann 2005, 250-253). Liberal 

meritocracy would, in essence, come close to a technocracy. The experts would be selected 

through the education system to bring the ablest in power and rightly organize society.  

However, such an organization might prove debatable in a democracy, where everyone ought 

to have a voice. Lippmann (2005, 256), incidentally, warned of a backlash surprisingly relevant 

in the discussion on populism: “The demagogue is not a romantic fellow who appears now and 

then, but appears when the government is not effectively representative”.  The question is 

therefore that of the representativeness of the experts, figures of the meritocracy. In other words, 

the question is whether there is a democracy in which experts enlightens citizens for their votes, 

as Lippmann wished, or if the experts are the ones ruling, in a meritocratic technocracy. These 

two competing visions are relevant today and are at the center of the new cleavages envisioned 

by some thinkers.  

5. The meritocratic division: hubris and humiliation 

James Burnham (2021), in The Managerial Revolution, saw the replacement of the much-

discussed top 1% by a class of “managers”, much more numerous, that could be identified with 

the experts. George Orwell (1955, 1) added that “internally, each society will be hierarchical 

with an aristocracy of talent at the top and a mass of semi-slaves at the bottom.” In the New 

Class Wars, Michael Lind (2020) identifies this division between an extended expert-class, that 
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he calls the “managerial elite” and an uneducated mass. The size of this elite is difficult to 

measure but it would be a quarter or a third of the population (Lind 2020; Goodhart 2017).  

The concept of moyennisation developed by Henri Mendras (1997) envisaged class struggles 

as anachronic since western societies would revolve mostly around a middle-class. Michael 

Lind, therefore, offers to reactivate this idea with his “new class wars” in a way similar to the 

view of other scholars such as David Goodhart in Britain or Christophe Guilluy in France. 

According to the latter, “the new cleavage appears above all between integrated superior classes 

and popular ones” (Guilluy 2014, 898).  Goodhart (2017, 159) specifies: “the old distinctions 

of class and economics have not disappeared but are increasingly overlaid by a larger and looser 

one”, between what he calls Anywheres and Somewheres with populism rising to counter the 

dominance of the former. These two categories are not defined precisely and do not fit 

completely with more conventional social groups. However, the Anywheres are broadly similar 

to Lind’s managerial elite. The shared view of these scholars is that this intellectual upper-class 

is the product of the meritocratic system as exposed above. The issue, according to these authors 

is not the mere existence of such broad groups but the power imbalance between “heads” 

(Goodhart 2020), the “cognitive” or “managerial elite” on one side, and the “Somewheres” 

(Goodhart 2017) or the “periphery” (Guilluy 2014).  

Michael Lind (2020, 1981) summarizes: “Antisystem populism, the force behind the election 

of Donald Trump, the Brexit vote in Britain, and the rise of populist parties in continental 

Europe, has been triggered in different nations by different causes (…). But whatever the 

immediate stimulus, the underlying cause is the same – long-smoldering rage by non-college-

educated workers against damage done to their economic bargaining power, political influence, 

and cultural dignity during the half-century revolution from above of technocratic 

neoliberalism.”  

The root of the issue at stake in this thesis is that meritocratic societies, “among winners, 

generates hubris; among losers, humiliation and resentment” (Sandel 2020, 382) therefore 

leading to populism. In an era where scholars and politicians attempt to find the causes of the 

populist wave and victories, in a Western world governed by liberalism and by the principles 

exposed above, the combination of the meritocratic system and the division exposed by those 

scholars is of extreme relevance.  

The analysis of the meritocratic narrative in the French context will help uncover whether that 

duality and division truly exist. 
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Methods chapter 

The research question will allow verifying the assumption made by Michael Lind, David 

Goodhart, or Michael Sandel in a context exterior to them, France. In his La France 

Périphérique (Peripheral France), Christophe Guilluy (2014) predicted some sort of movement 

that we could compare with the Yellow Vests. He foresaw discontent that would rise from the 

periphery, that is the suburban and rural areas of the country. The novelty and unprecedented 

features of this movement, completely extrinsic to the usual political or social movement 

spectrum (Papuchon and Duvoux 2019) raises interest. This is therefore the case chosen to 

enlighten the topic at stake.  

1. The Yellow Vests case: contemporary relevance and new insight  

1.1. On Case Studies 

Blatter and Haverland (2012, 20) in Designing Cases Studies: Explanatory Approaches in 

Small-N Studies praise such a method with its main characteristic being “the fact that limiting 

research to one or a few cases allows the researcher to invest time and intellectual energy in 

reflecting on the relationship between empirical observations and abstract concepts.” They 

attempt to regroup the many definitions of cases study (for example Ragin 1992; Stake 1995) 

by distinguishing it from large-N studies through four characteristics: “1. A small number of 

cases; 2. A large number of empirical observations per case; 3. A huge diversity of empirical 

observations for each case; and 4. An intensive reflection on the relationship between concrete 

empirical observations and abstract theoretical concepts.” (Blatter and Haverland, 2012, 19). 

This is precisely the intent of this thesis. The analysis of the Yellow Vests movement in the 

broader context of the theoretical debate on meritocracy and its narrative answers to these 

characteristics. 

Along with this definition, these scholars offer a specific approach to case study research that 

is of interest here. The “congruence analysis approach” is not as interested in factors, or 

causality, as other types of case studies. It rather “aims at contributing to the theoretical debate 

in a discipline or field of research” (Ibid, 24). Therefore, this approach is focused on testing 

theories with what is called a “crucial” case. Consequently, it calls for hypotheses to be tested 

along with a theory, or theories. Once again, this thesis fully enters into this category with the 

crucial case chosen of France, and more specifically the Yellow Vests movement, in the broader 
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context of the theories on new cleavages around the notion of meritocracy. The relevance and 

“crucialness” of such a case will now be demonstrated.  

1.2. Case selection 

Subsequently to the populist backlashes in the United States and the United Kingdom, 

Emmanuel Macron seemed to reverse the trend by winning a large victory over Marine Le Pen. 

Her poor performance in the between-two-rounds debate led to an even larger defeat in the 

legislative elections and the near extinction of the Front National in the following months. 

Although Macron conducted, to some extent, a populist campaign directed against the 

established political parties (Perottino and Guasti 2020), his storytelling as an outsider can 

hardly be considered more than a portrait. Indeed, his movement, En Marche, then La 

République en Marche is not so much a new organization but rather the rally of the center-left 

and center-right under a single banner. Indeed, many of his major political supporters, later 

deputies, or ministers were part of preexisting established parties (PS and LR). Macron also has 

a background as a French senior public agent, the intellectual elite of French republicanism, 

and has been himself advisor and minister for the previous president.  

Finally, the analysis of Macron’s voters shows strong support from the wealthiest and most 

educated parts of the country. Supported by these established forces, he became the 

embodiment of meritocracy through the storytelling of the “Mozart of Finance,” a portray of 

Macron that first emerged from a deal he brokered when he worked as a banker for Rothschild 

and describing him as competent because of his experiences and connections (Bourmaud 2017). 

This support and portrait will be further developed later on in a contextualization section. 

The emergence of the Yellow Vests, soon identified with the lower-middle-class, profoundly 

destabilized his government, after a string of successful reforms and defeated opposition 

movements. The government, for the first time, had to withdraw a reform, here the project of 

taxation on gasoline, and it is not exaggerated to say that, although the movement stopped, 

Macron’s quinquennium never really got back on its feet. The movement created an impressive 

social precedent that threatened any new project, demonstrated by constant references in the 

media, and the government had to drop major reforms such as the planned constitutional bill, 

or its pension reform.  

The dichotomy is striking and perfectly embodies the division described by the scholars 

mentioned in the “meritocratic division” section. On one side, an expert-like government, with 
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Macron axing his campaign on business-like civil society and mainly supported by superior and 

upper-middle classes. On the other, a movement hardly definable except for the fact that it is 

constituted mostly by peri-urban lower middle-classes generally suffering from globalization 

and supported by a wide range of more precise social groups. The movement itself will, as 

Macron’s government, be further analyzed in the contextualization section. The rift between 

the power and this social surge is therefore particularly relevant to address the question of 

meritocracy and its narrative. In the light of Trump’s election and the Brexit but, in another 

type of occurrence, since no vote was involved here, the world might be witnessing, if there is 

to believe David Goodhart, Michael Lind, or Christophe Guilluy, the rise of the bottom-half.  

Such a study will therefore allow verifying the theory of an existing cleavage between two 

broad worlds in Western Societies, against the one of a unifying myth allowing society to move 

forward. The way to follow this research will be to analyze the discourse of the meritocracy, 

here the government of Emmanuel Macron.  

2. The discourse of the meritocracy 

2.1. On Critical Discourse Analysis 

2.1.1. The controversy on CDA 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is concerned “with discourse as an instrument of power and 

control as well as with discourse as an instrument of the social construction of reality” (Van 

Leeuwen (1993, 193). Therefore, CDA cannot be a simple analysis of the text, the linguistic 

means but must search further, to uncover hidden meanings, power relations, and ideology.  

Consequently, a number of critics claim that CDA cannot be a reliable scientific method of 

research since it would, in its very essence, be too biased (Widdowson 1995, 169). On the 

contrary, Fairclough (1996) defends CDA as a relevant research method especially since it is 

conscious of and open on its bias. If Meyer (2001, 31) states that CDA “sits on the fence 

between social research and political argumentation”, he also remarks that these debates 

“concretizes two irreconcilable positions within the methodological debate in social research: 

is it possible to perform any research free of a priori value judgment and is it possible to gain 

insight from purely empirical data without using any preframed categories of experience” (Ibid, 

17)? 

Being aware of one’s bias in research and taking it into account in the argument developed is 

undoubtedly the most honest way to proceed. Wodak (2001, 65) answers to this controversy by 
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stating that “CDA is not concerned with what is right or wrong.” It “should try to make choices 

at each point in the research itself, and should make these choices transparent. It should also 

justify theoretically why certain interpretations of discursive events seem more valid than 

others”.  

It is therefore the responsibility of the researchers to acknowledge their bias and to be as open 

as possible in their theoretical framework and research design as to make their interpretation as 

convincing as possible. The choice of right or wrong is left to the reader.  

This thesis attempts at offering a clear theoretical framework and research design and will also 

display the assumptions and hypotheses made prior to the analysis of the primary data. Before 

that, the specific discourse-historical approach used in the research will be discussed.  

 

2.1.2. The discourse-historical approach 

The discourse-historical approach of CDA is concerned with the context in which discourse is 

produced. As Wodak (Ibid) puts it, “in investigating historical, organization and political topics 

and texts, the discourse-historical approach attempts to integrate a large quantity of available 

knowledge about the historical sources and the background of the social and political fields in 

which discursive events are embedded.” 

The importance of the context is not to be underestimated and this thesis will provide a large 

contextualization to fully understand the surroundings of the discourse analyzed. If the context 

is essential, it is because discourses are not the mere reflection or transposition of reality but 

“live a life of their own” as “agents of knowledge” creating material realities (Jäger 2001, 36). 

Therefore, discourses shape reality as much as they are shaped by it. They are influenced by 

the context but also influence it. Discourses “are in no way ‘merely ideology’; they produce 

subjects and (…) social realities” (Ibid, 36).  

Deriving from this fact, discourses are an instrument of power and shape hierarchies and power 

relations. The socio-diagnostic critique of the discourse-historical approach is, therefore, 

“concerned with the demystifying exposure of the – manifest or latent – possibly persuasive or 

‘manipulative’ character of discursive practices (…). The analyst exceeds the purely textual or 

discourse internal sphere. She or he makes use of her or his background and contextual 

knowledge and embeds communicative or interactional structures of a discursive event on a 

wider frame of social and political relations, processes, and circumstances” (Wodak 2001, 65). 
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The analysis of the meritocratic narrative enters in that very definition. If what is said is 

important, the main objective is to discover what for; and the effect it might have on the 

recipient of the discourse. “Discourse analysis is not (only) about interpretations of something 

that already exists, thus not (only) about the analysis of the allocation of meaning post festum, 

but the analysis of the production of reality which is performed by discourse – conveyed by 

active people” (Jäger 2001, 36). 

The production of reality issued during the Yellow Vests movement is therefore at the center 

of this thesis and is the object under analysis.  

2.2. Primary data selection 

2.2.1. Details on the data 

“There is no typical CDA way of collecting data” but “mostly deal with small corpora which 

are usually regarded as being typical of certain discourse” (Meyer 2001, 23). Having 

demonstrated the relevance of the French case for this thesis, it is now necessary to present the 

primary data that will be used and analyzed. Wodak (2001, 10) states that “one of the aims of 

CDA is to demystify discourses by deciphering ideologies” since “language is not powerful on 

its own, it gains power by the use powerful people make of it.”  

This statement legitimizes the choice made here to analyze only the voice of the meritocracy, 

and more specifically, Macron’s government. Another reason is that, as will be explained, the 

novelty and extreme diversity of the Yellow Vests movement makes it very difficult for a 

researcher to identify a structuring and common discourse, except for a few elements. One of 

the main ways for the Yellow Vests to share their views and opinions was through Facebook 

groups.  Dormagen and Pion (2021) identified 1155 in December 2018 totalizing 1.7 million 

members, and the quantity of material to analyze would prove too great for the scope of this 

research. Such an endeavor could probably be attempted, when more studies on the Yellow 

Vest will be available and with consequent resources to explore the depth of the movement. 

Working on the discourse of French officials presents the advantage of being readily available 

on several public databases. The selected data includes speeches and interviews given by the 

French President, Prime Minister, and Ministers for a period ranging from mid-November 2018, 

when the movement emerged and started to attract attention, to May 2019, when references to 

it as a major topic in the media started to fade. 
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The complete catalog is detailed in the annex and every document was retrieved from one of 

the three following databases: 

- elysee.fr, official website of the French presidency. 

- gouvernement.fr, official website of the French Prime Minister 

- vie-publique.fr, database under the supervision of the French government and sharing 

information on French public life, including the transcripts of interviews given by 

members of the government. 

The final set of primary data includes 167 documents. 13 of them, speeches pronounced by 

Emmanuel Macron himself, and Edouard Philippe, Prime Minister will serve as the core of the 

analysis. The highly centralized nature of the French political system implies that all 

communication derives from the President, rendering the governmental discourse quite 

homogeneous. The rest of the data, comprising mostly of interviews, help uncover hidden 

meanings, as less prepared than official speeches. 

 

2.2.2. Hypothesis 

To answer Widdowson’s critics on the bias of CDA and obeying Wodak’s command on the 

necessary openness of the research, this section displays the main hypothesis and assumptions 

that were made before the analysis of the corpus. 

The discourse is expected to contain the following: 

1. Acknowledgment of general discontent and suffering among the French population but; 

2. Discredit of the movement of the Yellow Vests through accusations, mainly, of violence 

and extremism. 

3. Blame of the previous governments and/or the international context for the discontent 

and; 

4. Emphasis on the fact that the government’s action is the best path towards the resolution 

of the discontent. 

Contextualization 

Understanding the context is an essential part of the discourse-historical approach in CDA. To 

remind Wodak (2001, 65), researchers cannot restrain themselves to “purely textual or 

discourse internal sphere”. They have to actively use their “background contextual knowledge” 
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to be able to study and communicate the results of their research comprehensively, in “a wider 

frame of social and political relations, processes and circumstances”. This section is dedicated 

to such a contextualization. It will, first, focus on the global context in the West with the effects 

of globalization and liberalism. It will then narrow down to the French context and especially 

the French centralization, both political and geographical. Finally, the rise of Emmanuel 

Macron to the presidency and the movement of the Yellow Vests will be described and analyzed 

in light of the current knowledge available.  

1. The resentment of the “non-unmeritocratic” in the West 

In its search for adaptation of humanity to an increasingly interdependent world, liberalism, and 

more specifically neoliberalism, led to a meritocratic economy: the knowledge economy with 

the objective of higher efficiency and productivity (Olssen and Peters 2007). The knowledge 

economy is broadly defined as production related to highly intellectual tasks which rely on 

cognitive abilities and not on physical ones as this could be the case in industries (Powell and 

Snellmann 2004). It is the economy of the experts, of the “heads” rather than that of manual or 

care workers (Goodhart 2020).  The centrality of knowledge, intellectual and cognitive abilities, 

sanctioned by higher education and diploma means, therefore, that those reaching such 

credentials are the ones adapted to the economy.   

Politicians on both sides of the aisle converted to this idea. “We will not abandon those who, 

through no fault of their own, must have our help”. It is hardly surprising that Ronald Raegan 

(1987) would pronounce those words. The left and liberals however proceeded as well in that 

direction. In his inaugural address, Bill Clinton (1993) stated his program in the following 

terms: “offer more opportunity for all and demand more responsibility from all”. The 

mainstream parties on the left who accepted globalization and the market economy, “have 

responded to growing inequality by calling for greater equality of opportunity” (Sandel 2020, 

343), triggering Obama’s famous: “you can make it if you try.” 

“The governments must not interfere in globalization” but have, in theory, the possibility to 

“compensate the losers or help them to adapt” (Lind 2020, 2233). This is the liberal promise of 

adaptation, but an issue arises when the governments are not able to fulfill this promise. 

According to Sandel (2020, 1222), the neoliberal meritocratic promise produces “frustration 

that arises when the system falls short of its meritocratic promise, when those who work hard 

and play by the rules are unable to advance (…). Mentioning the populist voters, he adds: “For 

them, the rhetoric of rising was more insulting than inspiring. This is not because they rejected 
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meritocratic beliefs. To the contrary, they embraced meritocracy, but believed it described the 

way things already worked (…). Having worked hard to achieve a modicum of success, they 

had accepted the harsh verdict of the market in their own case, and were invested in it, morally 

and psychologically” (Ibid, 1195-1199). 

Education and income were major factors in the Brexit vote, the 2016 American election, and 

the 2017 French ones. It is true that in the case of the US, race tends to further complicate things 

in that regard. However, we can identify the following trends: lower education and lower 

income increase the likelihood of voting for populist candidates (Swales 2016; Teinturier 2017; 

Ketter and Igielnik 2020). However, as Goodhart (2020, 642) reminds, “the main distributor of 

status and income is individual educational achievement” which means that the income vote is, 

partly at least, a derivative of the education vote. In conclusion, the “heads” of the knowledge 

economy seem to vote differently from the lower educated population.  

The predominance of this intellectual elite in all centers of power and their decisions that are 

perceived detrimental to the interest of the rest of the population leads to defiance and 

resentment against this superior class of “thought leaders” mostly living in “brain hubs,” 

understood as large metropolis (Lind 2020). “Political discontent in modern times has always 

been more relative to access to the good things in life, about feelings of loss and sometimes 

humiliation, about disappointed expectations and about the conflicting worldviews of elites and 

masses, rather than the absolute condition of the world” (Goodhart 2017, 1057-1062). The main 

issue is not that of absolute suffering but that rather that of disempowerment to the benefit of 

another population. 

As Michael Sandel (2020, 1187) writes, the populist voters “resented meritocratic elites, 

experts, and professional classes, who had celebrated market-driven globalization, reaped the 

benefits, consigned working people to the discipline of foreign competition, and who seemed 

to identify more with global elites than with their fellow citizens.” This leads to a crisis in trust 

towards governing elites that are identified as the representatives of this superior class. Corinne 

Gobin (2011) finds a homogenizing trend in political discourse around the “expert thought” 

becoming a unique, technocratic discourse displayed as the absolute truth. 

The experts, and their narrative, are rejected for having been unable to answer the grievances 

of a part of the population. Higher diplomas and cognitive abilities are not sufficient to convince 

those who have suffered from the consequences of such a discourse. The Brexit campaign 

highlighted it strikingly. While the “Remain” campaign was axed on economic and financial 
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arguments, the “Leave” emphasized the restoration of meaning (Goodhart 2019). As Michael 

Ignatieff (2016) bluntly puts it: “presenting yourself as the voice of reason isn’t smart politics. 

It’s elitist condescension.”  

Resentment against meritocratic and knowledge elites is therefore present in the Western 

World. In France, this resentment also exists but lies in a country deeply rooted in a romantic 

meritocratic narrative combined with an extreme centralization, in Paris but also on the figure 

of the President of the Republic that tends to create distance between people and representation. 

2. The French context: meritocracy and centralization 

The resentment against superior classes and experts is present in France. However, this 

frustration is added to a very specific background that will be the object of this section. It 

explores the roots and centrality of meritocracy in France as well as the geographical and 

political centralization of the country. 

2.1. French meritocracy: mass education and elitism 

2.1.1. The French roman national: meritocratic republicanism 

The French Republic is “one and indivisible” states the Constitution of 1793. The unity of the 

French people does not lie on ethnic or linguistic features but, at least theoretically, on a 

common core of values and shared narrative. One of the ways to ensure this shared 

consciousness is common and universal education. In The Republican Meritocracy, Jérôme 

Krop (2014) revisits the unanimously acclaimed Ferry Laws of 1882 that rendered school free 

and mandatory in France. Attempting, at least partly to counter the lasting influence of the 

aristocracy and the church, the meritocratic selection at school became a way to find and support 

future civil servants through educative equality of opportunity. Merit was the base of such a 

system with the practice of redoublement (repeating a year) for failing students. The unique 

curriculum imposed in the whole country was supposed to allow for the homogenization of the 

students coming from different social backgrounds, different cultural traditions, and even, at 

the time, speaking different languages. This equalization would allow to select the best students 

and support them in their academic path, with little attention given to their background. 

As Krop explains, the facts are not so clement with this romantic vision and, in practice, the 

school system was directed towards the best students as public schools had to compete with 

religious ones that received the children of the aristocracy, often with higher sociocultural 

backgrounds. 
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Despite a somehow nuanced reality, this educative system and the romantic vision of the 

republican and meritocratic school have infused in France. The meritocratic narrative is 

therefore at the very basis of the French education system and Jules Ferry is a lasting symbol 

of French history. Consequently, meritocracy is something that is deeply interiorized in French 

identity. The French case, therefore, follows the theory of Michael Sandel (2020) that there is, 

or there was, a general belief in meritocracy and that it is one of the reasons for the revolt of the 

déclassés. 

In theory, all French people are recognized as equals, with similar abilities, and are supposed 

to end school with similar capacities. In practice, however, meritocratic republicanism has also 

given rise to a republican cursus honorum, comprised of elite schools to educate the future 

administrators of the country. From 1945, the embodiment of this fabric of elites have been the 

Institut d’Études Politiques, commonly known as Science-Po, and the École Nationale 

d’Administration (ENA), an elite school from which graduate most of the senior civil servants.  

2.1.2. The republican cursus honorum: the fabric of the elites 

After succeeding in the meritocratic school system and receiving the much-awaited “Mention 

Très Bien,” highest distinction of the final exam, the Baccalauréat, students interested in Public 

Administration or Politics have the choice of the so-called “voie royale” to reach the “Grands 

Corps,” senior public positions. Following a degree at the Institut d’Études Politiques, 

integrating the École Nationale d’Administration (ENA) is the way forward to politics and a 

career as a senior civil servant.  

Four out of the five Presidents of the Republic young enough to have graduated from the ENA 

followed that path. Nicolas Sarkozy is the only one who did not. A third of Prime Ministers and 

one minister out of seven are énarques (graduates from the ENA). Symbol of elitism and hubris, 

the ENA attracted vehement criticism and Emmanuel Macron even offered to suppress the 

school altogether during the Yellow Vests crisis in the hope that it would calm down the 

protests. This Haute Fonction Publique (Senior Public Service), not elected, apart from the 

President, and labeled as a “Noblesse d’État” (State Nobility) by Pierre Bourdieu (2002) is the 

final product of the republican meritocracy. By the expression Noblesse, Bourdieu implied that 

this technocratic elite, in control of most leverages of power, had acquired privileges over the 

rest of the population. This serving elite that was originally supposed to help the government 

by bringing their expertise, in practice became a ruling elite.  
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The ENA is cited here as it is the peak of republican meritocracy in France, but the larger 

ecosystem of the Grandes Écoles (Elite Schools), such as the École Nationale Supérieure, 

provides an important part of the political personnel in France. The number of elected 

representatives or civil servants who graduated from these schools calls the representativeness 

of the French political class into question. For example, in the current National Assembly, two 

deputies were workers and 24 employees (Philippe 2019), out of 577 members, while these two 

categories represent approximately half of the French population (INSEE 2020). Most of the 

deputies are executives or come from intellectual professions (Andolfatto 2017). 

The overrepresentation of higher education, and particularly several elite schools and especially 

the ENA, creates an environment of disconnection of such an elite that is perfectly competent 

but often not fully aware of the realities of the periphery. Indeed, such elites are educated and 

live mostly in metropolises, participating in a geographical split. This environment of 

disconnection also stems from the extreme centralization of the country, in Paris, but especially 

on one man, the President of the Republic. 

2.2. The Janus face of French centralization 

2.2.1. Enlightened leadership: the republican monarch 

Despite a controversial legacy, Napoleon Bonaparte is still a central figure of French history 

and exerts a certain influence over French social and political life. The fact that Emmanuel 

Macron commemorated the bicentenary of the death of the Emperor supports this statement. 

Bonapartism is not a political system but rather a vision and a way of ruling, a French version 

of Caesarism. It is the idea of an enlightened and charismatic ruler, leading the country forward 

and capable of gathering strong popular support. The current French constitution is, in essence, 

Bonapartist as it follows its main features. As Charles de Gaulle himself stated during a press 

conference in 1955: “at the head of the State, you need a head, a Head of State, who, by the 

mode of election, his qualifications, his powers, is exercising a function of a national arbitrator” 

(de Gaulle 1974, 663). Indeed, de Gaulle brought an end to the unstable regime of the Fourth 

Republic and wished to restore a strong President with strong Ceasarist, or in the French case, 

Bonapartist attributions. 

Michel Debré (under the pseudonym Jacquier-Bruère 1945), the main writer of the current 

constitutional laws, was personally favorable to a parliamentary monarchy, with the king 

providing a unifying figure of the nation. Acknowledging the rejection of the monarchy by the 

French population, he rather opted for a “republican monarch,” the President of the Republic. 
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The Fifth Republic is therefore an attempt to reconcile two trends: democratic republicanism 

with a strong and centralized Bonapartist leadership.  

Officially a parliamentary regime, France has a weak Parliament which is highly dependent on 

the President, who is the real power center. The election of the Head of State by universal 

suffrage was criticized since its inception as a “permanent coup d’État” (Mitterand 1993) since 

the legitimacy granted by the election would allow the President to overpower any other 

institution. This centrality has been reinforced over time to an extent allowing Nicolas Sarkozy 

to dub the Head of Government a mere “collaborator,” under the control of the President 

(Libération 2008). The constitutional theory saw this role as that of arbitrator above the 

quarreling and divided parties, able to see the primary interest of the nation and not tied by 

electoral interests. This explains the practice of plebiscites under the two French empires and 

that of referendums by de Gaulle. Such votes constituted the direct dialogue of the Head of 

State with its population, bypassing the Parliament. As the Gaullists like to remind, the 

presidential election is “the encounter between one man and the French people” (de Montvalon 

2017). This allowed the Head of State to demonstrate high legitimacy, also in between elections. 

This risky practice stopped after de Gaulle, which reinforced the idea of a republican monarch, 

that does even need any more to consult the nation between two elections. The President is now 

so omnipotent in the constitutional dispositive that Emmanuel Macron is sometimes nicknamed 

“Jupiter,” the god of gods, by its detractors.  

The Parliament itself owes its composition to the approval or disapproval of the President with 

the legislative elections taking a place a month after the presidential ones. In practice, this means 

that the votes will be similar in both elections and that the President will always have a majority 

in the National Assembly. Would the President encounter a rebellious Parliament, the 

constitution allows the government, notably through article 49-3, to effectively force it to agree 

with the project submitted to its approval. Consequently, the National Assembly is, sometimes, 

labeled a mere “chamber of registration” of the wishes of the President (Brunhes and al. 2007). 

The monarchical figure of the President is also reinforced by its monopoly on defense as Chief 

of Armies. Article 16 of the Constitution, for example, allows the President to effectively 

become a dictator, would the country be threatened. More, the fact that the President is in charge 

of triggering the “nuclear fire” participates in this “Jupiterian” image. 

The consequence of such a legacy and institutional system is the extreme centralization of 

power and decision making, on one man, the enlightened republican monarch. This extremely 

centralized and solitary power has the effect of moving decision-making away from most of the 
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population and further worsens the representativeness of the political class. It also places merit 

and the figure of the expert at the center as the President is, supposedly, enlightened and aware 

of the vital interests of the nation. With the support of the Grands Corps, the country is 

effectively ruled by a technocratic elite of experts that can be seen as far from everyday life in 

peripheral France. This political division is therefore coupled with a geographical split between 

the metropolis, Paris in the lead, and the “France périphérique” (Guilluy 2014) also called 

France profonde (deep France).  

2.2.2 Territorial division: metropolis boom and France périphérique 

As previously said, meritocratic republicanism had the positive aspect of equalizing education 

through the whole territory with a common curriculum, program, and school system. This 

homogeneity, however, is difficult to maintain at the university level. The brain-making, or 

brain-enhancing cities, possessing universities, attract the best students, and a geographical 

separation phenomenon, described by Michael Lind (2020) as “hubs and heartlands”, quickly 

develops.  

University cities produce highly cognitive graduates and therefore offer the jobs connected to 

them and adapted to the knowledge economy. The brightest minds of the heartlands, if they 

wish to succeed, must join those hubs, diminishing the brain capacities of the periphery. This 

urban and cognitive elite, in France, is attracted to several dynamic cities such as Lyon, 

Marseille, or Lille but, most of all, Paris where are the majority of the elite schools are located, 

and the factory of power, the Ecole Nationale d’Administration. In practice, Paris is drying out 

the rest of the country by attracting most of talents, companies, skilled jobs, adding, to the 

political distance, a territorial split between the capital and the “peripheral France” (Guilluy 

2014). 

The 2017-2020 France Stratégie report (Pisani-Ferry and Lenglart 2016) provides examples of 

such a fracture. Following the 2008 crisis, it finds, fifteen French metropolises have gathered 

70% of newly created jobs. GDP per capita is 50% higher in those cities than in the rest of 

France. 60% of the French GDP is produced in the nine biggest metropolises (Algan and al. 

2018). A third of the GDP is produced in Paris alone, while a sixth of the population lives in 

the Parisian agglomeration. This shows the higher density of high skills and added value jobs. 

 On higher education, the France Stratégie report (Pisany-Ferry and Lenglart 2016) explains 

that children of workers have 1 chance out of 4 to reach a qualified position in Picardie, against 

4 in 10 in Paris, because of the higher density of universities. These few figures highlight what 
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is called in French a fracture territoriale (territorial split) between the metropolises and the 

periphery. Consequently, two countries appear: on one side are found brain-hubs gathering high 

skills job and adapted to liberalism and globalization, inhabited by skilled and graduated 

workers. On the other, an effectively empty, at least economically and educatively, part of the 

territory that becomes more and more useless in the eyes of decision-makers. Some, such as 

Emanuele (2018), find that the 2017 elections marked a comeback of the rural-urban cleavage. 

This view is contradicted by Algan and al. (2018) and the figures that show that some urban 

areas of France can be considered as “peripheral” while some rural ones are part of 

“metropolitan clubs” (Charmes 2011). This explains why the support for the Yellow Vest was 

strong in rural but also many urban areas, such as the North-East (Algan and al. 2018). 

France, therefore, knows an extreme centralization and a territorial split, both geographically 

and politically. This phenomenon explains the feeling of distance and abandonment of the 

population living outside of the brain-hubs producing the major part of the political personnel 

and the economic value of the country.  

3. The 2017 presidential elections: the victorious Macronist storytelling 

The intense centralization of the Fifth Republic, and its Bonapartist features, also mean intense 

personalization. The “encounter of a man with the French nation” means that the campaign is 

mostly based on personal characteristics rather than programmatic ones. Portrays and 

storytelling are therefore essential to compete efficiently in the election. The propositions are, 

to some extent, secondary as demonstrated by Macron, “criticized for his weak ideological 

anchoring, and a blur program” (Perottino and Guatsi 2020, 549). When his program was finally 

publicized, it also surprised by its limited significance (Kuhn 2017). This section will focus on 

the way Macron portrayed himself during the campaign both as an outsider and as an expert, a 

dual face that granted him the presidency.  

3.1. Macron the outsider: the answer to discontent  

In his book Révolution (2016), published as he was candidate, Emmanuel Macron displays a 

certain image of himself as well as his vision for France, in a rapidly changing environment 

(Strudel 2017). If this last element reminds the theories of liberalism on human adaptation, the 

title rings another bell, particularly among the French population. Revolution recalls the 

abolition of privileges which are, in the atmosphere of distrust towards established parties, seen 

as owned by political elites. In Revolution Française, Sophie Pedder (2018) follows this idea.  

Indeed, Emmanuel Macron portrayed himself as a challenger to the established political system, 
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as a political outsider (Gougou and Persico 2017), “overcoming the old sterile French 

cleavages” of right and left (Perrotino and Guatsi 2020, 545). Therefore, the major proposition 

was that of a renewal of the political class (Michel 2017). According to an IPSOS study 

(Teinturier 2017), 64% of his supporters voted for Emmanuel Macron because “he embodies 

renewal” against 37% only for the fact that “he has a good project”.  

Raymond Kuhn (2017) states that the 2017 elections were characterized by dégagisme (ousting) 

and renouvellement (renewal). Mény (2017) adds that Macron has not been elected thanks to 

his program but rather thanks to this context, which is supported by the IPSOS study mentioned 

previously. Indeed, he successfully answered these demands of renewal by creating a brand-

new movement, fitting with the logic of the outsider. The emphasis on the movement, by 

contrast to the party, further demonstrates this will of appearing as an outsider. The same logic 

directed the creation of the left-wing populist La France Insoumise, which came close to 

qualifying for the second round. These strategies are direct answers to the discontent towards 

established political parties.  

This image of the outsider and renewal, however, quickly faded after the elections. For years, 

the right-wing populist Front National (now Rassemblement National) had developed the 

theory of the UMPS, from the name of the two government parties: UMP (Union pour un 

Mouvement Populaire now Les Républicains) and PS (Parti Socialiste). The main leaders of 

Macron’s movement and later government originate from one of those two parties. Macron 

himself had been advisor and minister for the previous socialist President. The idea of the “en 

meme temps” (at the same time, left and right), the absence of a concrete program matched the 

theory of the Le Pen’s party: the union of the establishment parties under a single banner at the 

center.  

Gougou and Persico (2017) see this as a restructuring of the French political system that would 

not be divided between left and right. Others, such as Elgie (2018) see in that union the return 

to the “éternel marais” theorized by Maurice Duverger (1964) according to whom a governing 

center uniting center-right and center-left is opposed to the more radical fractions of both left 

and right (Strudel 2017). Such elements should make clear that Emmanuel Macron and major 

members of his movement are not truly political outsiders. Their arrival called for a 

redistribution of etiquettes but not a real power shift to different ideas.  

This image of the outsider is further questioned by Macron’s background as a technocrat. He 

attempted to conciliate this outsider with an image of an expert demonstrating competence.  
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3.2. Macron the expert: the meritocratic storytelling 

Emphasizing his popular origins in Picardie, a suffering region, the narrative of a meritocratic 

and self-driven rise took place. Many emphasized his position in the prestigious Rothschild 

bank which gave rise to the narrative of the expert and the “Mozart of Finance.” This nickname 

finds its origin in a deal brokered by Macron, that allowed Nestlé to overcome its challenger 

Danone in the takeover of the agri-food branch of Pfizer (Bourmaud 2017). This storytelling 

allowed the candidate to create the narrative of competence in economy and business while 

presenting himself as the “candidate of labor.”  

Less emphasized was the fact that the whole path of Macron indicates his appurtenance to the 

establishment and the meritocracy. Studying in a private school, he continued at the elite and 

prestigious Parisian Lycée Henri-IV before integrating Science-Po and finally the École 

Nationale d’Administration, the fabric of elite previously described. Macron is therefore part 

of the Noblesse d’État mentioned earlier as Inspecteur des Finances (public finances auditor). 

Subsequently, he will enter the Rothschild bank before becoming an advisor for President 

Francois Hollande and, later on, Minister of the Economy. This path contradicts frontally the 

idea of an outsider but displays complete integration of in the meritocracy. Perrotino and Guasti 

(2020) even assert that Emmanuel Macron is a proponent of “technocratic populism” because 

of his “self-identification as an expert and his career as a technocrat” as well as the cultivation 

of his image as an outsider to the political system. The figure of the outsider might therefore be 

considered as rhetorical more than reality. Macron is definitely part of the French political and 

technocratic establishment through his background.  

The combination of the French meritocratic narrative, the centralization of power, and the 

image of Macron as a technocrat will further fuel the feeling of detachment with what will 

become the Yellow Vests. More, the context in which Macron was elected and the analysis of 

the electorate that supported him demonstrate that only a part of the population was effectively 

represented in the institutions, encouraging demonstrations in the streets as last recourse. 

 

4. Macron’s representativeness in question 

According to Walter Lippmann (2005), the “demagogue” arises when there is a lack of true 

representation. After having analyzed the storytelling of Emmanuel Macron, it is necessary to 

display the lack of representativeness in French institutions under his rule. This is not to call 
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into question the results or legitimacy of the 2017 elections but simply to demonstrate that a 

part of the population is not represented, fueling discontent. First, the composition of the 

National Assembly will be under scrutiny. Second, the sociology of Macron’s electorate will 

be analyzed. 

4.1 A doubtful political representation 

As explained, the French political system provides for power to be mainly centered on the 

President. Still, the National Assembly is supposed to be the seat of the Représentation 

Nationale, with deputies elected from each French département.  

The uninominal two-rounds system of the legislative elections provides for strong and stable 

majorities in the National Assembly. This system, criticized because of its lack of 

representativeness allowed Macron to gain an indisputable majority in the National Assembly 

but also, to rule alone. Indeed, in the usual bipartisan configuration, the majority faced a united 

and strong opposition, even if in minority. In 2017 however, the centrism of Macron created a 

divided opposition, unable to act as a single block against the will of the majority. The following 

table gives the results of the elections in comparison with their score at the Presidential 

elections.  

Only the first round is displayed to show the real choice of the voters and not the default choice 

of the second round. The results of the legislative elections following, more or less, that of the 

Presidential elections, turnout is lower. In 2017, less than half of the potential voters decided to 

cast a ballot which further hinders the representativity of the Parliament. Some deputies were 

elected with less than 25% of potential voters. This is the reason for the comparison with the 

first round of the Presidential elections, which is more representative of the electorate. 

 

Party Political 

positioning 

1st round 

Presidential 

elections 

1st round 

Legislative 

elections 

Number of MPS Share of 

parliament 

LREM Center 23.7 32.3 350 60,7 

LR Right 19.7 21.6 136 23,6 

PS Left 6.2 9.5 45 7,8 

LFI Rad. Left 19.2 11 17 2.9 
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PCF Rad. Left With FI 2,7 10 1,7 

FN/RN Rad. Right 21.9 13,2 8 1.4 

Others diverse 9.3 9,7 11 1.9 

 

This table shows how, in the French system, a rather low score can provide an overwhelming 

majority in Parliament and how major political forces (here LFI and RN) can be almost 

excluded from the Parliament. This calls the representativity of the Parliament into question 

once more but, most of all, allows a President elected with a quarter of the electorate to put in 

place his agenda without any obstacle. The number of deputies is not the only thing to consider. 

For example, because of an insufficient number of deputies elected, the RN, arguably the first 

or second French party, cannot even have a right to speak in the National Assembly. Indeed, 

parliamentary groups each have a certain speaking time allocated to them and failing to 

constitute such a group means quasi exclusion from participation in the debates. 

The objective of this section is not to criticize this system, which follows historical 

circumstances. However, it allows showing how major political forces are excluded from 

national representation which further diminishes the representativity of the Parliament and 

reinforces, once more, the President. Also, it means that supporters of some opposition parties 

do not see their grievances and beliefs represented in Parliament, which creates distance 

between the institution and a part of the population.  

Macron being President, and his movement having an overwhelming majority in the National 

Assembly, means, in practice, that his electorate is overwhelmingly represented in the 

institutions. The next section will concentrate on the analysis of these voters. 

4.2. Macron’s electorate: the candidate of the meritocracy 

Two studies, by IPSOS (Teinturier 2017) and Algan and al. (2018) offer interesting insights 

regarding the voters of Emmanuel Macron. The electorate of the Presidential elections is more 

appropriate to study than that of the parliamentary ones since the number of voters is almost 

twice as high during the former. Consequently, the relevance of the figures about the sociology 

of the electorate is higher for the presidential elections. 

The tables below show the figures from IPSOS (Teinturier 2017) for the four candidates that 

were close to being selected for the second round of the elections, Emmanuel Macron (center), 
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Marine Le Pen (populist radical right), François Fillon (right), and Jean-Luc Mélenchon 

(populist radical left).  

Share of the vote by profession 

 Macron Le Pen Fillon Mélenchon Others 

Total 23.7 21,9 19.7 19.2 15.5 

Executive 33 14 20 19 14 

Intermediate 26 19 13 22 20 

Employee 19 32 8 22 19 

Worker 16 37 5 24 18 

Retired 26 14 36 12 12 

  

Share of the vote by education 

 Macron Le Pen Fillon Mélenchon Others 

Total 23.7 21,9 19.7 19.2 15.5 

Less than high 

school 

19 30 19 17 15 

High school 24 24 15 21 16 

2 years of higher 

education 

26 15 22 22 15 

3 years and more 30 9 24 20 17 

 

Share of the vote by revenues 

 Macron Le Pen Fillon Mélenchon Others 

Total 23.7 21,9 19.7 19.2 15.5 

Less than 1250€ 14 32 12 25 17 

1250€ to 2000€ 18 29 15 23 15 

2000€ to 3000€ 25 20 17 18 20 

More than 3000€ 32 15 25 16 12 

 

The conclusion is the following: the electorate of Emmanuel Macron is the richest, most 

educated, and with the best jobs. In other words, it is the meritocracy, the experts and those 
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adapted to the current economy. Le Pen voters are the exact contrary. The study by Algan and 

al. (2018) provides further insights. They find that Macron’s voters are, on average, the most 

educated people and the richest (with Fillon’s voters) as the study made by IPSOS already 

revealed. However, their study also finds that the electorate of Macron has the highest life 

satisfaction. It would seem that the populist electorate is less educated (Le Pen) or have 

frustration because of high education and lesser life satisfaction (Jean-Luc Mélenchon).  

These studies allow to broadly draw the portrait of Macron’s voters and therefore, the part of 

the population that is represented by the President, but also by the National Assembly in its 

overwhelming majority. This is a highly educated, financially comfortable electorate with high 

life satisfaction, meaning, on average, good adaptation to the current order. On the other hand, 

the Yellow Vests seem quite the contrary. 

5. The Yellow Vests movement 

In November 2018, following the announcement by the government of Emmanuel Macron on 

a new gasoline tax, and multiple actions through social networks, such as petitions, hundreds 

of roadblocks started to appear in France, especially on roundabouts, symbols of the French 

countryside, as France has around 65000 of them, mostly outside of the main cities. The 

“roundabout people” started wearing the yellow jacket, mandatory in each French vehicle, and 

expressing their financial issues. Algan and al. (2018) find that the majority of gatherings took 

place in the so-called diagonale du vide (the empty diagonal), a large area between Strasbourg 

and Bordeaux with no major metropolis. “The Yellow Vests and their support are, before all, 

the expression of a part of France where wellbeing is weak, without implying that they would 

agree on the means to resolve it.” (Algan and al. 2018, 1). Therefore, the structure of the 

movement was extremely decentralized and the political positioning extremely diverse with 

many small-scale initiatives and units. 

5.1. Structure and political positioning 

The movement was completely spontaneous and decentralized stemming mostly from social 

networks. Sebbah et al. (2018) use the word “rhizome” to describe this extreme decentralization 

committed to a multiplicity of small-scale actions on the whole territory. Consequently, the 

Yellow Vests were more a patchwork of individuals or small cells rather than a unified 

movement. 
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Much has been said, on the political positioning of the movement. “A multiplicity of discourse 

on the Yellow Vests are based only on opinions not empirically supported, on ideological 

postures or on fantasies” (Ibid, 2). Indeed, many speculations on the origins and political 

positioning of the movement were made without much empirical evidence. 

 Algan et al. (2018), found that the Yellow Vests are the embodiment of the erasure of the 

cleavage left-right and gather all discontent independently of the solutions to solve it. In their 

overwhelming majority, they are therefore people generally suffering and angry at the action, 

or rather the inaction, of the State, the government, and the elites. The Yellow Vests is a populist 

movement in the sense as it is clearly turned against the elite and the establishment that is seen 

as the reason for their suffering.  

According to a study relayed by Le Monde (2018), most were primo-militants, non-politicized 

that had never been part of a political party or a union. Support for the movement mainly comes 

from the opposition to Emmanuel Macron and mostly from the populist parties from the right 

and left. Therefore, the movement in itself has no clear political positioning, except gathering 

discontents. 

5.2. Objectives 

Stemming from the extreme decentralization of the movement, a multiplicity of demands was 

formulated by different groups and different Yellow Vests. Nonetheless, three major and quite 

unanimously shared demands can be identified: 

- The end of the gasoline tax, the origin of the crisis. 

- The return of the Impot de Solidarité sur la Fortune (Solidarity Tax on Wealth), extra 

taxation of the richest individuals, suppressed by Emmanuel Macron. 

- The instauration of the Référendum d’Initiative Citoyenne (Referendum of Citizens’ 

Initiative), for the people to be regularly consulted and moderate the absence of 

representation among the governing elites, and Parliament. 

The first objective that was the starting point of the protests was quickly overshadowed by the 

second, and even more by the third one which became the raison d’être of the movement. 

Indeed, the suppression of a tax or the return of the other would solve minor issues and not the 

more general one of lack of trust in and feeling of being represented by politicians. The 

government, in an attempt to calm down the protestors canceled the tax project on gasoline, but 

too late since the demands had already shifted to political ones.  
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5.3. Sociological analysis 

The exact sociology of the Yellow Vests is difficult to assess because of the unstructured nature 

of the movement. However, Algan and al. (2018) give trends on the identity of Yellow Vests, 

particularly by analyzing support for the movement. It shows that populist voters are the first 

supporters of the movement, but other trends appear. 

Geographically, a striking difference appears between Ile de France, the Parisian region, and 

the rest of the country. The support for the Yellow Vests is way stronger in the North, and 

Southwest, post-industrial and rural regions of France. In terms of profession, support reaches 

70% among workers and farmers, matching the geographical split. It is at the lowest among 

executives, concentrated in Ile de France and metropolises. Even more relevant for this thesis, 

Algan and al. (2018) corroborate education and revenues with the level of support for the 

Yellow Vests. Their findings are displayed in the graph below.  

 

When asked whether they support the movement or not, people with lower revenues and lower 

education levels tend to answer tout à fait (totally). On the contrary, higher education and 

revenues give the answer pas du tout (not at all). Most of the support is therefore found in the 

duality lower level of education and lower revenues. Those against follow the couple higher 

level of education and higher revenues. Another trend of the study finds the more people have 

the feeling of having succeeded in life, the less they tend to support the movement. This would 

corroborate the cleavages offered by Michael Lind, David Goodhart, and Christophe Guilluy.  
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5.4. Proceeding and impact 

The spontaneity and oddity of the Yellow Vests, as well as the length of the movement, 

surprised most commentators and destabilized the government of Emmanuel Macron, that 

encountered difficulties in answering to such an unprecedented crisis. 

The number of participants is very difficult to estimate because of the decentralization of the 

movement. In most social movements, the figures given by the police and the organizers of the 

demonstrations are conflicting and different. The maximum number of participants given for a 

demonstration was around 287 000 according to the Ministry of the Interior (Le Point 2018), 

figures that are accused of being largely underestimated. For example, when, on the second day 

of demonstrations the government counted 166 000 demonstrators (AFP 2019), a police union 

talked of 750 000 (Syndicat France Police 2018).   

A study by Dormagen and Pion (2021) finds that, in total, between November 2018 and June 

2019, 3 million individuals participated in at least one action of the movement, with 1.7 million 

participating only in small scale gatherings and not to the demonstrations which might explain 

the small numbers of the governmental figures. The same study estimates that half a million 

went only to demonstrations and 700 000 did both. With those numbers, this movement is one 

of the largest that France has known in the last decades. 

Regarding the length of the movement, it is also very difficult to estimate it. The Ministry of 

the Interior stopped counting the demonstrators after the 32nd week of demonstrations. The 

Nombre Jaune (Yellow Number), a group attempting to provide another count than that of the 

government stops after the 65th week when the Yellow Vests started joining other 

demonstrations than their own. Still, scattered groups of Yellow Vests are attempting actions 

to this day, some also competing in elections. 

The movement of the Yellow Vests also gave rise to violence with several thousands of 

demonstrators and policemen wounded. Both the movement and the police were accused of 

violent actions. Judicially, Elise Vincent (2019) calls the penal response “without precedent” 

with 10 000 people placed in custody and more than 3000 penal sentences.  

The movement was therefore unprecedented in form, out of usual social movement 

organizations but also very large, in terms of numbers and impact on the government and the 

population. The protests are often referred to in public debate and are likely to have a lasting 

influence.  
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This thesis is therefore interested in the discourse of the government in this context. The 

findings of the research are the object of the following section. 

Empirical findings 

The analysis made on the primary data, in light of the context explained above allows 

uncovering four main trends that will be the object of the four following sections. Each of them 

will highlight the main éléments de language (language elements) used by the government 

during the movement. As previously shown, the intense political centralization in France makes 

the President the center of decision-making, but also of communication. Therefore, the different 

documents analyzed possess similar elements which this thesis is gathering and organizing in 

those sections.  

The purpose of this thesis is not to show that what is said is right or not, fair or not, but rather 

to find the elements emphasized in the discourse. These elements will help uncover underlying 

trends in the discourse which, in turn, can display elements of understanding of a potential new 

cleavage in France. 

The first section will show that the meritocratic narrative is clearly present in the discourse. The 

second will focus on the parts of the discourse focusing on the immediate causes of the 

movement, the understanding displayed by the government for the discontent, but the rejection 

of responsibility for it. The third section will focus on the attacks on the movement, implying 

its “irresponsibility” and questioning its legitimacy as a social movement. The fourth and final 

section will focus on the way the government presented itself as the knowledgeable and 

responsible actor in this crisis. 

In this section, the primary data will be referenced as follows (Name DD.MM.YYYY). A table 

provides the full references in the annex. 

1. A society built on work and effort: the meritocratic narrative in action 

“The society we want is a society in which, to succeed, one should not need networks or fortune, 

but effort and work” (Macron 13.01.2019). “This implicates that everyone, whichever their 

neighborhood or family, is able to access to better education (…). We have started to reestablish 

this, but it is our responsibility, all of us, and this goes through respect, sense of effort, and 

work” (Macron 31.12.2018).  
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The main elements of the meritocratic narrative analyzed previously are present in these 

sentences of the French President. Acknowledging the need for more equality of opportunity, 

by criticizing money and relations and emphasizing education, and therefore instituting 

individual responsibility as the way to merit and provider of rewards and a better life. “I refuse 

a two-tier society, where the richest, because they have done the best choices,” would be 

advantaged,” continues Macron (27.11.2018). 

On the other hand, “jealousy” (Macron 25.04.2019) towards fortune and success is presented 

as a French passion (Fesneau 28.01.2019), and the “premiers de cordée” (lead climbers) 

encouraged since they would attract the rest of the society with them (Schiappa 03.12.2018). 

Once again, the meritocratic narrative is clearly present with the idea of “best choice” and the 

hint at a “two-tier society”. Education is the way to elevate this second tier to excellence, in 

theory. As has been seen earlier, this idea is rejected by scholars who believe that this narrative 

is a fraud since “half the population is always, by definition, at the bottom half of the cognitive 

spectrum” (Goodhart 2017, 3463). 

In any case, the meritocratic narrative is present in Macron’s discourse and his government 

follows. Most pieces analyzed evoke a “spirit” and a “sense of responsibility,” especially 

present in the interviews of Jean-Michel Blanquer, incidentally, minister of Education. He, for 

example, stated, aiming at the protestors, that “it is very easy to shout all over the place, it is 

harder to have the sense of responsibilities” (Blanquer, 03.12.2018). The primary and keystone 

element of the governmental discourse is therefore one of merit. The next ones to be identified 

are those pertaining to a certain understanding of the protestors but a refusal to admit 

responsibility for the hardships experienced by the Yellow Vests. 

2. The understanding of grievances, and rejection of responsibility 

2.1. The acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the Yellow Vests’ concerns 

Emmanuel Macron called for governance that “frees and protects” and was elected on the 

promise of the “reward for work” (de Rugy 11.12.2018). Dismissing the protests of people 

claiming that they cannot “end the month” would therefore prove difficult. In its discourse, the 

government, therefore, displayed an understanding of the grievances expressed. “I do not forget 

that there is angriness, indignation, and this indignation, many among us, many French can 

share it,” said Emmanuel Macron (10.12.2018).  
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The understanding discourse evolved around two main elements. The main one is the 

benevolence element implying listening to and understanding the grievances, but also a rather 

patronizing approach. The idea is that of the need of the government to take care of these people 

and help them adapt to the situation they are facing. The second element of the understanding 

discourse directly stems from this first one: the main measures taken to calm down the 

protestors are measures accompanying them to reduce the economic hardships of the reforms. 

These two elements evoke positive vision and help from above given to answer to the “feeling 

of injustice”, “of lack of consideration”, “of abandonment” (Macron 25.04.2019). 

These elements already exemplify surface meritocratic trends in the discourse during the 

Yellow Vests protests. Both imply a top-down approach of the government, that knows what is 

best for its population and provides the means to adapt, echoing the work of Walter Lippmann.  

However, as much as it displayed an understanding of the anger expressed by the protestors, 

the rejection of responsibility for the discontent was another major part of the governmental 

discourse. 

2.2.The absence of responsibility in creating the discontent 

“The augmentation of the price of gasoline is due to the global geopolitical situation, which 

explains three-quarters of its augmentation,” said Emmanuel Macron (27.11.2018) as one of 

the first answers to the rising discontent, in November. This argument omitted the raise that 

was the responsibility of the government, a carbon tax, with underlying ecological arguments. 

Faced with the weakness of such a defense and in front of increasing demands towards renewed 

democracy and better representation, the argument then shifted.  

The denial element quickly became an essential part of the discourse rejecting responsibility 

for the anger and suffering expressed. The reason for the discontent was, varying according to 

speeches, the twenty, thirty, or forty years of bad governance that preceded the 2017 election. 

Bruno Le Maire (10.12.2018), Minister of the Economy mentioned “very old splits” while 

Muriel Pénicaud (11.12.2018), Minister of Labour defended her government stating that it 

“cannot recover from forty years in eighteen months.”  

Emmanuel Macron provides an additional answer. While regretting that he and his government 

“have not been able, for a year and a half to bring a sufficiently rapid and strong answer”, he 

also adds: “it is because I sensed this crisis that I presented myself to your suffrage” (Macron 

10.12.2018). Here, he hints at some responsibility from his government, but such responsibility 
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is shadowed and completely minimized by the emphasis on the many years of inefficient 

governance that preceded. Therefore, the one year and a half in power were not enough to solve 

the already present discontent. Any hardship or suffering is out of the government’s 

responsibility. It explains the first responses expressed by the ministers when they displayed 

their understanding but refused concessions. This stance would however prove untenable in the 

long term. 

This denial shifts responsibility towards the shoulders of other governments which further gives 

indications on meritocratic trends. Emmanuel Macron and his government knew the crisis was 

imminent and are acting on it, the discontent cannot, therefore, be their doing. Marlène Schiappa 

(21.12.2018) will, later on, admit “an excess of confidence” in thinking that the measures taken 

by the government can only be positive and received as such. 

More, such a narrative implies that the protestors can only be wrong in demonstrating and 

complaining. They do not understand where their suffering comes from and are blaming the 

wrong persons for it. They should instead support the government to reform the country in a 

way that will be beneficial for them. This will be implied in the impatience element that will be 

developed in another section. 

This general discourse of understanding and rejection of responsibility was very soon 

accompanied by a discrediting discourse on the protestors and their support. 

3. The portrait of the Yellow Vests 

The protests mixed “legitimate demands and an unacceptable spiral of violence” (Macron 

10.12.2018) according to the governmental discourse. The description of the protestors and 

their action often mixed an understanding comment with discrediting ones. Undercover of not 

amalgaming legitimate protestors with those that are targeted, such comments, especially 

because of their diversity, strength, and number, still create a link between the movement as a 

whole and such actions. Indeed, each comment describing protests as legitimate, by also adding 

something on violence, conspiracy, or the like, makes the first inaudible. The purpose of this 

was, most likely, to separate the protestors from public opinion by portraying them as an 

“irresponsible mass” not legitimate in carrying demands. 

3.1.Disorganization and contradictions 

“I am a bit lost because you have haphazardly, people from (…) the Rassemblement National 

(…), you have people from La France Insoumise. So, all this is quite an unexpected patchwork” 
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(Grievaux 12.11.2018).  As it has been described previously, the horizontality of the movement 

is one of its main characteristics which created confusions and contradictions in demands. The 

government emphasized these discrepancies ultimately hinting at the incoherence of the 

movement and even questioning its mere existence as a social movement. This skeptical attitude 

gave the image of a group of protestors incapable of organizing and therefore incapable of 

discussing with representatives of the government. 

“There is some sort of scattering and fragmentation of the demands, all discontents stick 

together while being heterogeneous and incompatible” (Blanquer 03.12.2018). The diversity 

and small-cell structure inevitably led to such contradictions and although the protestors 

managed to agree on three demands: the withdrawal of the gasoline tax, the return of the ISF 

(solidarity tax on fortune), and the creation of the RIC (referendum of citizens’ initiative), the 

governmental discourse continued to insist on the contradictory demands. This gave rise to an 

incoherence element.  

“We cannot work less and earn more, lower taxes and increase spending, avoid changing our 

habits and breath a purer air (…). We have to face realities” (Macron 31.12.2018). Emmanuel 

Macron (27.11.2018) would also add: “This contradictory injunction is very pleasant, for those 

having no responsibilities.” The protestors having been joined by a diversity of individuals and 

groups, it is certain that diverging views were part of it. Such an obvious state of fact did not 

prevent the government to exploit that weakness. Interestingly enough, the government will be 

contradictory later on when, deeming the protestors’ demands answered, its members would 

say that, at first, “the revendications were very clear” (Attal 18.02.2019) to imply that, at this 

point, the demands were not anymore and that the protests should stop. 

Stemming from the spontaneity and horizontality as well as the distrust towards representative 

democracy, the emergence of leaders was further complicated. The government also exploited 

this to emphasize the impossibility to discuss. This disorganization element criticized once 

again an obvious and accepted character of the protests: the absence of leaders and hierarchy. 

“It is difficult to have interlocutors” seemed to regret Élisabeth Borne (29.11.2018), Minister 

of Labor. But such a situation allowed the government to portray the Yellow Vests as inherently 

incoherent, contradictory, and disorganized, justifying for a time the absence of desire for 

discussions, and the uselessness of answering demands. As Benjamin Grievaux (27.11.2018), 

Spokesperson of the government, said, “once they are organized and there is no more 

contestation, I said (…) that I would be open to dialogue.” This stance does not seem to allow 

discussions.  
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The incoherence and disorganization elements portrayed the protestors as incapable of 

understanding that their demands were contradictory as well as incapable of having a clear 

structure that could dialogue with the government. Such a narrative used characteristics of usual 

social movements directed by political parties or unions in an organized and hierarchical way 

to discredit the protestors and, finally, denying the claim that the Yellow Vests constituted a 

real and legitimate social movement capable of dialoguing in an institutionalized way. 

3.2.Violence and extremism 

Pushing forward the discredit, the discourse on violence and extremism was overwhelmingly 

present in the data. From the “grogne” (grunt) (Macron 27.11.2018) implying some bestiality 

on the part of the demonstrators to the “peste brune” (brown plague) (Darmanin in Grievaux 

27.11.2018), borrowed from Daniel Guérin’s (2018) account of the Nazi takeover of Germany, 

the Yellow Vests were portrayed as subversive elements with violent intents. The emphasis put 

on the restoration of the “republican order” (Macron 31.12.2018) also hints this way.  

Again, those accounts, at first, were directed at some protestors only. However, the emphasis 

on violence has an impact on the perception of the whole movement, and the part targeted 

finally becomes irrelevant. The constant link made between legitimate demands and violence, 

in the long run, does not separate them but, on the contrary, blurs the distinction. Later, this 

distinction will even disappear altogether. 

Once again, this is not to say that violence was non-existent on the part of the protestors. 

However, its representativeness, compared to the emphasis on violence in the discourse, is 

doubtful. 

The radicalization element focused on bestiality and the inability of the protestors to resists 

primary instincts. “There are people that let themselves get carried away by this violence” 

(Grievaux 03.12.2018), others that “radicalize themselves alone” (Blanquer 03.12.2018). The 

protestors would therefore be incapable of resisting the appeals to violence and join those 

“yelling like animals” (Mahjoubi 24.12.2018).  

After making the distinction between “unacceptable actions” and “the demonstration in which 

they took place” (Macron 27.11.2018), the discourse will portray all protestors as violent. “I 

am making no distinction,” says Laurent Nunez (18.03.2019). The non-violent protestors will 

even, ultimately be treated as “accomplices of the worst” (Macron in Belloubet 27.02.2019).  
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Facing accusations of violent repression by the police, even leading to a resolution in the 

European Parliament calling for proportionality of law enforcement actions, the government 

will deny its relevance and legitimacy. François de Rugy (15.02.2019) will, for example, 

explain that those voting in favor did not know the situation and made a “hasty judgment.” 

Answering these accusations, the government asserted that “violence is not on both sides” 

(Darmanin 07.01.2019), but only coming from the protestors. 

The chaos element portrayed the protestors as being violent, but also willing to take down the 

Republic and democracy altogether. “There is a lot of hate expressed and it becomes very 

irrational (…). Those who stay motivated are not asking for anything concrete anymore (…). 

They are calling participatory democracy into question” (Buzyn 07.12.2018). The main demand 

of the protestors being a referendum of citizen’s initiative and better representation casts doubts 

on such assertion.  

Jacqueline Gourault (06.12.2018) even went further restricting support to a very binary choice: 

“There are violent elements that want to bring France into chaos. The reasonable, democrat and 

republican people need to understand this and know what side they are on. If they are on the 

side of the institutions, of the Republic, of democracy and not of disorder and chaos.” In other 

words, those who do not support the President and his government are on the side of anarchy 

and chaos. 

Finally, an intolerance element portrayed the protestors as extremists on societal issues. 

Accusing the protestors of being a “crowd full of hatred targeting elected representatives, law 

enforcement personnel, journalists, Jews, foreigners, homosexuals” (Macron 31.12.2018), the 

President and his government played the card of extremism. “It was, in the beginning, a 

movement of discontent and it became a torrent of hatred (…) towards Jews, elected 

representatives, institutions, and between themselves” (Attal 18.02.2019). 

However, when Mounir Mahjoubi (24.12.2018) mentioned those “yelling like animals”, he also 

specified that they were “around forty.” The question is therefore one of representativity. On 

several occasions, the government explained that a few thousand demonstrators could not 

pretend to express the voice of the French population (Philippe 10.04.2019), especially since 

the population had given such legitimacy to the government by voting for Emmanuel Macron 

in 2017 (see section 4.1 on legitimacy). In other words, they were not representative compared 

to the government. When it fits with the discrediting discourse, representativeness is reached 

with forty persons. 
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Such actions happened, as violent and sometimes unproportioned police repression did. 

However, the emphasis on such elements in the discourse clearly outweighs their scope in 

reality. The image given by this portrayal of the protestors is that of a movement taken over by 

extremism, subversive elements, and wishing to put an end to democracy while the main 

measure asked was one of participation in democracy. It also hinted at violent human pulsion 

to which the demonstrators would be incapable of resisting. Similarly, the demonstrators will 

be accused of conspiracy, of being influenced by foreign powers, and instrumentalized by 

opposition parties. 

3.3.Conspiracies and outer influence 

Conspiracy theory and the accusation of believing in it is common in the current political 

landscape, emphasized by the internet and social networks, especially as distrust towards 

elected representatives grows. The Yellow Vests did not escape this trend, gathering diverse 

individuals and mobilizing mostly through the internet and social networks. The government 

emphasized this characteristic by insisting on “the porosity of what we now call fake news” 

(Schiappa 03.12.2018), with a conspiracy element. So-called fake news was inevitably shared 

but the government chose to use it to link the movement with conspiracy theories. It deemed 

“deplorable” that “a thousand of false information and rumors flourish on social networks,” 

(Macron 27.11.2018) fueling the protests. 

In his address to the French Nation on December 31st, 2018, Emmanuel Macron hinted at those 

conspiracies but also to influences behind the movement: “we can debate everything, but debate 

the wrong can mislead us, especially when such debates are under the impulse of particular 

interests” (Macron 31.12.2018). Such a statement hinted at the supposed fake news influencing 

the beliefs and demands of the protestors, but also at the presence of influencers. Through an 

influence element, foreign powers were accused of manipulating and using the movement to 

weaken the government. Russia Today was, for example, accused of being the tool of the 

Russian government in an attempt to influence the French population (Mahjoubi 28.02.2019), 

particularly during the protests. 

More than foreign powers, the movement was accused of being influenced by the opposition 

parties, particularly Marine Le Pen, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, and Les Républicains which virtually 

constitute the whole opposition (around 60% of the votes in 2017). The accusation of being 

influenced by among others, the far right, was also part of the government’s arsenal with, for 

example, Marlène Schiappa accusing the movement of being “infiltrated” and, interestingly 
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enough for this thesis, mentions a “previously unseen political restructuration” (15.11.2018). 

This implies a cleavage with the political restructuration being between those supporting the 

government and those supporting the Yellow Vests. 

These conspiracy and influence elements portray the Yellow Vest in several manners and also 

allow the government to target the opposition. First, there is a hint at the education and 

intelligence of the protestors who would not be able to distinguish the truth from the fake news. 

They would also let themselves be the tools of foreign powers and political parties that they 

claim to be opposed to. The position on the influence and infiltration of political parties allows 

accusing both the established political opposition and the movement of undemocratic behavior 

and rejection of the legitimate results of the elections. This goes hand in hand with the chaos 

element seen previously. 

On the contrary, the government will develop a much brighter portrait of its own actions. 

4. The portrait of the government 

4.1.Legitimacy and connection 

The democratic legitimacy element was put forward in the government discourse. It is necessary 

“to respect the choice of the French that was expressed by universal suffrage to elect Emmanuel 

Macron” (Schiappa 03.12.2018). The fact that Emmanuel Macron was elected president would 

therefore render his decisions legitimate and the demands and contestation undemocratic, as 

has been previously explained. If he was elected, it inevitably means that the French agree with 

his program, therefore, the protestors can only be a frustrated minority that does not accept the 

results of the elections.  

This narrative is however contested by the figures of the elections. Without denying Macron’s 

victory, only 24% of casted votes, 18% of possible voters, selected him and studies show that 

not even half of the voters supported his project (Teinturier 2017). This means that a large 

majority of the French disagreed with the program. Macron himself recognized after the vote 

that he had not received a “blanc-seing” (blank cheque) (Verrier 2017). Therefore, dismissing 

the contestation as undemocratic frustration against a perfectly legitimate reform from the 

democratic point of view is, at best, an exaggeration. 

The connection element was an answer to the accusation of many that the President and, by 

extension, his government, would be hors-sol (above ground; disconnected). This vision goes 

hand in hand with what was analyzed in a previous section on the extreme centralization of 
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France. The Jupiterian figure of Emmanuel Macron crystallized anger and hatred which was 

denied or dismissed in the discourse. Answering such statements, ministers would answer that 

Emmanuel Macron “is perfectly connected to the expectations” (Attal 11.12.2018) and Jean-

Michel Blanquer (03.12.2018) would even go to the point of asserting that he had “never seen 

a president so little disconnected.”  

The democratic legitimacy element emphasized the fact that the government was completely in 

its role in implementing the reform and dismissed the protests as illegitimate. The connection 

element was an answer to the accusations that the government and, in particular, Emmanuel 

Macron would be unaware of the preoccupations of the population. 

4.2.Impatience 

To the protestors, Emmanuel Macron (31.12.2018) answers “we have started to bring them 

answers, and I acknowledge their legitimate impatience.” The bienveillance element already 

shown is here coupled with an impatience element. The government implied that the protestors 

were simply willing for the reforms to go faster. The denial element is present here as well since 

the target of the protestors should be the previous government that led the country in such a 

situation and created the conditions of suffering. Emmanuel Macron was elected to solve it and 

the few months in power were simply not enough. 

This part of the discourse includes once again a patronizing attitude towards the protestors. 

They don’t know it yet, but they support the action and reforms of the governments. This allows 

Macron and his ministers to say that the action is the right one but is simply “not fast enough” 

(Le Maire 03.01.2019) and that there is a need to “accelerate and intensify the project to answer 

to the legitimate impatience” (Macron 27.11.2018). This stance, in fact, legitimizes the program 

of the government and many parts of the speech will direct the demands in a compatible manner 

with the government’s reforms. Once again, after accusing the movement of not being 

representative of the French population (Philippe 10.04.2019), the demands that match the 

government’s project are deemed representative enough. On several occasions, for example, 

ministers displayed agreement with the protestors on diminishing taxes (Philippe 04.12.2018), 

since this is exactly what Emmanuel Macron has been offering since his election. 

The perfection element was also striking in the government’s discourse by refusing to admit 

the slightest fault on the part of the government. When deeming that the measures taken are 

answering the demands and the discontent, it is explained by the fact that the population is “not 

aware of it because it is not going fast enough” (Guillaume 10.12.2018).  
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Likewise, when the government was forced to delay or even give up on some measures to try 

to end the protests, there is a refusal to admit that concessions were made or that such a decision 

is a setback (Blanquer 05.12.2018). Some ministers even go as far as implying that the 

government cannot reach its objectives in terms of unemployment because the actions of the 

Yellow Vests are preventing economic life (Darmanin 07.01.2019). 

Therefore, those elements imply two things. First, the action of the government has been near 

perfection and no responsibility can be attributed to it. Second, the Yellow Vests are not 

demonstrating against the decisions taken by the government but to increase the speed of the 

reforms. Both these elements justified the solution found by the government: “garder le cap” 

(staying on course). 

 

4.3. Staying on course and pedagogy 

Following the impatience and perfection elements, the solutions to the crisis found by the 

government were displayed through two new elements. The pedagogy element follows the 

impatience one in the sense that it calls for a better explanation of the measures taken since 

there is, apparently, miscomprehension on the part of the protestors. “There are things that have 

been misunderstood” (06.12.2018). The solution is therefore to explain them better so that they 

are finally heard and not mistaken or confused with false information of the conspiracy element. 

Such a discourse implies that the Yellow Vests are incapable of understanding that the measures 

taken are for their own good, and they hence need more explanation. 

The patronizing pedagogy element is coupled with the staying on course element. What is 

needed is more “to accelerate what we have started to do (…) rather than going backward or 

unravel” (Le Maire 10.12.2018). As Marlène Schiappa (03.12.2018) puts it, “we need to stay 

on course but adjust the path.” Indeed, if the government is mostly right, and if the only thing 

fueling the protests except for ill-intentioned influences, is impatience, staying on course and 

accelerating are logical things to offer.  

These two elements once again embody a meritocratic division. The expert government is aware 

of the bigger picture, of what is better for the greater good and the protestors. Therefore, instead 

of pulling backward it simply needs to continue the actions undertaken before and explain them 

better to those who do not understand their necessity. Still, facing the continuation of the 
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protests, the government will offer some new measures in an attempt to stop the contestation, 

which is the object of the following section. 

4.4.The government’s answer 

Very fast, the government deemed its measures of accompanying strong enough to calm down 

the protests. Facing the continuation of the protests, the announcement of the suspension, then 

the abandonment of the gasoline tax, and a few measures on purchasing power were made. The 

demands had, by that time, already shifted from the economic to the political sphere with, 

notably, the RIC.  

The response element deemed the protest illegitimate since the demands received an answer. 

The announcements “answer to the preoccupation that has been expressed during the past few 

weeks,” says Gabriel Attal (11.12.2018). Faced with the failure of the first attempts of response, 

the government launched the so-called “Grand Débat” (Great Debate), the organization of 

thousands of meetings and hearings everywhere in France to gather ideas, demands, and 

grievances. 

Very fast, this event was described as a “formidable success” (Attal 18.02.2019), with an 

important number of contributions but the population showed distrust towards the neutrality of 

the topics offered and towards the decisions that would be taken by the government following 

it. 

The open debate element was designed to calm the protestors and show openness. 

Governmental communication emphasized the fact that everything could be discussed and that 

there might be a referendum by the end of the debate. This gave an additional argument to call 

for the end of the protests. Indeed, the demonstrators now could express their opinion and ideas 

in an official and public framework that could give rise to law-making by referendum.  

Very fast, however, the stance of the government stating that “we can debate everything” was 

moderated by the fact that the Grand Débat could not be the “Grand Défouloir” (Great release) 

(Grievaux 07.01.2019), another term hinting at primary pulsions. Therefore, there is a 

contradiction in the terms. “There is no taboo” (Denormandie 09.01.2019) but at the same time, 

the government emphasized the fact that there would be no questioning of what had been done 

until now. 

Likewise, after emitting the possibility of holding a referendum at the end of the debate, the 

comments were much more moderate. The emphasis on a referendum and the RIC were allied 
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with the extremism element by saying that such a mechanism could open the way for the return 

of the death penalty, the end of same-sex marriage, or abortion rights. “I am very wary of 

referendums,” said Nicole Belloubet (21.02.2019), Minister of Justice. Studies showed that 

support among the Yellow Vests for such reforms was not as high as implied by the government 

and even lower than in the electorate of François Fillon, the right-wing candidate (Algan and 

al. 2018).  

Therefore, the open debate element served mostly to lure the protestors into a supposed debate 

that was more than doubtful. No referendum was held and the conclusions of the Grand Débat 

gave rise to no major legislative project.  

After having gathered, described, and analyzed the main points of the government’s discourse, 

a general interpretation can be developed, in regard particularly with the topic at stake in this 

thesis but first, some limits can be highlighted. 

Limits of the primary data 

After analysis, limitations of the primary data appear. Speeches and interviews are extremely 

controlled means of communication. Members of the government also have, as their primary 

objective, to defend their actions which limits the openness of the speech. Analyzing only 

speeches from the power also gives a one-sided interpretation. 

A question arises of whether the description mentioned above stems from a communicative 

strategy of the government, or if the people involved genuinely believe in what they say. In 

other words, is it the honest expression of a belief, or is this description purely strategic and 

aiming at gaining support for the government and diminishing that of the protestors?  

It is likely a mix of both. In any case, this question does not diminish the relevance of the 

empirical findings but only limits them. Indeed, either Emmanuel Macron and the government 

truly believe in what is stated, and the empirical findings are therefore showing the view of the 

meritocracy. Either it is a communication strategy destined to a part of the population that will 

answer to the meritocratic arguments. In both cases, the empirical findings are relevant to assess 

a division in society since, Goodhart, Lind, and Guilluy explicitly talk of superior classes and 

not of a top 1%. The effect of the communication strategy on the likely electorate of Macron is 

therefore of importance. This allows us to generalize the speech of Macron to that part of the 

population that will agree with this discourse.  
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Further research would undoubtedly find interesting insight in the analysis of the Yellow Vest 

discourse(s), or in the broader meritocratic discourse by, for example, including mainstream 

media or parliamentary debates. Resourceful researchers might also find interesting findings in 

unprepared communication.  

 

The division present in the discourse 

The analysis of the primary data still allows uncovering different elements emphasized in the 

governmental discourse. These elements give trends that are of interest to the meritocratic 

division. After thorough reading and work on the discourse from the government of Emmanuel 

Macron, two main images of the groups involved appear and can be used as conclusions for the 

analysis. The following language elements were found in the governmental discourse:  

- General elements: merit, benevolence, accompanying, denial ; 

- Portray of the YV: incoherence, disorganization, radicalization, chaos, intolerance, 

conspiracy, influence; 

- Portray of the government: democratic legitimacy, connection, impatience, perfection, 

pedagogy, staying on course, response, open debate. 

 These different elements of the governmental discourse display two broad categories pertaining 

to the meritocratic division. First, the government displayed a patronizing attitude and 

infantilizes the Yellow Vests movement, denying it capacity, responsibility, and intelligence. 

Second, it treats the Yellow Vests as mere enemies of the State, being violent, under influence, 

and willing to end democracy. 

1. The intellectual division 

As seen in the empirical findings with the merit element, Emmanuel Macron’s government 

follows the meritocratic narrative of individual responsibility, equality of opportunity, and merit 

as the main way for advancement in society. This implies that these people view themselves 

and the successful as the actors of their own success and the unsuccessful as the cause of their 

loss. Of course, the successful are those in government and their supports. The losers are, on 

the contrary, the Yellow Vests. Hence the elements of benevolence and accompanying. Both 

are patronizing approaches implying a top-down approach of help and adaptation following the 

liberal narrative previously mentioned. In other words, the Yellow Vests are not adapted to the 



55 
 

current world order and cannot be blamed for being angry. Therefore, benevolence is only fair 

and the government and experts, who are adapted to the world order need to help them adapt.  

Several elements hinted at a lower intellectual capacity, targeting the calls for demonstration 

with “many grammar mistakes” (Mahjoubi 24.12.2018). Indeed, the elements of incoherence, 

impatience, perfection, pedagogy, response, and open debate indicate a trend that accuses the 

protestors of not knowing or not understanding.  

The incoherence element attempted at demonstrating an incapacity to understand simple 

economic rules. For example, the fact that diminishing taxes and having more public services 

was incompatible and paradoxical. Impatience hinted at the fact that the protestors were 

demonstrating in favor of measures that the government was actually taking. Once again, this 

hinted at a misunderstanding or lack of knowledge of the actions conducted by Emmanuel 

Macron. Therefore, the pedagogy element is here to explain better the measure taken and prove 

to the Yellow Vests that they agree with what is offered and done. The perfection element also 

portrayed the movement as unaware of the real causes of its demises. Indeed, since the origin 

of the suffering is the international context or previous government, there no point in 

demonstrating against the current government that is, incidentally, attempting to solve the very 

issues causing suffering. The response and open debate elements attempt to demonstrate that 

the government has taken the right and beneficial measures that should calm the protestors and 

they do not understand it since they continue their actions. 

Incoherence and disorganization elements were also portraying the Yellow Vests as a mass of 

discontent rather than a true social movement. Indeed, incapable of agreeing on demands, and 

ideas, incapable of organizing in a structured way as usual social movements conducted by 

unions, they were denied legitimacy in participating in social dialogue. They are therefore 

portrayed as a mass of atomized individuals rather than a political entity as demonstrated by the 

fact that many rejected leaders and assemblies attempted to structure the movement.  

Finally, perfection and staying on course elements were implying the superiority of the 

government. Perfection pertains to the part of the discourse where the government denies any 

responsibility for the discontent and asserts that the measures that were taken since the 

beginning of the quinquennium of Emmanuel Macron already had, as an objective, to resolve 

the suffering of the protestors. Consequently, there is no reason for changing the program of 

the government but only accelerate it, hence the staying on course element.  



56 
 

These elements and their meaning imply a division of society into two parts: those who support 

the government and agree with it have superior intellectual capacity. Those who support the 

Yellow Vests simply do not understand what needs to be done to improve society. 

 

2. The political division 

The second main image of the Yellow Vests and, by extension, their supporters, is that of an 

enemy. The radicalization, conspiracy, and influence elements create a link with the previous 

section. They imply that the protestors are not capable of resisting basic instincts of violence 

and resist outer influence. Radicalization clearly implies that previously pacific individuals 

suddenly turn violent. They are not capable of resisting infiltration by extremist groups and not 

capable to dissociate themselves from those groups, therefore becoming their accomplices. 

Conspiracy and influence evoke manipulation and being agents of foreign powers and/or 

political opponents. Not being capable of seeing the bigger picture and letting enemies of the 

government, or the State controlling the movement also denies responsibility.  

Finally, democratic legitimacy and chaos elements hint at a movement wanting to take down 

democracy and the rule of law. Refusing the results of the democratically held elections, the 

protestors are questioning representative democracy. More, their violent actions and extremism 

would lead to complete chaos, civil war, and dictatorship.  

Those elements also hint at a division in society between those who support the legitimate 

democratic order and those on the side of regression, anarchy, or an authoritarian regime. 

Conclusion: France and the Yellow Vests 

Even faced with the limitations of the primary sources, trends can be identified. Emmanuel 

Macron and his government display strong elements of the technocratic meritocracy while the 

Yellow Vests are portrayed as an inchoate grouping of uneducated people that might be well-

meaning, but that, in the end, cannot resist extremism and outer influence. In no way the Yellow 

Vests are portrayed as a legitimate social movement that might have a say in decision making 

as would have unions.  

On the 3rd of December, Marlène Schiappa (03.12.2018) is asked by the journalist interviewing 

her whether she believes in the division theorized by David Goodhart in The Road to 

Somewhere, incidentally translated in French Les Deux Clans (The Two Clans). The minister 
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answers that this is caricatural and that there is a need to avoid such a cleavage. First, her 

response shows that such a cleavage is, even in her mind, possible. Second, the discourse of her 

government does not hint this way. 

Meritocratic republicanism that was covered earlier in this thesis, does not seem to work. The 

intellectual division as found in the discourse demonstrates that a part of the population believes 

it is entitled to rule thanks to higher intellectual capacities over lesser cognitively able. This 

intellectual elite, represented by Emmanuel Macron and by the current French political elite 

matches the territorial division that has also been covered in the contextualization section. The 

Yellow Vests movement embodies the contrary: non-educated, non-successful, non-

represented.  

This division that was presented in the contextualization section appears even more strikingly 

in the governmental discourse. France would therefore experience such a division, between two 

broadly defined groups, the Yellow Vests being the voice of one of them, Emmanuel Macron’s 

government, the voice of the other. 

Conclusion: the meritocratic division 

The duality of the governmental discourse, which can be generalized to its supporters since it 

is also an appeal to them, implies such a division in society. On the one hand, expert-like 

educated and adapted persons forming around 20 or 30% of the population. On the other, 

inchoate and uneducated masses, which might turn to violence, as the Yellow Vests, or towards 

eccentric and populist people such as Trump.  

The general support of populist voters to the Yellow Vests incidentally echoes the division 

presented by Michael Lind and David Goodhart in the United States and the United Kingdom. 

The empirical findings and their interpretation therefore further indicate the relevance of a new 

cleavage in Western societies, centered on the issue of meritocracy. 

More research would probably find more empirical evidence of such a division, particularly if 

an analysis of the way the Yellow Vests answered to such a discourse would be done. The 

findings brought forward by this thesis, however, cannot disconfirm the theory of the new class 

wars. On the contrary, it provides further elements that corroborate such a theory with the 

different events that were witnessed in recent years in western democratic societies.  
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Discontent and distrust in representative democracy, rise, and consolidation of populisms, are 

explained, at least partly, by this cleavage. It, therefore, stands at the core of the tensions that 

western democracies are currently experiencing. 
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Annex: Primary data tables 

Name, position 

Date (DD.MM.YYYY) Setting/media Link 

 

Emmanuel Macron, President of the Republic 

27.11.2018 Speech https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-

macron/2018/11/28/transition-energetique-changeons-

ensemble 

10.12.2018 Address to the Nation https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2018/12/10/adresse-

du-president-de-la-republique-du-lundi-10-decembre-2018 

31.12.2018 Address to the Nation https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2018/12/31/voeux-

aux-francais-2019 

13.01.2019 Letter to the French People https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2019/01/13/lettre-

aux-francais 

25.04.2019 Press Conference https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-

macron/2019/04/25/conference-de-presse-grand-debat-national 

 

Édouard Philippe, Prime Minister 

04.12.2018 Speech https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10769-discours-a-l-

hotel-de-matignon 

05.12.2018 Address to the National 

Assembly 

https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10772-discours-devant-l-

assemblee-nationale 

06.12.2018 Address to the Senate https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10776-discours-devant-

le-senat 

12.12.2018 Speech https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10788-discours-a-l-

occasion-du-30eme-anniversaire-de-l-association-villes-de-

france 

13.12.2018 Address to the National 

Assembly 

https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10791-discours-du-

premier-ministre-lors-du-debat-sur-la-motion-de-censure-du-

13-decembre-2018 

10.01.2019 Address to the Chamber of 

Commerce of Cologne 

https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10819-discours-devant-

la-chambre-de-commerce-et-d-industrie-de-cologne 

18.03.2019 Press Conference https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/10948-conference-de-

presse-du-premier-ministre 

10.04.2019 Address to the Senate https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268120-edouard-

philippe-10042019-propositions-citoyennes-grand-debat-

national 
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Gabriel Attal, Secretary of State to the Minister of National Education and Youth 

11.12.2018 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207507-interview-de-m-

gabriel-attal-secretaire-detat-aupres-du-ministre-de-l 

24.01.2019 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269343-gabriel-attal-

24012019-gilets-jaunes-service-national-universel-snu 

30.01.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269486-gabriel-attal-

30012019-conflit-social 

01.02.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269516-gabriel-attal-

01022019-poltique-gouvernementale 

18.02.2019 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270013-gabriel-attal-

18022019-conflit-social-violences-gilets-jaunes 

 

Nicole Belloubet, Minister of Justice 

12.12.2018 Interview Public Sénat https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207517-interview-de-

mme-nicole-belloubet-garde-des-sceaux-ministre-de-la-just 

09.01.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268762-nicole-belloubet-

9012019-grand-debat-national-gilets-jaunes 

14.01.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268885-nicole-belloubet-

14012019-grand-debat-national-reforme-justice 

18.02.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270015-nicole-belloubet-

18022019-justice-antisemitisme-gilets-jaunes 

20.02.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270058-nicole-belloubet-

20022019-antisemitisme-reforme-de-la-justice-benalla 

21.02.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270071-nicole-belloubet-

21022019-antisemitisme-benalla-reforme-de-la-justice 

27.02.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269981-nicole-belloubet-

27022019-jihadistes-gilets-jaunes-benalla-hijab 

19.03.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270681-nicole-belloubet-

19032019-justice-face-la-violence-des-gilets-jaunes 

02.04.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270654-nicole-belloubet-

2042019-antisemitisme-politique-judiciaire 

 

Jean-Michel Blanquer, Minister of National Education and Youth 

03.12.2018 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207596-interview-de-m-

jean-michel-blanquer-ministre-de-leducation-nationale 

05.12.2018 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207599-interview-de-m-

jean-michel-blanquer-ministre-de-leducation-nationale 
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06.12.2018 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207600-interview-de-m-

jean-michel-blanquer-ministre-de-leducation-nationale 

14.01.2019 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268809-jean-michel-

blanquer-14012019-debat-national-gilets-jaunes-retraites 

16.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269018-jean-michel-

blanquer-16012019-grand-debat-national-gilets-jaunes 

28.01.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269664-jean-michel-

blanquer-28012019-gilets-jaunes-violences-manifestations 

03.05.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269253-jean-michel-

blanquer-03052019-enseignement-primaire-gilets-jaunes 

 

Elisabeth Borne, Minister of Transport 

16.11.2018 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207304-interview-de-

mme-elisabeth-borne-ministre-des-transports-cnews-le-16 

19.11.2018 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207350-interview-de-

mme-elisabeth-borne-ministre-des-transports-france-info 

26.11.2018 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207400-interview-de-

mme-elisabeth-borne-ministre-des-transports-rtl-le-26-n 

29.11.2018 Interview Public Sénat https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207409-interview-de-

mme-elisabeth-borne-ministre-des-transports-public-sena 

07.12.2018 Interview Sud Radio https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207486-interview-de-

mme-elisabeth-borne-ministre-des-transports-sud-radio-l 

08.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268598-elisabeth-borne-

08012019-gilets-jaunes-peages-securite-routiere 

11.01.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268797-elisabeth-borne-

11012019-maintien-de-lordre-transports-grand-debat 

22.01.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269183-elisabeth-borne-

22012019-loi-dorientation-mobilites-grand-debat 

 

Agnès Buzyn, Minister of Solidarity and Health 

13.11.2018 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207260-interview-de-

mme-agnes-buzyn-ministre-des-solidarites-et-de-la-sante 

07.12.2018 Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207614-interview-de-

mme-agnes-buzyn-ministre-des-solidarites-et-de-la-sante 

09.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268255-interview-agnes-

buzyn-9012019-gilets-jaunes-grand-debat-national 

18.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269123-agnes-buzyn-

18012019-gilets-jaunes-sante-fermetures-maternites 

24.01.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269558-agnes-buzyn-

24012019-gilets-jaunes-sante-grand-debat-national 
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31.01.2019 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269521-agnes-buzyn-

31012019-exclusion-sociale 

11.04.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270340-agnes-buzyn-

11042019-pouvoir-dachat-retraites-situation-sociale 

02.05.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269090-agnes-buzyn-

02052019-violences-gilets-jaunes-policiers 

 

Christophe Castaner, Minister of the Interior 

14.12.2018 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207536-interview-de-m-

christophe-castaner-ministre-de-linterieur-avec-europ 

18.01.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269127-christophe-

castaner-18012019-violences-manifestations-gilets-jaunes 

29.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269479-christophe-

castaner29012019-securite 

01.03.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270218-christophe-

castaner-01032019-securite-gilets-jaunes-terrorisme 

08.03.2019 Interview France Bleu https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270296-christophe-

castaner-08032019-pompiers-de-marseille-gilets-jaunes 

19.03.2019 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270682-christophe-

castaner-19032019-maintien-de-lordre-face-la-violence 

04.04.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/271127-christophe-

castaner-4042019-police-maintien-de-lordre-g7-biarritz 

 

Gérald Darmanin, Minister of Public Action and Accounts 

03.01.2019 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268770-gerald-darmanin-

03012019-gilets-jaunes-prelevement-la-source 

07.01.2019 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268595-gerald-darmanin-

07012019-gilets-jaunes-politique-fiscale 

19.03.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270683-gerald-darmanin-

19032019-maintien-de-lordre-face-la-violence 

 

Julien Denormandie, Minister of the City and Housing 

21.12.2018 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207582-interview-de-m-

julien-denormandie-ministre-charge-de-la-ville-et-du-lo 

09.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268785-julien-

denormandie-09012019-politique-gouvernementale 

09.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268793-julien-

denormandie-09012019-grand-debat-national-mal-logement-

violence 



63 
 

11.01.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268799-julien-

denormandie-11012019-grand-debat-national-crise-gilets-

jaunes 

15.02.2019 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269970-julien-

denormandie-1522019-grand-debat-national-antisemitisme-

violence 

20.03.2019 Interview Public Sénat https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270890-julien-

denormandie-20032019-maintien-de-lordre-laicite-logement 

 

Christelle Dubos, Secretary of State to the Minister of Solidarity and Health 

24.12.2018 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268562-christelle-dubos-

24122018-conflit-social-des-gilets-jaunes 

 

Olivier Dussopt, Secretary of State to the Minister of Public Action and Accounts 

03.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268769-olivier-dussopt-

3012019-gilets-jaunes-prelevement-la-source 

 

Marc Fesneau, Minister for Relations with Parliament 

23.11.2018 Interview Public Sénat https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207399-interview-de-m-

marc-fesneau-ministre-charge-des-relations-avec-le-parl 

29.11.2018 Interview RFI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207442-interview-de-m-

marc-fesneau-ministre-charge-des-relations-avec-le-parl 

06.12.2018 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207483-interview-de-m-

marc-fesneau-ministre-charge-des-relations-avec-le-parl 

28.01.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269678-marc-fesneau-

28012019-grand-debat-national-gilets-jaunes 

18.02.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270004-marc-fesneau-

18022019-gilets-jaunes-antiparlementarisme-antisemitisme 

03.05.2019 Interview Sud Radio https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/271108-marc-fesneau-

3052019-gilets-jaunes-la-pitie-salpetriere-elections-ue 

 

Jacqueline Gourault, Minister of Territorial Cohesion and Relations with Local Authorities 

29.11.2018 Interview France Bleu https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207395-interview-de-

mme-jacqueline-gourault-ministre-de-la-cohesion-des-territ 

06.12.2018 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207440-interview-de-

mme-jacqueline-gourault-ministre-de-la-cohesion-des-territ 

11.02.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269876-jacqueline-

gourault-11022019-gilets-jaunes-grand-debat-national 



64 
 

 

Benjamin Grievaux, Government Spokesman 

12.11.2018 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207295-interview-de-m-

benjamin-griveaux-secretaire-detat-porte-parole-du-g 

19.11.2018 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207309-interview-de-m-

benjamin-griveaux-secretaire-detat-porte-parole-du-go 

23.11.2018 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207360-interview-de-m-

benjamin-griveaux-secretaire-detat-porte-parole-du-go 

27.11.2018 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207404-interview-de-m-

benjamin-griveaux-secretaire-detat-porte-parole-du-go 

03.12.2018 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207447-interview-de-m-

benjamin-griveaux-secretaire-detat-porte-parole-du-go 

07.01.2019 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268589-benjamin-

griveaux-07012019-gilets-jaunes-grand-debat-national 

08.02.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269718-benjamin-

griveaux-08022019-politique-gouvernementale 

12.02.2019 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269927-benjamin-

griveaux-12022019-antisemitisme-gilets-jaunes-benalla 

20.03.2019 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270715-benjamin-

griveaux-20032019-strategie-de-securite-retraite 

 

Didier Guillaume, Minister of Agriculture and Food 

07.12.2018 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207460-interview-de-m-

didier-guillaume-ministre-de-lagriculture-et-de-lalim 

10.12.2018 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207464-interview-de-m-

didier-guillaume-ministre-de-lagriculture-et-de-lalim 

14.01.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268914-didier-guillaume-

14012019-glyphosate-grand-debat-gilets-jaunes 

25.01.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270988-didier-guillaume-

25032019-france-chine-et-crise-des-gilets-jaunes 

12.04.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270398-didier-guillaume-

12042019-gilets-jaunes-loi-egalim-pesticides-vin 

 

Sébastien Lecornu, Minister of Local Authorities 

04.01.2019 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207636-sebastien-

lecornu-4012019-manifestation-gilets-jaunes 

 



65 
 

Jean-Yves Le Drian, Minister of Europe and Foreign Affairs 

10.01.2019 Interview CNews https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268788-jean-yves-le-

drian-10012019-gilets-jaunes-politique-etrangere 

 

Bruno Le Maire, Minister of Economy and Finance 

06.12.2018 Interview France 2 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207441-interview-de-m-

bruno-le-maire-ministre-de-leconomie-et-des-finances 

10.12.2018 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207467-interview-de-m-

bruno-le-maire-ministre-de-leconomie-et-des-finances 

03.01.2019 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268773-bruno-le-maire-

3012019-bioethique-gilets-jaunes-depense-budgetaire 

21.03.2019 Interview France Bleu https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270902-bruno-le-maire-

21032019-loi-pacte-impact-gilets-jaunes-sur-le-commerce 

 

Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne, Secretary of State to the Minister of Europe and Foreign Affairs 

07.01.2019 Interview RMC https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268761-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-7012019-impact-gilets-jaunes-sur-tourisme 

08.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268768-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-8012019-gilets-jaunes-retrait-militaire-syrie 

11.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268806-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-11012019-gilets-jaunes-tourisme 

18.03.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270685-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-18032019-tourisme-impact-des-gilets-jaunes 

19.03.2019 Interview La Provence https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270687-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-18032019-gilets-jaunes-tourisme 

19.03.2019 Interview France Bleu https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270686-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-18032019-impact-des-gilets-jaunes-sur-tourisme 

21.03.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270925-jean-baptiste-

lemoyne-21032019-tourisme-et-crise-des-gilets-jaunes 

 

Nathalie Loiseau, Secretary of State for European Affairs 

28.01.2019 Interview Polska The Times https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269711-nathalie-loiseau-

28012019-union-europeenne 

15.02.2019 Interview RTL https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270003-nathalie-loiseau-

15022019-brexit-gilets-jaunes-parlement-europeen 
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Mounir Mahjoubi, Secretary of State for the Digital Sector 

15.11.2018 Interview Public Sénat https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207236-interview-de-m-

mounir-mahjoubi-secretaire-detat-au-numerique-public 

30.11.2018 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/207472-interview-de-m-

mounir-mahjoubi-secretaire-detat-au-numerique-radio 

24.12.2018 Interview France Inter https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268558-mounir-

mahjoubi-24122018-conflit-des-gilets-jaunes-manifestations 

02.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268574-mounir-

mahjoubi-02012019-conflit-social-des-gilets-jaunes-violences 

04.01.2019 Interview France Info https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268580-mounir-

mahjoubi-4012019-conflit-des-gilets-jaunes-justice-fiscale 

07.01.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268591-mounir-

mahjoubi-revendication-gilets-jaunes-reseaux-sociaux 

14.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/268836-mounir-

mahjoubi-1401lettre-emmanuel-macron-conflit-social-gilets-

jaune 

21.01.2019 Interview LCI https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269156-mounir-

mahjoubi-21012019-gilets-jaunes-grand-debat-national 

24.01.2019 Interview France Culture https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269393-mounir-

mahjoubi-24012019-conflit-social 

25.01.2019 Interview BFMTV https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269560-mounir-

mahjoubi-25012019-gilets-jaunes-grand-debat-national 

31.01.2019 Interview Europe 1 https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/269518-mounir-

mahjoubi-31012019-conflit-social 

28.02.2019 Interview Radio Classique https://www.vie-publique.fr/discours/270042-mounir-
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