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1. KNOWLEDGE AND CONNECTION TO THE FIELD 
(relevance of the research question, research objective, literature review): 

The thesis tackles an important and highly current question: the direction and nature of restructuring 
of Western political systems. The thesis draws on the argument that ‘meritocracy’ has become the 
central governing logic of western societies, and is producing its own cleavages. Building on 
literature developed in the context of the US and the UK, it applies this theory to the case of France, 
with the objective of confirming that the same process is evolving there. 
While the general thrust of the research is promising, there is one core issue that stands out as being 
insufficiently explored, and it has to do with the timing of this meritocratic cleavage. The thesis 
shows that the principle of merit has a long history in Western societies, and becomes dominant at 
least since the Enlightenment, and in France, as a matter of organising governance, at least since the 
Second World War. The problem, then, becomes attempting to explain something very recent with 
something that has been around for so long. There are scattered references to neoliberalism, 
acceleration of globalization etc. but it is not clear how exactly these relate to the notion of 
meritocracy, which in turn raises the question of both the novelty, and the alternative articulations of 
this new cleavage. Engaging more directly with the literature on political cleavages would make the 
project overall more convincing, and answer some more in-depth questions about it. For example, is 
the cleavage emerging because of changes in political alliances, or because of changes in the 
underlying social structure? And why is ‘meritocracy’ the best way to describe it? The thesis 
occasionally raises other options (cosmopolitanism, ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of globalisation, 
urban/rural divide) but discards them without engaging in a systematic discussion. This is a pity, 
because engaging with these more systematically would have strengthened the contribution of the 
thesis and given more weight to the final argument. 
 

 
2. ANALYSIS 
(methodology, argument, theoretical backing, appropriate work with sources): 

The thesis draws on a solid corpus of primary evidence and a lot of contextual information from 
secondary sources to describe the emergence of the Yellow Wests movement as a counterpoint to the 
presidency of Emmanuel Macron, and assess the discourse of his government towards the movement, 
in order to extract the ideological core of this discourse, which the thesis maintains is meritocracy. 
The method is in principle appropriate to the task, and the thesis shows a lot of work by 
complementing discourse analysis with social class analysis of different political constituencies, 
though this is not acknowledged in the methods section. There are, however, a few issues that could 
have further improved the thesis and strengthened its conclusions. 
First, the case selection would have needed to be defended better. The thesis offers to extend the 
analysis of the meritocratic cleavage to France, offering France as a ‘crucial case’. However, it is not 
at all clear what makes France a crucial case: a crucial case, methodologically, is the one that tests 
theory by being the least likely case for that theory to apply. Given the description of France’s deeply 
meritocratic system of selection into the political and the governing class, it appears indeed as the 
most likely case for the emergence of such a cleavage, and given its effectively majoritarian political 
system, it is also one where cleavage restructuration is likely to be more obvious in terms of party 
realignment. The lack of clear positioning of the case makes it more difficult to understand how far its 
conclusions extend: should we expect similar processes in other countries? Which ones? It is also a 
missed opportunity to add nuance to the debate on the meritocratic cleavage by explaining how the 
French case is different from others (US and UK) in which it has been studied before (does it organise 
different class constituencies, etc.). 
The second, more important issue for the internal logic of the thesis, is the content of the critical 



discourse analysis. The analysis is very inductive: groups of ideas/signifiers are extracted from the 
material and organised according to their referent (government, protesters) and type of division they 
represent (intellectual, political). This is a fair approach, but the bridge between this inductive 
primary analysis and the theoretical concept of meritocracy is extremely weak. Because the literature 
review does not offer a very systematic overview of how the meritocratic cleavage manifests itself in 
politics (and especially in discourse) it is hard to see how what we observe in this case is similar or 
different to it, and often difficult to understand how it is different from the discourse we could 
observe from any other government in this position. The features of denial of responsibility, 
patronizing, recognizing claims but denouncing violence and demonizing of protesters are, to the best 
of my knowledge, a repertoire shared by all governments assailed by protestors from De Gaulle’s in 
1968 to Putin’s in 2017. It may well be that there is something specific about the discourse of 
Macron’s government that reflects the assumption of meritocracy as the underlying organisational 
principle of politics, but the method used in this thesis does not unambiguously show it. If anything, I 
was surprised by how little invocation of technocracy and expertise there was to defend the 
government proposal on fuel taxes in the first place – the emphasis on merit and equality of 
opportunity is clearer in the general remarks about the plans for the country (p. 41-42) then in the 
direct response to the protests, where ‘connection’ and ‘legitimacy’ are insisted on more. This makes 
the overall conclusion about the meritocratic self-understanding of the government – or their specific 
treatment of protestors due to where they fall on the meritocratic cleavage – less compelling.  

 
3. CONCLUSIONS 
(persuasiveness, link between data and conclusions, achievement of research objectives): 

The conclusions of the thesis are overly plausible, but would have been more so if the above 
methodological issues were addressed. Overall, the thesis does show that the French ruling class 
believes in merit as the organising principle of society, but – as the thesis itself argues – this is hardly 
new. The thesis does not show that the other side (either the Yellow Vests or the challenger populist 
parties) do not believe in merit as the organising principle of society, nor do they necessarily believe 
that those ruling them are there because of merit (in the thesis it is explicitly highlighted that the elites 
are considered ‘corrupt’). Therefore, while belief in own merit can certainly explain the arrogance of 
the political elites, more work needs to be done to show that this is new, and that ‘merit’ or ‘cognitive 
ability’ and not simply income, is what underlies this clevage. That said, the thesis opens up a number 
of fascinating venues for further research, including comparisons of meritocratic discourses between 
countries and across time, treatment of different protest groups by the new elites (e.g. fuel tax protests 
vs. protests by students or teachers or health workers, who should be the bedrock of the ‘knowledge 
economy’) and more careful sociological analysis of the restructuring of alliances that drives the 
emergence of the new cleavage.   

 
4. FORMAL ASPECTS AND LANGUAGE 
(appropriate language, adherence to academic standards, citation style, layout): 

The thesis is generally well written and clearly outlined. Parts of ‘context’ should have been moved 
into the ‘method’ section to strengthen case selection, and some of it could have been shorter to allow 
for more discussion of the literature on cleavage restructuring. References are missing for tables on 
34-36. 

 
5. SUMMARY ASSESSMENT 
(strong and weak point of the dissertation, other issues) 

This is quite a promising thesis – ambitious, insightful, and a pleasure to read. More attention to 
theories of political cleavages and the case selection, and better connection between the 
theory/leading concepts and empirics would have made it more convincing, and allowed its 
contribution to stand out more clearly. Nevertheless, the thesis offers many promising leads into new 
research projects, and I hope the author will pursue them in the future. 
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