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The elites talk about the end of the world,  
when we talk about the end of the month. 

 
 

- Yellow vest protester referring to the planned rise in fuel taxes 
Le Monde, November 2018 
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Abstract 
	
The yellow vest movement emerged apparently out of the blue and took many by surprise. The aim 

of this thesis is to explore how social movement theory can contribute to explaining the emergence 

of the movement, focusing in particular on the potentially explanatory power of the context. The 

thesis investigates the following three questions: (a) why the movement emerged, (b) how the 

emergence was possible, and (c) why the grievances are expressed through a movement. Based on 

an analysis of various types of qualitative and quantitative data sources, the findings of the thesis 

suggest that following factors may contribute to explaining the emergence of the movement: (a) 

First, the emergence was triggered by President Macron’s announcement of a rise in fuel taxes, 

which tapped into a division in French society between centre and periphery, as well as French 

cultural values, due to its presumed skewed social impact. However, Macron’s policies, and the fuel 

tax in particular, may only have been “the last straw” for the large segment of the French 

population, which mobilized through the yellow vest movement, because this segment had already 

been suffering from increasingly precarious life situations for years and had already lost confidence 

in the capacity of the established, institutionalized system to defend their interests. (b) Second, the 

emergence of the movement may have been possible because the protesters exploited a range of 

favourable patterns in their context, in particular, the increasing illegitimacy of the system caused 

by declining levels of trust.  Furthermore, the yellow vest movement managed to create an inclusive 

identity, which appealed to a large segment of the French population. And last, but not least, social 

media provided a means for circumventing traditional intermediaries and, to a certain degree, the 

strong French state. (c) Finally, it appears that the role of social media, as well as declining levels of 

trust in the established system, may contribute to explain why the protesters circumvented 

traditional intermediaries and expressed their grievances through a movement.  

   In sum, the use of social movement theory for analysing the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement has entailed benefits as well as limitations. On the one hand, social movement theory has 

been useful for analysing the emergence of the yellow vest movement, because it provides 

frameworks for assessing different dimensions of a movement’s context as well as various 

hypotheses regarding movement emergence. However, social movement theory falls short in 

explaining the increasingly important role of social media for movement mobilization, as well as 

different traits particular to the French context, such as the geographical dimension of social 

cleavages, the relatively weak influence of labour unions in political decision-making process and 

the low levels of trust in the established system as a whole.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Across the world, the recent decade has seen various types of protests against the elite and the 

establishment. From the Brexit referendum to the election of Donald Trump as President of the 

United States, as well as the emergence of Occupy movements protesting against social and 

economic inequalities and a malfunctioning democracy in various countries. In November 2018 in 

France, the most widespread protest movement since 1968 emerged apparently out of the blue: the 

yellow vests. The movement took politicians and commentators by surprise due to its magnitude, 

form and duration. Furthermore, the social and political heterogeneity of the protesters as well as 

the lack of centralization and spokespeople, made it difficult for the press, the public and political 

leaders to grasp the movement and what it wanted (Bedock et al. 2019: 869; Shultziner & Kornblit 

2020: 538; Fassin & Defossez 2019). On the first day of protests, approximately 300.000 people 

wearing yellow vests participated in demonstrations across the country and since then, the 

movement managed to maintain protest activity for several weeks using two main tactics for 

demonstration: mass demonstrations each Saturday, particularly in Paris, knows as acts, and further, 

the occupation of road toll gates on highways and roundabouts in numerous cities across the 

country (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 539). Despite the escalation of violent confrontations with the 

police and acts of vandalism, the movement enjoyed public approval of 72 % on average during its 

first month (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 540). More specifically, the movement was formed rather 

spontaneously online after the 32-year-old self-employed Priscillia Ludosky, opened an online 

petition against President Macron’s announcement of a rise in fuel taxes, which was joined 

simultaneously by a Facebook page, with the title “angry france!!!” where the 33-year-old truck 

driver, Éric Drouet, posted self-made videos also protesting against the fuel tax (Bedock et al. 2019; 

Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 538). The movement has a decentralized structure without 

headquarters or spokespeople but rather, relies on communication through digital media, Facebook 

in particular, for organizing protests and discussing principles and demands, and further, the 

movement owe allegiance to neither political parties nor labour unions (Guilluy 2020: 9). Scholars 

and observers argue that the planned fuel tax rise was the catalyst of the yellow vest movement, 

since the tax was presumed as having a skewed social impact, affecting people living the peripheral 

areas of France most negatively. However, the claims of the movement rapidly expanded to include 

the resignation of Macron, enhanced purchasing power, improvement of public services and 

transformations of the representative democracy (Fassin & Defossez 2019). 
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   The emergence of the yellow vest movement is a puzzle in at least three ways. First of all, the 

yellow vest movement emerged in a context of economic growth and declining inequality rates, as 

measured according to the Gini coefficient. More specifically, in 2018 when the movement 

emerged, France was the sixth-largest economy in the world and the country was experiencing 

economic growth rates. Further, as measured in terms of distribution of income or consumptions, 

France has less economic inequality than for instance the United States, Canada and Britain, and 

furthermore, only Denmark, Belgium and Sweden spend a greater proportion of their economies on 

social welfare programs for working-age citizens (Goodman 2019). In addition to these numbers, 

measured in terms of the Gini coefficient, income inequality in France in fact surged between 2006 

and 2011, from 29.7 to 33.7, and since then even fell slightly, to 32.7 in 2015 (Jetten et al. 2020: 2). 

Thus, it appears contradictory that a protest against inequality emerges in this context. Secondly, the 

yellow vest movement emerged shortly after Macron had disrupted the traditional, established 

political system and circumvented the traditional political parties, through his election as President 

of France in May 2017, even, as the youngest president in French history. Thus, why does a protest 

against a malfunctioning democracy occur shortly after an apparent newcomer to politics manages 

to get elected without the aid of the traditional political parties? Finally, it is puzzling how the 

movement managed to mobilize such large and heterogeneous segments of the population and 

maintain high public approval rates despite acts of violence and vandalism. 

This thesis focuses on exploring the emergence of the yellow vest movement. More specifically, the 

scope of the thesis is to assess how various dimensions of the French context may contribute to 

explaining this puzzle. Social movement theory is used for analysing the yellow vest movement, 

since this theoretical field provides frameworks for assessing a range of different dimensions of a 

movement’s context, as well as various hypotheses regarding movement emergence. The analysis is 

based solely on secondary data, including studies and surveys of the movement as well as data 

about the French context. Throughout the analysis, the benefits and limitations of using social 

movement theory for exploring the emergence of the yellow vest movement is discussed.  

 

 

 

 



7 / 66 

1.1 Research Questions  

The overall purpose of this thesis is to critically explore how social movement theory can contribute 

to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement, focusing in particular on the potentially 

explanatory power of various elements of its context. In sum, the following research question will 

be investigated: 

	
1. How can social movement theory contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement in France? 
 

In particular, the following three aspects of the movement’s emergence are investigated:  

 

a) Why did the yellow vest movement emerge? 

b) How was the emergence of the yellow vest movement possible? 
c) Why are the grievances expressed through a social movement? 

1.2 Definition: Social Movement 

The most common definitions of social movements revolve around conflicts between challengers 

and power holders (Diani et al. 2003). For instance, McAdam et al. (1996) define social movements 

as ”a sustained interaction between mighty people and others lacking might: a continuing challenge 

to existing power holders in the name of a population whose interlocutors declare it to be unjustly 

suffering harm or threatened with such harm” (McAdam et al. 1996: 21). By the same token, Tilly 

(1994) specifies that social movements as a “sustained challenge to power holders in the name of a 

population living under the jurisdiction of those power holders by means of repeated public displays 

(…)” (Tilly 1994: 7). Indeed, the yellow vest movement is characterized as a struggle between 

challengers and power holders: the grievances of the yellow vest movement, which center on issues 

related to inequality and democracy, indeed is a protest against power holders, not only President 

Macron, but the whole elite and institutionalized system in France. Further, the yellow vest 

protesters declare that they are suffering harm, not only due to increasing inequality levels and the 

planned rise in fuel taxes, but also because they do not feel represented by the established political 

parties. Further, these grievances have been expressed through repeated public displays, more 

specifically, through mass demonstrations each Saturday occupation of road toll gates on highways 

and roundabouts (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 539). However, the yellow vest movement also 

differs from traditional social movements in various ways. First of all, the movement is horizontally 
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organized: it has neither organizing headquarters nor leaders or media spokespersons (Fassin & 

Defossez 2019; Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 538). Rather, the movement relies on digital platforms, 

particularly Facebook, for public engagement and mobilization (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 538). 

Second, the movement has no single watchword or program unifying the participants, and the 

protesters refuse to be associated with any political party (Fassin & Defossez 2019). Finally, rather 

than being a coordinated demonstration the movement is a spontaneous uprising consisting of 

improvised protests, which are chosen at the last minute via social media (Ibid).  

1.3 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured as follows. First, different theoretical frameworks and approaches, which 

could provide insights into the emergence of the yellow vest movement, will be discussed in a brief 

literature review. Then, the core theoretical framework is specified focusing on the three 

dimensions according to which the thesis is structured, more specifically, the social, political and 

cultural context. Second, the methodology and research design of the thesis is specified, including a 

consideration of the potential benefits and limitations it entails. Third, based on various secondary 

data and sources, the analysis assesses how social movement theory can contribute to explaining the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. More specifically, the analysis of the social context 

analyses how the class structure of French society can contribute to explaining the emergence of the 

movement. Then, the analysis of the political context assess how the institutionalized system, 

including the role of intermediaries, as well as dynamics within and between social classes in 

France can contribute to explaining the movement’s emergence. The analysis of the cultural context 

looks into the extent to which certain cultural opportunities can contribute to explaining the 

emergence of the movement as well as how the grievances of the movement were framed drawing 

on a specific cultural stock and why this framing successfully resonated with a large segment of the 

French population. In the discussion section, the implications of the research within the thesis are 

considered and further, the limitations of the research design of the thesis are discussed. Finally, the 

insights obtained from using social movement theory to analyse the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement are outlined in the conclusion. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This section outlines the theoretical considerations and foundations of this paper. First, in the 

literature review, different relevant theories for exploring social movement emergence are 

discussed. The remainder of the theory section specifies how social movement theory is applied in 

this paper. First, the theoretical considerations behind the structure of the thesis are outlined and the 

theoretical approach for exploring the emergence of the yellow vest movement applied in this paper 

is discussed. Finally, the three dimensions, according to which the thesis is structured, will be 

outlined focusing on how assumptions of social movement theory regarding movement emergence 

will be applied in this thesis. 

2.1 Literature Review 

This thesis explores the emergence of the yellow vest movement using social movement theory, 

however, different theoretical frameworks could have provided insights into other aspects of the 

movement, which are beyond the scope of this paper. This section outlines how the following three 

theoretical frameworks could contribute to the exploration of the yellow vest movement (1) theories 

of transnational advocacy networks, (2) comparative historical analysis and (3) discourse analysis. 

First, the emergence of the movement could have been assessed from an international perspective 

using the theoretical frameworks of transnational advocacy networks (Keck & Sikkink 1998). More 

specifically, this theoretical field focuses on how world politics in the twentieth century involves 

not only states, but also a range of non-state actors, such as movements, and the interactions 

between these various actors are structured in terms of transnational advocacy networks (Keck & 

Sikkink 1998: 1). Thus, this approach enables a bridging between “the increasingly artificial divide 

between international national realms” (Keck & Sikkink 1998: 3). Indeed, global parallels to the 

yellow vest movement can be drawn. In a study from 2020, Shultziner and Kornblit compare the 

yellow vest movement to other Occupy movements and find a range of similarities, including 

movement origins around suddenly revealed economic issues and relative deprivation and reliance 

on social media for organization (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 535). Fassin and Defossez 2019 draw 

parallels between the yellow vest movement and movements in Spain, Italy and Greece, which 

share traits with the yellow vest movement, such as anger at diminished purchasing power and at 

the malfunctioning representative democracy, as well as social and political heterogeneity of the 

protesters, and the absence of leaders and formal structures (Fassin and Defossez 2019). Second, the 

yellow vest movement could be explored in a historical perspective through a comparative 
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historical analysis focusing on the similarities and differences with earlier social movements in 

France. Overall, the aim of comparative historical analyses is to “develop, test, and refine causal, 

explanatory hypotheses about events or structures integral to macro-units such as nation-states” 

(Skocpol 1979: 70 as cited in Ritter 2014). Thus, within this approach there is a focus on 

identifying path dependence in order to uncover the link between cause and effect (Nagel 1961 as 

cited in Ritter 2014). Boyer et al. 2019 has assessed the yellow vest movement in a historical 

perspective and find that in many ways, the movement reproduces familiar historical patterns, for 

instance due to the grievances related to fiscal justice (Boyer et al. 2019). Finally, the yellow vest 

movement, and in particular communication within the movement, could be explored through 

discourse analysis. Discourse analyses focus on how ideas, culture and ideologues are used and 

interpreted and “spliced together with certain situations or empirical phenomena in order to 

construct particular patterns through which the world is understood, and which can be used to 

mobilize support of particular political goals” (Donati 1992: 137 as cited in Lindekilde 2014). 

Discourse analyses in social movement studies are mainly used to study how movement texts are 

composed as well as how movements may draw on existing discourses in order to communicate 

particular meanings (Lindekilde 2014). In this regard, an analysis of for instance the communication 

between yellow vest protesters online could have provided insights into the emergence and 

development of the movement.  

2.2 Social Movement Theory 

This section outlines the application of social movement theory of this paper. The first section 

outlines the theoretical considerations behind the structure of the thesis as well as the theoretical 

approach for exploring the emergence of the yellow vest movement of this paper. Then, the three 

dimensions, according to which the thesis is structured, are outlined and it is specified how 

assumptions from social movement theory regarding movement emergence are applied in this 

thesis. 

2.2.1 Theoretical Choices   
This section outlines the main choices regarding the use of social movement theory for exploring 

the emergence of the yellow vest movement. First, the considerations behind the structure of the 

thesis are outlined followed by a specification of the stance of this theory regarding the root cause 

of social movement emergence. 
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Structure of the thesis: the social, political and cultural context  

In the book, Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements, Doug McAdam, John D. McCarthy 

and Mayer N. Zald outline the synthesis among scholars in the field of social movement theory 

about the importance of the following three broad set of factors for analyzing social movements: the 

political opportunity structure, mobilizing structures and framing processes (McADam et al. 1996). 

According to McAdam et al. 1996, the interplay between these three dimensions can contribute to 

explaining the emergence and development of social movements. The scope of this paper, however, 

is to assess the potentially explanatory power of context in relation to the emergence of the yellow 

vest movement. Therefor, this paper will mainly look into the political opportunity structure, albeit 

the analysis also touches upon elements related to mobilizing structures and framing processes, 

which will be outlined below. More specifically, the concept of the political opportunity structure 

designates the contextual structure of opportunities and constraints for collective action, and the 

underlying assumption is that social movements are shaped by a broad set of political constraints 

and opportunities in their context (McAdam et al. 1996: 3). Along these lines, by Dieter Rucht 

argues that the emergence of movements cannot be seen independently from the context in which 

they emerge, and further, that the success of a movement depends on the extent to which it takes its 

context into consideration and identifies and exploits the patterns that could work in its favour and 

avoids those that could weaken it (Rucht 1996: 188-89). However, the concept of political 

opportunity structure has been criticized for lacking theoretical precision and consequently being in 

danger of “(…) becoming a sponge that soaks up virtually every aspect of the social movement 

environment (…)” (McAdam et al. 1996: 23). Instead, Dieter Rucht suggests that the opportunities 

and constraints in the context of a movement are analysed using the concept of context structure, 

which can be divided into three basic dimensions: a social, a political and a cultural context (Rucht 

1996: 188). This paper follows the suggestions by Rucht and consequently, the analysis of this 

paper is structured according to these three dimensions.  

   However, despite the structure of the paper, elements related to mobilizing structures and framing 

processes will also be touched upon. First, mobilizing structures signify the forms of organization 

that are available to insurgents, (McAdam et al. 1996: 3). These structures include agreed upon 

ways of engaging in collective action as well as everyday life micro-mobilization structural social 

location, which are not aimed at movement mobilization, but where mobilization nevertheless may 

be generated (McCarthy 1996: 141). The analyses of the social and political context of this paper 

touch briefly upon the milieus, where the yellow vest protesters were brought together. More 



12 / 66 

specifically, it appears that the bases for mobilization and social conflict are largely influenced by 

the various structural changes of modern societies in the wake of globalization, particularly in 

relation to the labour market, and that new means for mobilization have emerged in the digital 

world. However, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyse traditions and agreed upon ways of 

mobilizing and protesting in France. Second, framing processes signify collective processes of 

interpretation, attribution, and social construction of grievances, which mediate between 

opportunity and action (McAdam et al. 1996: 10). The analysis of the cultural context of this paper 

investigates the role of French culture and values for explaining the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement. Further, this analysis looks into how the grievances of the movement are framed. In 

sum, despite the structure and focus of this paper on the context of the yellow vest movement, 

elements related to mobilizing structures and framing processes will also be touched upon. 

 

Root cause of social movement emergence 
McAdam et al. 1996 outline the four different stances within the field of social movement theory on 

the root cause of social movement emergence: (1) strain and the shared ideas it gives rise to (the 

collective behaviour tradition), (2) distinctive material and ideological contradictions, which help 

mobilizing political constituencies around either nonmaterial or previously private issues (the new 

social movements tradition), (3) resources and formal organization (the resource mobilization 

tradition) and (4) expanding political opportunities (the political process model) (McAdam et al. 

1996: 7). This paper focuses on exploring how an analysis of the French context can provide 

insights into the emergence of the yellow vest movement. Thus, it is beyond the scope of this paper 

to identify the one single root case that can explain the emergence of the movement. Consequently, 

this paper investigates how assumptions from all of these four perspectives can contribute to 

explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement. More specifically, when exploring research 

question (a) regarding why the movement emerged, the paper looks into issues related to strain and 

the shared ideas it gives rise to, as well as material grievances and ideological contradictions, and 

further, when exploring research question (b) regarding how the emergence of the movement was 

possible, the paper assesses the role of political opportunities for the organization of the movement.  

2.2.2 Social Context 

According to social movement theory, the socioeconomic structure of a society influences the type 

of conflicts that develop in it (della Porta & Diani 2009: 35). Rucht argues that the social context of 

movements can be divided into two dimensions: (1) the overall social stratification or class 
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structure of a society and (2) the social milieus and networks, where potential activists are 

socialized in a similar way and brought together in “an issue-focused interaction” (Rucht in 

McAdam et al. 1996: 190). Along these lines, this paper will explore whether an analysis of the 

social context in France can contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement, 

including (a) why the movement emerged, (b) how the emergence of the movement was possible 

and (c) why the grievances are expressed through a social movement, and not for instance through a 

labour union. This section first outlines the Marxist conceptualization of class and the remainder of 

the section outlines how different structural changes of modern societies have contributed to the 

development of new conceptualizations and theoretical perspectives on classes and cleavages.  

 

Marxist Conceptualization of Classes 

From a Marxist perspective, class is conceptualized as a historical product of capitalist society; in 

other words, it refers to the working and the capitalist class (Della Porta & Diani 2009: 53). As 

argued by Katz 2009, Marx never offered a systematic analysis of the class concept: in one view, 

Marx defines class exclusively in structural terms focusing on the role played by objective 

conditions, by reference to the position of its members within the economy, and in another view, 

Marx incorporated cultural traditions and consciousness of class members into the definition of 

class, focusing on the role played by subjective experiences (Katz 2009: 50). Richard Schmitt as 

cited in Hudelseon 1989 argues that for Marx, classes ”come into being only when groups of people 

standing in certain common relations to the means of production develop political awareness and 

political organizations through a process of struggle with other developed or emerging classes” 

(Hudelson 1989: 746). The emergence of a class and class struggle requires that members of the 

working class develop class-consciousness (Hudelson 1989: 746). The analysis of the social context 

of the yellow vest movement will analyse the extent to which the assumptions of Marxist theory 

about class can contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement, particularly 

the concepts class consciousness and the relations with the means of production. 

 

Structural changes of modern societies: new classes, cleavages and conflicts? 
This section first outlines two types of changes, which appear to have affected the basis for social 

conflict in modern society in the wake of globalization: economic changes and the decreasing role 

of the state. Further, the implications of these changes for classes, cleavages and conflicts in 

modern society are outlined, more specifically, della Porta and Diani’s suggestion of a new 
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conceptualization and definition of class. Finally, the significance of material versus non-material 

conflicts in modern society is outlined. 

 

Structural changes and their implications for social conflict 

Della Porta and Diani 2009 argue that a range of structural changes has affected the characteristics 

of social conflict in modern societies, including economic changes and a changed role of the state 

(Della Porta & Diani 2009: 52). First, economic changes related to globalization have played 

against workers’ capacity to act as a class (Ibid: 35). These changes include the offshore production 

of industrial activities, increased unemployment levels in many countries, the greater frequency of 

job changes and changes in the productive sector. Manuel Castells has defined this process in which 

work gradually is losing its collective nature, as “individualization of labor” (Castells 1996: 265 in 

della Porta & Diani 2009). These transformations have contributed to a weakening of the labour 

movement as indicated by decline in unionization (Della Porta & Diani 2009: 40). Second, the 

changing role of the state influences collective action in at least two ways. First of all, in the shift 

from Keynesian-driven economic to neoliberal capitalism and the proliferation of international 

governmental and nongovernmental organizations in the wake of economic globalization has 

weakened the capacity of the nation-state to govern within its own borders. Della Porta & Diani 

argue that the international system based on the nation-state “seems to be mutating into a political 

system composed of overlapping multilevel authorities with low functional differentiation and scant 

democratic legitimacy” (della Porta & Diani 2009). Finally, the welfare state can facilitate or block 

the growth of certain social groups through its role in distributing resources. Two factors appear to 

have widened the potential for conflict in this regard: as the active role of the state in the 

distribution of resources has become increasingly evident, the opportunities for mobilization to 

protect ever more heterogeneous social groups and interests have also grown - and furthermore, the 

considerable fiscal redistribution has entailed conflicts related to welfare state. The analysis of the 

social context of the yellow vest movement will look in to extent to which these structural changes 

apply to the French context and whether they may contribute to explaining why the yellow vest 

movement emerged, including why the grievances are expressed through a social movement. 

 

Classes and Cleavages as a Politicized Interests 

Based on the different structural changes of modern societies, della Porta and Diani 2009 argue that 

when analysing collective action in modern societies, the definition of class should be informed by 
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the fact there the link between the structural position of individuals and collective action is not 

clear-cut. More specifically, when dealing with understanding collective action, the definition of 

class according to positions of people in the system of social stratification, the resources people 

control, the prestige they enjoy, and their social opportunities is not necessarily an appropriate 

strategy. Rather, della Porta suggest, struggles between social groups, are in fact politicized 

interests. It should be noted that the concept of cleavages is often used to designate  “the basic lines 

of societal conflicts” (Knill & Tosun 2003; Kriesi 1996: 13-14). Based on these perceptions, della 

Porta and Diani argue that “class exists only in circumstances where people mutually recognize and 

are recognized as part of a distinctive social group, if specific interests and solidarity between the 

occupants of particular social positions have been identified, and if, on this basis, specific forms of 

collective action are to be promoted” (Thompson 1963; Tilly 1978; Touraine 1981; Fantasia 1988; 

Urry 1995 in della Porta & Diani 2009: 58). More specifically, classes signify “collective actors 

with a specific identity and self-awareness (…) linked to other social groups by relationships of a 

cooperative or conflicting nature” (Thompson 1963; Tilly 1978; Touraine 1981; Fantasia 1988; 

Urry 1995 as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 58). Thus, according to this perspective, structural 

changes only provide a basis for the development of new political identities, and new criteria for the 

organization of conflict, in cases where these are the object of explicit political action (Bartolini and 

Mair 1990; Kriesi et al. 1995 as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 58). The analysis of the social 

context in France will look into the extent to which the yellow vest protesters belong to a particular 

class in French society in order to gain an insight into why the yellow vest movement emerged.  

 

Post-material and material conflicts 

In recent years new social movements, such as the ecology movement, have occurred which seem 

to represent an innovation, because they do not have a specific social base. Further, the structural 

changes outlined above also appear to have transformed the characteristics of social conflict in 

modern societies. Based on these developments, there is a debate among scholars about the 

persistence of “class as a factor shaping conventional political behavior, and in particular, electoral 

participation” (della Porta & Diani 2009). The remainder of this section first outlines the argument 

that central conflicts in modern societies are linked to symbolic, rather than material resources, and 

the last section outlines how scholars argue that material conflicts still are present. 

 

Post-material conflicts 
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Alain Touraine argues that the central conflicts in postindustrial society are no longer linked to 

industrial production, but rather, between groups with opposing visions concerning the use and 

allocation of cognitive and symbolic resources. From this perspective, classes should be 

conceptualized as “(…) groups with opposing visions concerning the use and allocation of cognitive 

and symbolic resources” and class action as “the behavior of an actor guided by cultural 

orientations and set within social relations defined by an unequal connection with the social control 

of these orientations” (Touraine 1981: 61 as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 54). In this view, 

contemporary social conflict is related to the “production and circulation of information; social 

conditions for production and the use of scientific knowledge; and the creation of symbols and 

cultural models concerned with the definition of individual and collective identities” (Touraine 

1981; Lash and Urry 1987; Melucci 1989, 1996; Eder 1993 as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 

53). Thus, social movements struggle to influence the cultural sphere and defend the “autonomy of 

civil society from the attempts of public and private technocratic groups to extend their control over 

ever-widening areas of social life”. 

   Scholars argue that social change has created a new class: the new-middle class, which is “is 

constituted from sectors of the population that tend to be employed in the service sector: they are 

highly educated, yet are not comparable with managers or traditional professionals” (della Porta & 

Diani 2009). Based on the existence of a certain structural base, this new middle class has a 

tendency to engage in non-material types of conflicts. However, this perspective has been criticized 

on different grounds. Namely, others argue, the high level of involvement of members of the new 

middle-class members, rather than being based on certain structural grounds, rather is due to the 

fact that the rise of conflicts of a non-material kind, which are characterized by a high level of 

involvement of new middle-class members, is rather a result of their particular professional position 

and of the intellectual resources which they control”. Thus, rather than being based on peculiar class 

dynamics, the participation of middle class members in non-material issues might well be related to 

other factors, such as education and other types of individual resources and competences, which are 

spent in various types of political action (Ibid: 56). Consequently, in relation the analysis of social 

movements, classes should not be assessed as aggregates of the resources, prestige or social 

opportunities of groups. 

 

Material conflicts 
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The notion of the new middle class has been criticized for lack of evidence that the material and 

redistributive dimension has lost its significance in contemporary conflicts: for instance, in a recent 

wave of protests against neoliberal globalization, social justice and material conditions have been 

central issues (Brooks and Manza 1994: 562–3 as cited in Della Porta & Diani 2009: 51). Thus, it is 

argued that the  “attack on the welfare state by dominant neoliberal and free-market economic 

policies has produced the return of protest on “materialistic” issues of social justice”. Thus, it 

appears that conflicts on issues related material and redistributive aspects have not lost significance 

in contemporary society. In fact, scholars even argue that the principal social cleavage in modern 

societies “relates to the procurement of the means of survival either in the private market or through 

public intervention” (Saunders 1987, quoted in Crompton 1993: 103–4; as cited in della Porta & 

Diani 2009: 45). In this perspective, the increasingly active role of the state in distributing resources 

has multiplied the number of social actors whose existence and opportunities seem to be linked at 

least partially to political decision-making mechanism (della Porta & Diani 2009: 46, 49). The 

analysis of the social context of this paper will investigate the extent to which the conflict of the 

yellow vest movement is grounded in material or post-material issues. Further, the analysis will 

look into the extent to which the grievances are related to the socioeconomic position of the yellow 

vests.   

2.2.3 Political Context 
This section outlines the different concepts from social movement theory, which will be used in this 

paper to analyse the political context in France with the aim of gaining an insight into the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. The analysis of the political context in this paper has three 

agendas. First of all, this analysis will look into (a) why the yellow vest movement emerged, 

focusing on grievances related to the political system, (b) how the emergence of the movement was 

possible focusing in particular on the extent to which the institutionalized political system in France 

had been rendered vulnerable to challenge and finally, (a) why the grievances are expressed through 

a social movement, in other words, the extent to which the institutionalized system in France can 

contribute to explaining why the grievances were expressed through the form of a social movement 

and not, for instance, through a political party or a union. Second, it will analysed  

 

Four dimensions in the political context for explaining the emergence of a social movement 

Scholars have interpreted the concept of political opportunities in various ways and consequently, 

various different aspects of the political context have been argued to be useful for explaining the 
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emergence of a social movement (della Porta & Diani 2009: 196). In order to bring more clarity of 

the concept, McAdam et al. 1996 synthesizes the approaches of four different scholars (Brockett, 

Kries et al., Rucht and Tarrow), which results in the following consensual list of four dimensions of 

political opportunity: (1) the relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system, 

(2) the presence or absence of elite allies, (3) the stability or instability of that broad set of elite 

alignments that typically undergird a polity and, (4) the state's capacity and propensity for 

repression. Along these lines, the analysis of the political context in which the yellow vest 

movement is embedded will be structured according to these four dimensions (McAdam et al. 1996: 

26-27). 

 

Openness or closure of the institutionalized political system 

A system is considered more open, the more political decisions are dispersed (della Porta & Diani 

2009: 202). Thus, in systems where citizens have a possibility of intervening with the legislature 

and executive independently of intermediaries, such as political parties and interest groups, the 

system is considered more open (Ibid: 204). Further, a political system is considered more open, the 

greater the degree of power passed from the national government to the regions, and the larger the 

number of point of access to the political system (Ibid: 203). Further, in these systems movements 

have a higher possibility for gaining access to the decision-making process (Ibid: 203). Della Porta 

& Diani 2009 argue that the neoliberal shift of the 1990s, including the privatization of public 

services and deregulation of the labour market, has "limited the possibilities for citizens and 

workers to exert pressure via political channels (Ibid: 204). Along these lines, this paper will look 

into the extent to which the degree of openness of the French political system can contribute to 

explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement.  

 

Presence or absence of elite allies 

The presence of powerful allies influences the emergence of protests and is generally considered as 

facilitating the success of social movements (della Porta & Diani 2009: 218; 222). Namely, 

challengers are encouraged to take collective action “when they have allies who can act as (…) as 

guarantors against repression, or as acceptable negotiators on their behalf” (Tarrow 1994: 166). The 

alliance structure of social movements consists of the political actors who support the movement, 

including labour unions and political parties (della Porta & Diani 2009: 208; 210). First, trade 

unions have often been an important ally for emerging actors, since they can increase the 
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mobilization capacities of movements (Ibid: 208; 212). Furthermore, the greater the closure of the 

institutional system, the more important is the presence of allies for movements to gain access to 

decision-making processes (Ibid: 211; 212). Second, movements often become related with a 

specific political party or party family (Ibid: 213). For instance, the labour movement rise from, or 

gave birth to socialist parties and ecologists tend to vote for green parties  (Ibid: 213). However, the 

decline of mass parties, and thereby party activism, has "challenged the potential alliances between 

parties and social movements (Ibid: 222). According to dela Porta et al., there is a tendency of 

social movements to form alliances with the left part of the political spectrum, which has increased 

the mobilization capacities (della Porta & Diani 2009). Further, it has been argued that there is a 

positive relationship between placing oneself on the left and a willingness to use protest (Wallace 

and Jenkins 1995: 126  as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 217). Along these lines, the analysis 

will look into the extent to which the presence of powerful allies can contribute to explaining that 

the emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible.  

 

Stability or instability of elite alignments that undergird the polity 

Contrary to the assumptions behind the two dimensions outlined above, della Porta and Diani 2009 

argue that institutional assets are not quite useful for explaining the emergence of movements, at 

least beyond a certain level of democratic development, because aspect that tends to remain 

constant cannot help explain the emergence of protest (della Porta & Diani 2009: 205, 208). Rather, 

movements appear to be more sensitive to contingent circumstances than to structural variables  

(Ibid: 205). Thus, according to this perspective, "the existence of protests cannot be easily 

explained by institutional variables such as the degree of functional or territorial distribution of 

power" (Waalgrave and Rucht forthcoming; della Porta 2004d and 2005a in della Porta & Diani 

2009: 205). Rather, political instability can contribute to explaining the emergence of movements, 

since such instability favours protests (della Porta & Diani 2009: 2015). Tarrow 1994 argues that 

conflicts and divisions within the elite can contribute to the outbreak of contention by providing 

"incentives to resource-poor groups to take the risks of collective action" and further, it can 

"encourage portions of the elite that are out of power to seize the role of tribunes of the people" and 

thereby bring resources to emerging movements (Tarrow 1994: 166). Further, Tarrow 1994 argues, 

electoral realignments can contribute to opening opportunities, more specifically, the uncertainty 

among the electorate created by new coalitions encourage challengers “to try to exercise marginal 

power (Ibid: 165). Along these lines, the analysis of this paper will look into the extent to which 
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political instability and divisions within the elite in France can contribute to explaining how the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible. 

 

The state’s capacity and propensity for repression  

Changes in repressive capabilities of the state influence the emergence of social movements (della 

Porta & Diani 2009: 199). For instance, the inability to maintain social control, which may be 

caused by a political crisis, can weaken the state control and repressive power and thereby lead to 

revolution (della Porta & Diani 2009: 199, 200). Tarrow 1994 argues that the strength of the control 

of contention vary in different historical periods. Namely, the state strength is influenced by 

changes such as elections, party realignments and shifts in public opinion (Tarrow 1994: 178). In 

this regard, a strong state may become weak when the majority becomes divided or opposition 

grows (Ibid: 178). Finally, della Porta and Diani argue that strong repression is more likely to be 

successful before a cycle of protests has been initiated, thus before solidarities and identities around 

a movement are strong enough (della Porta & Diani 2009: 200). Once protests have been initiated 

intensified tough policing techniques tend to encourage more radical fringes of protest (Ibid). Along 

these lines, the analysis of this paper will look into the extent to which the electoral realignment, 

which followed from the election of President Macron in 2017 weakened the repressive capabilities 

of the state and thereby created a political opportunity for the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement. 

 

The relationship between state structure and the form of a movement 
As mentioned in the introduction to this section, the analysis of the political context will look into 

why the grievances were expressed through a social movement. One of the research agendas in the 

field of social movement theory is indeed the “assessment of the effect of both state structures and 

national "organizational cultures" on the form that movements take in a given country, such as the 

likely institutional locations of mobilization and the role of the political system in structuring the 

organizational profile of the movement (McAdam et al. 1996: 4, 18). However, della Porta and 

Diani 2009 argue that “rather than positing a rigid relationship between the form that social 
movement activists give to their organizations, and the traits of the institutional system in which 

they operate, it is wiser to recognize that multiple organizational forms may be accommodated 

within the same system” (Della Porta & Diani 2009: 153). For instance, “a repressive, centralized 

state may well produce well-organized movements with solid alliances between different 
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organizations and movements (Rootes 1997 & McCarthy and Zald 1987 as cited in Della Porta & 

Diani 2009: 153). The analysis of the political context in France will look into the extent to which 

the four dimensions outlined above can contribute to explaining why the grievances of the yellow 

vest movement were expressed through the form of the yellow vest movement. 

2.2.4 Cultural Context  
Culture has become an increasingly important dimension for scholars analysing the emergence and 

development of collective action (Zald 1996: 266). Overall, the cultural context refers to the “the 

attitudes and behaviours of individuals who may (or may not) provide support such as money, 

organizational help, or participation in protest events” (Rucht 1996: 190). Culture influences 

collective action in at least two ways: (1) by providing the ultimate values and images of what is an 

injustice toward which action is oriented and (2) by shaping a tool kit of habits, skills and styles 

from which people construct strategies of action (Swidler 1986 as cited in Della Porta & Diani 

2009: 273). This thesis investigating how the former can contribute to explaining the emergence of 

the yellow vest movement, whereas the latter is beyond the scope of this paper albeit the interesting 

insights it could have provided into the emergence of the yellow vest movement. More specifically, 

the analysis of the cultural context looks into (a) how French cultural values can contribute to 

explaining why a large segment of the French population regards inequality as problematic, (b) how 

the emergence of the movement was possible, focusing on the extent to which the large support for 

the movement’s ideas, grievances and their framing can be explained cultural elements and, finally 

(c) why the grievances are expressed through a social movement, focusing on how this form may 

have been perceived as the most apt for the movement’s purposes. 

 

Cultural opportunities 

According to social movement theory, movement emergence often occurs in the wake of certain 

cultural contradictions, in other words, situations in which “two or more cultural themes that are 

potentially contradictory are brought into active contradiction by the force of events, or when the 

realities of behavior are seen to be substantially different than the ideological justifications for the 

movement” (Zald 1996: 269).  According to McAdam et al. 1996, four general types of expanding 

cultural opportunities appear to increase the likelihood of movement activity: (1) the dramatization 

of a glaring contradiction between a highly salient cultural value and conventional social practices, 

(2), "suddenly imposed grievances," (3) dramatizations of a system's vulnerability or illegitimacy 

and (4) the availability of an innovative "master frame" within which subsequent challengers can 
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map their own grievances and demands (McAdam et al. 1996). Along these lines, the analysis of the 

cultural context of the yellow vest movement assesses the extent to which particular cultural 

contradictions or cultural opportunities can contribute to explaining the emergence of the 

movement.   

 

Framing processes 

As argued by Zald, cultural contradictions only lead to collective action, when they are defined in 

an active process of cultural and movement construction” (Zald 1996: 269). In other words, 

opportunities and changes need framing in order to be acted upon. More specifically Zald define 

frames as “the specific metaphors, symbolic representations, and cognitive cues used to render or 

cast behavior and events in an evaluative mode and to suggest alternative modes of action” (Zald 

1996: 262). Consequently, frame analysis looks into the “(…) process of the attribution of 

meaning which lies behind the explosion of any conflict” (della Porta & Diani 2009: 74). Thus, in 

the words of della Porta and Diani 2009, framing provides “a key to make sense of the world” 

(Ibid: 79). It is important to note that it is rarely possible to speak of “the movement framing,” 

since the degree to which frames within a movement are unified and consensual is variable; rather, 

it is “more useful to think of framing as an internal process of contention within movements with 

different actors taking different positions” (Zald in McAdam et al. 1996: 283). Snow and Benford 

1988 argue that framing processes often entail three steps: (1) a diagnostic step, where certain 

occurrences are recognized as social problems, (2) a prognostic step, corresponding to the possible 

strategies which could resolve this and (3) a motivational step, corresponding to the motivations 

for acting on this knowledge (Snow and Benford 1988 in Della Porta & Diani 2009: 74). Equally, 

this paper will look into the framing process of the yellow vest movement in order to assess how 

the movement, specifically, looking into these three steps.  

   In the process of defining and framing an opportunity or an injustice, social movements draw on 

the cultural stock, in other words, the larger societal definitions of relationships of rights and 

responsibilities, in order to “highlight what is wrong with the current social order, and to suggest 

directions for change” (McAdam et al. 1996: 266). In other words, the frames of social 

movements “are often elaborated in reference to elements, which form part of the institutionalized 

culture of a given people (della Porta & Diani 2009: 84). At the same time, collective action is “a 

creative manipulation of new symbols and a reaffirmation of tradition, a confirmation of the 

fundamental continuity of values and historic memories, which have (…) been neglected or 
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forgotten” (Ibid: 84-85). Equally, this paper will investigate the extent to which the yellow vest 

movement drew on the cultural stock in the framing of their grievances and whether this can 

contribute to explaining the emergence of the movement. 

 

Frame resonance 
The support for a social movement will mainly depend on how resonant a movement's issues and 

demands are with the experiences and interests of larger sections of the population (Rucht 1996: 

190; della Porta & Diani 2009). More specifically, the resonance of a frame depends on its 

credibility, both in terms of its content and its sources, as well as its salience, in other words, the 

extent to which the frame touches “upon meaningful and important aspects of people’s lives (…)” 

(Benford and Snow 2000: 619 as cited in della Porta & Diani 2009: 81). The resonance of a frame 

is largely related to cultural elements, since frames are “a function of the distribution of cultural 

patterns among certain groups in the population and the framing of the problems at stake” (della 

Porta & Diani 2009). Della Porta & Diani 2009 suggest that in the empirical analysis of a given 

movement frame should look into the extent to which central values (e.g., leftist versus rightist; 

materialist versus postmaterialist; individualistic versus collectivistic) resonate with the values 

promoted by the movement in both public discourse and individual attitudes (della Porta & Diani 

2009).  

   Frame alignment can contribute to enhancing the resonance of a frame. More specifically, della 

Porta & Diani 2009 argue that frame alignment between movement activists and populations they 

intend to mobilize is in fact a basic precondition for a successful frame to emerge (della Porta & 

Diani 2009: 82). In other words, collective action becomes possible when “mobilizing messages are 

integrated with some cultural component from the population to which they are addressed” (Della 

Porta & Diani 2009: 82). Thus, “frame alignment broadly relies on a dynamic relationship between 

the development of a movement and the cultural heritage of both the country in which it operates 

and its institutions. (della Porta & Diani 2009: 83). “First, movements make reference to cultural 

currents which, while well rooted in a given country, are somehow overshadowed and second, 

emerging movements draw on their own traditional heritage and on that of the broader oppositional 

movements in a given country, presenting them, however, from a new perspective (Alberoni 1984 

in della Porta & Diani 2009: 83). Equally, the analysis of the cultural context of this paper will look 

into the extent to which the resonance of the framing of the yellow vest movement’s grievances can 

be ascribed to a successful frame alignment. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This section outlines the research design and methodological approach of this study. First, the case 

study design and data collection method is outlined followed by a specification of the implications 

of the philosophy of science underlying this study. Then, theoretical considerations about the 

approach of thesis are specified. 

	

3.1 Research Design  

This section outlines how this study is organized and conducted, particularly, different 

considerations regarding the case selection as well as how data is selected and analysed. 

	

Case Study Design 

Case study research is concerned with the complexity and nature of a particular case (Bryman 2015: 

60). More specifically, Gerring defines a case study as "an intensive study of a single unit for the 

purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units" (Gerring 2004: 342). In this regard, a unit 

connotes "a spatially bounded phenomenon (…) observed at a single point in time or over some 

delimited period of time" (Gerring 2004: 342). This thesis looks into the global tendency of anti-

establishment protests, which have characterized the recent decade, focusing specifically on the 

case of the yellow vest movement in France. Thus, the analysis of the yellow vest movement may 

provide insights into why protests against the establishment occur in apparently wealthy and 

democratic Western countries. However, the particular traits of the French context must be taken 

into account in a comparison of the yellow vest movement to for instance Occupy movements in 

other countries.  Further, case studies tend emphasize the setting of the case in question and analyse 

the dimensions of the context, which are presumed to influence the case (Bryman 2015: 60; Launsø 

et al. 2011). Equally, the analysis of the yellow vest movement focuses on identifying the 

dimensions of French context, in which the movement is embedded, which may contribute to 

explaining the emergence of the movement. As argued by Launsø et al. 2011, complex problems, 

which are not sought to be specified with a few variables, but rather, refer to themes of complex and 

contextual kind, point to case studies (Launsø et al. 2011). Along these lines this thesis assess a 

range of different variables in the social, political and cultural context, from the class structure of 

French society to the institutionalized political system and cultural values, which may contribute to 

explaining the emergence of the movement. Finally, the case study approach is apt for capturing 
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social processes and for respecting the complexity in social systems and their relationships and 

dependence of the context, as well as the difficulty in relating inputs and outputs definitively since 

the method it is based on an in-depth understanding obtained through thorough description, analysis 

and interpretation (Launsø et al. 2011). Equally, this thesis recognizes that despite thorough 

analyses of the case in question, it will be difficult to definitively establish why the yellow vest 

movement emerged and how it was possible. The case study design, however, entails certain 

limitations. More specifically, scholars have argued that the case study entails a larger risk of being 

influenced by the subjective estimations and opinions of the researcher than other qualitative 

methods (Flyvbjerg 2015: 512). However, Flyvbjerg argues that contrary to these perceptions, that 

in research based on case studies, researchers often find that their preconceived notions, perceptions 

and expectations were woring and that the case study forced them to revise their perceptions 

(Flyvbjerg 2015: 513). Thus, Flyvbjerg argues that case studies are characterized by falsification 

rather than verification and further, that the risk of subjectivism is common to all methods 

(Flyvbjerg 2015: 513).   

		
Secondary Data 
The analysis of this thesis is based solely on secondary data material, i.e. information which was not 

collected by this author; from analyses and surveys regarding the yellow vest movement as well as 

data on the context, in which the movement emerged, to Government statistics on inequality levels, 

voting patterns and perceptions democracy. Since the aim of the paper is to analyse the role of the 

context for explaining the emergence of the movement, the thesis uses data from the years 2017 and 

2018, where it was possible, in order to gain an insight into the particular circumstances under 

which the movement emerged. Overall, the use of secondary data is a strategy, which has both 

benefits and limitations. One the one hand, the use of secondary data entails limitations related to 

the fact that this creates difficulties assessing the reliability of studies and their conclusions. Mores 

specifically, it is a clear limitation of this study that it is does not include first-hand information 

about the movement, such as online communication between protesters, but rather is based solely 

on data, observations, hypotheses, conclusions and analyses, which have been sampled and 

conducted by the Government, researchers, scholars, journalists etc. Finally, the reuse of qualitative 

data may be hindered by the secondary analyst's lack of insider understanding of the social context 

within which the data were produced (Bryman 2015: 594). Indeed, it could have been interesting to 

have collected data in France about the yellow vest movement and its context, for instance through 

interviews with protesters or by participating in protest events or meetings.  In fact, a growing 
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number of movement scholars use participant observation in order to gain insights into mobilization 

processes as they take place, and thereby understand activism from within (della Porta 2014). 

However, the current COVID-19 situation has hindered this strategy. On the other hand, however, 

the use of secondary data entails various benefits. First of all, the reuse of data offers rich 

possibilities for new interpretations (Bryman 2015: 594). Further, the data method of this study 

enables a comparison of various types of data, analysis and hypotheses regarding the yellow vest 

movement and its context, which may provide insights into both similarities and patterns as well as 

well as the aspects of the movement, where scholars disagree. It should be noted, however, that the 

amount of data and analyses about the yellow vest movement is relatively scarce, since the 

movement emerged only a few years ago. 

 
Mixed Methods 

As outlined above, this analysis of this thesis is based on a variety of different sources, from 

statistical data regarding the French context to qualitative analyses of the movement. In other 

words, this study uses mixed methods. This approach is very much in line with research on social 

movements. More specifically, della Porta stresses that methodological pluralism seems to 

dominate the field of social movement research, in which prominent social movement scholars have 

promoted this method, in which multiple methods, data sources, theories, and/or observations are 

combined (della Porta 2014: chapter 1). The main idea behind this approach is to enable scholars to 

better overcome “the biases inherent in studies that employ a single method, theory, data source or 

observer,” rather, through the use of triangulation the analyst can paint “a more holistic picture of 

the complex phenomena that social movement scholars study” (Ibid). In the analysis of this thesis, 

the combination of qualitative data and quantitative data contributes to a more complex analysis. 

For instance, this thesis assesses the relationships between objective inequality levels and 

perceptions of inequality, as well as abstention levels and perceptions of democracy.  

3.2 Critical Realist Philosophy of Science 

The underlying approach of this study is critical realism. The notion, which originally was 

introduced by Bhaskar, takes the view that the "social world is reproduced and transformed in daily 

life" (Bhaskar 1989: 4 as cited in Bryman 2016: 624). More specifically this perceptive recognizes 

that "an entity can exist independently of our knowledge of it, while also asserting that access to the 

social world is always mediated and thus subjective" (Bryman 2015: 624). Thus, the main task for 

research in this tradition is to construct hypotheses and seek out their effects (Ibid). Equally, the aim 
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of this thesis is not to identity the single root cause or strongest variable, which can explain the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. Rather, the hypothesis underlying the thesis is that an 

analysis focusing on the context in which the yellow vest movement is embedded can contribute to 

explaining why the yellow vest movement emerged and how it was possible. Further, Buch-Hansen 

et al. 2012 stresses how critical realism focuses on the interaction between actors and structures, 

more specifically, the cycle in which structures enable and constrain social activities, and in turn, 

how these structures are products of social activities (Buch-Hansen et al. 2012). Equally, this thesis 

focuses on the interactions between the yellow vest movement and its context, more specifically, 

how the context entails opportunities and constraints for movement emergence and at the same 

time, how the success of a movement may depend on the extent to which it manages to avoid the 

patterns in the context that could weaken it and exploit those that could work in its favour.  

	

3.3 Theoretical Framing 

This section outlines the implications of the form of inference of this thesis, namely abduction. 

Further, it will be outlined how social movement theory is applied to analyse the social, political 

and cultural context of the yellow vest movement. 

	
Abductive inference 
The research approach of this thesis is based on abductive inference, which entails concluding from 

an observed phenomenon to the best possible explanation (Wad 2015: 383). In other words, the 

most probable conclusion is made based on the information that is known (Brinkmann 2015: 86). 

Often, abduction is used in relation to interpretation and explanation of an anomaly, for instance an 

empirical phenomenon, which contradicts theory  (Wad 2015: 368). Along these lines, this thesis 

does not claim to find the definite answers, which can explain the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement. Rather, the conclusions of this paper only suggest the most possible explanation for the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement based on the collected data and information about the 

movement and its context analysed in this thesis. In other words, the intention of this study is 

neither to test the adequacy of social movement theory nor to build on it. Rather, the aim is to use 

social movement theory as a means for structuring the analysis of the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement, more specifically, the various elements, which may have facilitated or contributed to the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. This approach is in line with most research in the field of 

social movements, which has ”combined some scepticism about the capacity to discover general 
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laws with a desire to go beyond a-theoretical case studies” (della Porta 2014). Rather, dela Porta 

2014 suggests, in social sciences it should be assumed that “there never can be one hegemonic 

approach and set of standards (…) the social world is to be understood in multiple ways, each of 

which may be valid for specific purposes (…)” (Ibid). This approach entails both possibilities and 

limitations. On the one hand, it is a useful way of creating an overview of various elements, which 

may influence the emergence of a movement. However, when the theory is guiding the analysis, as 

it is the case in this thesis, there is a risk of blind spots, in other words, that the research becomes 

blind to aspects of the particular case, which the theory does not take into account. Particularly in 

this case, attention is payed to the possible limitations of using social movement theory to analyse a 

French context, because there may be elements of the particular French society and culture, which 

social movement theory is unable to capture. 

	

Linking research questions, theory and analysis 
As outlined in the theory section, this paper is structured according to three dimensions of social 

movement theory: the social, political and cultural context, and focuses on the aspects of these 

dimensions, which can contribute to explaining movement emergence.  

 

The social context 

First, in the analysis of the social context of the yellow vest movement, the extent to which the class 

structure and available milieus for mobilization can contribute to explaining the emergence of the 

yellow vest movement, more specifically, (a) why the movement emerged, focusing on the extent to 

which the grievances of the movement are related to the social stratification of French society, (b) 

how the emergence of the movement was possible, focusing on the extent to which concepts of 

solidarity, identity and class-consciousness can provide insights into this aspect and (c) why the 

grievances are expressed through a social movement, and not for instance through a labour union. 

 

The political context 

Second, the analysis of the political context will look into (a) why the yellow vest movement 

emerged, focusing on how the grievances of the movement are related to the functioning of the 

institutionalized political system, (b) how the emergence of the movement was possible, focusing 

on the extent to which expanding political opportunities were exploited by the vests, in particular, 

the presence of allies to the movement, divisions within the elite, or a weakened capacity of the 
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state to maintain social control, and finally, (c) why the grievances of the vests are expressed 

through a social movement, focusing on whether perceptions of the functioning of democracy as 

well as the possibilities for new political parties to gain access to the political system in France. 

 

The cultural context 

Finally, the analysis of the cultural context focuses on identifying (a) how French cultural values 

can contribute to explaining why a large segment of the French population regards inequality as 

problematic, and consequently, why the movement emerged, (b) how the emergence of the 

movement was possible, focusing on the extent to which the large support for the movement’s 

ideas, grievances and their framing can be explained through the concept of frame resonance and 

finally (c) why the grievances are expressed through a social movement focusing on how this form 

may have been perceived as the most apt for the purposes of the movement. 
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4. ANALYSIS 

This analysis explores how social movement theory can contribute to explaining the emergence of 

the yellow vest movement, more specifically: (1) why the movement emerged, (2) how the 

emergence was possible and (3) why the grievances are expressed through a social movement. The 

analysis is divided into three parts: the social context, the political context and the cultural context. 

Finally, in the discussion section, the implications of the research of the thesis are considered and 

further, the limitations of social movement theory for explaining the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement are discussed. 

	

4.1 Social Context 

The section looks into the extent to which the social context in France, particularly the class 

structure and the available milieus for mobilization, can contribute to explaining the emergence of 

the yellow vest movement, more specifically the analysis investigates (1) why the movement 

emerged, focusing on the extent to which the grievances of the movement are related to the social 

stratification of French society, (2) why the grievances are expressed through a social movement, 

and not for instance through a union and (3) how the emergence of the movement was possible. The 

analysis of the social context is structured as follows. The first section looks into the extent to 

which the yellow vest protesters can be defined as belonging to a particular class according to the 

definition of class proposed by della Porta & Diani 2009, with the aim of assessing whether the 

yellow vest movement emerged due to a class conflict. Second, the extent to which the yellow vest 

movement is prompted by class-consciousness, including whether this may contribute to explaining 

the emergence of the movement, will be discussed. Finally, the strengths and limitations of the 

analysis of the social context using social movement theory to explain the emergence of the yellow 

vest movement will be discussed.   

4.1.1 A Class Conflict? 
Contrary to the Marxist conceptualization of class, the yellow vest protesters are neither united 

according to their relations to the means of production nor by shared workplace experiences: the 

movement is composed of people with various professional backgrounds, including industrial 

workers, office workers, small business owners, farmers, young people, middle-aged members of 

the labor force, retired people as well as unemployed (Bantigny 2019; Laferté & Paugam 2018; 

Guilluy 2020: 6). However, as argued by della Porta and Diani 2009, the structural position of 
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individuals and collective action is not clear-cut in modern societies. Rather, in order to understand 

collective action, class should be assessed as a politicized interest. The remainder of the analysis of 

the social context focuses on the extent to which the yellow vest movement can be conceptualized 

as a class, and thus whether the yellow vest movement is a class conflict, according to the definition 

by della Porta and Diani 2009, which was outlined in the theory section. More specifically, the first 

section will analyze the extent to which the yellow vest protesters mutually recognize and are 

recognized as part of a distinctive social group and whether this group is linked to other social 

groups by relationships of a cooperative or conflicting nature. The second section will analyze 

whether the yellow vest protesters share a certain identity, self-awareness and solidarity. The third 

section will look into the extent to which specific interests have been identified, including whether 

these interests and grievances are material or post-material.  

 

The higher France and the lower France 

Despite its deviances from Marxist theory, several scholars argue that the conflict of the yellow vest 

movement can still be conceptualized as still a class conflict (Laferté & Paugam 2018; Bantigny 

2019; Guilluy 2020; Boyer et al. 2019: 4). However, in order to assess this conflict, it is necessary 

to rethink the concept of class and use new analytical frameworks, which include processes of 

disintegration of social links and spatial elements into the assessment of class in relation to the 

yellow vest movement (Laferté & Paugam 2018; Bantigny 2019; Guilluy 2020). Namely, it appears 

that the geographic dimension is an essential factor for explaining the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement. More specifically, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that France is characterized by a 

“considerable physical exclusion of the ‘have-nots’ from the big cities and therefore the perception 

of ‘us at the periphery’ versus ‘the elite in the cities’” (Jetten et al. 2020: 7). More specifically, the 

elite and intellectuals tend to live in the city or metropolitan areas, whereas the working class is 

concentrated in the countryside or smaller cities (Ibid). Along these lines the French geographer and 

writer, Christophe Guilluy, argues that the yellow-vest movement is an illustration of the conflict 

between the two classes in French society, which Guilluy designates as the higher France and the 

lower France (Guilluy 2020: 50; 23; 73). The elite, the traditional upper class and the new upper 

middle-class, overall the winners of globalization, constitute the higher France, which is 

concentrated in the metropolitan areas (Guilluy 2020: 13). The lower France, on the other hand, 

comprises the working class including the members of the yellow vest movement and designates 

the losers of globalization: the workers of the small and medium-sized towns and rural areas far off 
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from the metropolitan centres (Guilluy 2020: 6, 13). Guilluy invented the concept of peripheral 

France to describe this major segment of the population, which has become increasingly excluded 

from the broader economy as a consequence of globalization and the societal transformations it has 

entailed (Munck 2020: 84-85; Guilluy 2020: 13, 50).  

   By the same token, Laferté and Paugam (2018) argue that the yellow vest movement is an 

expression of an increasing disintregration of social ties in French society, which is strongest in the 

rural areas, where the vests live (Laferté & Paugam 2018). However, whereas Guilluy argues that 

France is characterized by a center periphery divide, in which the lower France has become 

excluded from the big cities, where a new class that captures most of the benefits of offshore 

production and free trade, Laferté and Paugam argue that in France, wealth is concentrated not only 

in the major cities of France, but also in the costal and border areas and the “recreational and 

bourgeois countryside,” thus creating circulation spaces differentiated according to social groups 

with large areas increasingly less accessible for the majority, i.e. due to the costs of housing (Ibid). 

Yet, both scholars argue that geographic division of classes in modern French society is an essential 

element for explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement. Guilluy argues that the 

movement basically is an expression of a profound, existential anxiety of the “downtrodden 

inhabitants of the peripheries (Guilluy 2020: 6). Further, Jetten et al. argue that this “physical 

segregation” characterizing France may contribute to feeding an “us versus them narrative” and 

thereby enhance solidarity among people living in the periphery and thereby trigger the 

mobilization of collective action against the elites (Jetten et al. 2020: 7). Based on this analysis it 

thus appears that the yellow vest protesters indeed are identified as belonging to a particular group, 

the peripheral or lower France, which is linked to another social group, namely the elite in the major 

cities, in a conflicting relationship. In sum, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that this geographic division of 

classes may have enhanced solidarity among the vests and that this ultimately may have contributed 

to triggering the emergence of the yellow vest movement. The next section will look in to the extent 

to which the vests also identify themselves as belonging to a particular group. 

 

Solidarity based on vulnerability 

Studies suggest that the members of the yellow vest movement are more vulnerable than the 

average French citizen, not only according to the geographical dimension outlined above, but also 

according to economic and social dimensions. For instance, based on a survey published in 250 of 

the national and local Facebook groups of the movement, scholars at the University of Grenoble 
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equally find that the members and supporters of the yellow vest movement are more economically 

vulnerable than French average, more specifically, more than 68% of the vests and their supporters 

live in households whose net disposable income is under the median income in France of 2480 euro 

(Guerra 2019: 8). A study from the French university, Science Po, find that 25 % of the vests have 

an income of less than 1200 euros, 50 % of less than 2000 euros and 75 % of less than 2900 euros 

per month (Bedock et al. 2019: 881). Further, also in terms of the stability of their job situation, the 

vests also appear to be more vulnerable than the French average. More specifically, 65 % of the 

surveyed Yellow Vests have a job, but differ from the rest of the French population in terms of the 

high vulnerability of their job status (Guerra 2019: 8). The study from Sciences Po finds that 16 % 

of the members of the movement are unemployed, whereas the national average is 10 % (Bedock et 

al. 2019: 880). Furthermore, the study finds that the movement also includes many people who are 

either directly or indirectly confronted with disability or disabling pathologies (Bedock et al. 2019: 

890). In sum, the Sciences Po study concludes that despite differences in professional backgrounds, 

the members of the movement are characterized by a social and economic vulnerability, which 

results in difficulties making ends meet at the end of the month (Bedock et al. 2019: 890). This 

economic vulnerability may contribute to creating a sense of stress and anxiety. Guilluy argues that 

due to the falling median wages in France, which are approaching the minimum wage, the lower 

France “(…) are apt to be particularly hard hit by sudden changes in economic circumstances: the 

slightest personal misfortune (…) brings increased financial distress and (…) can lead to destitution 

(Guilluy 2016: 54). This life situation is experienced as “a permanent state of anxiety, against which 

the redistributive resources of the state (welfare, unemployment benefits and so on) offer little 

protection and still less consolation” (Guilluy 2016: 54). In sum, it appears that the yellow vest 

movement are more vulnerable than the average French citizen according to the geographical, 

economic and social dimensions.  

 

This vulnerable life situation may be an important factor for explaining the emergence of the yellow 

vest movement, because solidarity may have been created on these grounds, which enabled the 

mobilization of the movement. Laferté and Paugam argue the apparently heterogeneous set of 

people, that constitutes the yellow vest movement, are united because they feel despised, especially 

by the elite, and because they are tired of their difficulties making ends meet (Laferté & Paugam 

2018). Along these lines, Batnigny 2019 argue that despite the heterogeneity in educational 

backgrounds and occupations, the mobilization of the movement was possible due the solidarity 
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between the members (Batnigny 2019). Equally, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that Yellow Vest 

movement “effectively represents a strong superordinate umbrella identity that embraces a variety 

of political and social groups, who are who united by their opposition to the elite and their 

frustration with economic inequality. (Jetten et al. 2020: 7). In fact, fighting inequality in itself tends 

to enhance “solidarity among strange bedfellows (Ibid). Further, Jetten et al. 2020 argue the success 

of the yellow vest movement can be ascribed to exactly the ability of the movement to “harness and 

articulate collective grievances of multiple groups in French society that perceive a growing gap 

between the elite and ordinary people. ‘Us’ is defined inclusively around shared victimhood—as 

anyone that is ‘not them’” (Ibid). Thus, the movement represents an inclusive identity, which 

embraces many subgroups, because “it is defined in opposition to the wealthy and elite segments of 

society and united by a common goal (…) frustration with economic inequality (Ibid). Collective 

action is promoted on these grounds, because the sense of shared identity and solidarity “enhances 

perceptions of collective efficacy” and a belief that “by working together and continuing the 

protests, social change can be achieved (Dixon et al., 2012 as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 8). In sum, 

it appears that the social stratification of French society indeed can contribute to explaining why the 

yellow vest movement emerged, namely because the vests are dissatisfied with their economic and 

social situation and further, how the emergence of the movement was possible, namely because the 

movement has been successful in creating an inclusive identity, defined as “us” versus “the elite”. 

 

Interests and Grievances of the Yellow Vest Movement 

Overall, there is a broad agreement among scholars and observers that president Macron’s planned 

increase in fuel taxes was the final straw, which led to the mobilization of the Yellow Vest 

movement (Boyer et al. 2019 ; Maillard 2019; Fassin & Defossez 2019; Guilluy 2020). The purpose 

of the tax was to reduce fossil-fuel consumption, however, the tax would have a skewed social 

impact and tapped exactly into the division between the French centre and periphery, more 

specifically, Fassin and Defossez argue, the tax would have little impact on the “privileged social 

layers” but constitute a real financial burden for the peripheral France (Fasssin & Defossez). More 

specifically, for people living in the rural areas of France, owning a car is essential because public 

transportations is underdeveloped in these areas, and they have long distances to the large cities 

where they work, but can no longer afford to live, and where various sorts of public services are 

located, such as train stations, hospitals and schools (Ibid). In addition to that, the costs of not only 

housing, but also energy, insurance, and school meals “has risen faster than the overall rate of 
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inflation” and consequently, this segment of the “the lowest segment of the population with a 

reduced budget to meet all their other needs” (Ibid).  

   However, the claims of the movement rapidly expanded to include the resignation of Macron, 

enhanced purchasing power, improvement of public services and a malfunctioning representative 

democracy (Ibid). More specifically, one of the main claims of the movement is the introduction of 

more direct democracy through the mechanism, le RIC (référendum d’initiative citoyenne), 

Referendum by Initiative of Citizens (Christoffersen 2020: 124; 125). The key principle of le RIC is 

to permit citizens to initiate referendums without mediation of their political representatives, in 

other words, without needing the consent of the parliament or the president (Ibid: 62). If a proposal 

obtains more than 700,000 signatures, the National Assembly must discuss, adjust and enhance the 

proposal within one year (Ibid: 64). By the same token, Boyer et al. 2019 argue that the movement 

rapidly transformed into a general protest against the policies of Macron and the government, 

including the decrease in public spending, the fiscal policies, the relaxation of the wealth tax, 

increasing inequalities, and the territorial repercussions (Boyer et al. 2019: 1). More specifically, 

however, Boyer et al. argue, one of the main triggers of the mobilisation of the movement was the 

reduction in speed limits from 90 km/h to 80 km/h on departmental roads, which was proposed by 

prime minister, Edouard Phillipe, and implemented in June 2018 (Ibid).  

   Two studies of the yellow vest movement appear to support these hypotheses. Based on a survey, 

Bedock et al. 2019 find that the initial claim and reason for the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement was related to purchasing power, however, over time this demand has blurred as issues 

such as institutional reforms became increasingly important (Bedock et al. 2019: 890). More 

specifically, in the study by Bedock et al. 2019 members of the yellow vest movement initially 

joined the movement due to claims related to purchasing power (57 %), institutional reforms (27 

%), inequalities and injustice (26 %), antigovernment claims (17 %) and public service (4 % ) (Ibid: 

888). By the same token, Guerra et al. 2019 find based on a survey that the following issues top a 

list of the fourteen most important problems for France according to the yellow vests: purchasing 

power (27%), inequality (24%), poverty (16%) and taxes (9%) (Guerra 2019). In the same study, 

the vests express an anger about the “gap between rich and poor,” measured by an average score of 

7.6 on a scale of 0 (“not at all”) to 10 (“extremely angry”) (Ibid). In sum, it appears that a range of 

common interests, material as well as non-material, have been identified among the yellow vests. 

As outlined in the theory section, there is debate among scholars whether classes per se play a role 

in conflicts in modern society, or whether the tendency of the middle class to engage in non-
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material conflicts is rather a question of the fact that members of this class have the sufficient 

resources to engage in such conflicts. In the case of the yellow vest movement it appears that 

grievances of the movement to a large extent are related to the structural base of the protesters, 

more specifically, there may be a relationship between the economic, social and geographical 

vulnerability of the protesters and the claims related to purchasing power, social services, speed 

limits and fuel taxes.  

4.1.2 Prompted by Class Consciousness? 
From the perspective Marxist theory, class struggle evolve, when members of the working class 

develop class-consciousness (Hudelson 1989: 746). As outlined in the analysis by now, it appears 

that the yellow vest movement is a type of class conflict, albeit the fact that the members neither are 

united according to their relation to the means of production nor through workplace experiences. 

This section analyses the extent to which a strengthened class-consciousness can contribute to 

explaining why the yellow vest movement emerged as well as how it was possible. 

			There is a debate among scholars about the extent to which the yellow vest protesters have class-

consciousness. Guilluy, argues that the vests are “unprompted by class consciousness” despite the 

overwhelming majority of members from the working class (Guilluy 2020: 6). Bantigny argues that 

even though the vests do not think of themselves as participating in a class struggle, the movement 

has manifested class-consciousness at several occasions, for instance when members of the 

movement ransacked the high-end brasserie on Avenue des Champs-Élysées, Le Fouquet’s; a 

symbol of the division between the rich and the poor (Batigny 2019). Jetten et al. 2020 argue that 

the yellow vest protestors have not vandalized property at random, but rather have selected their 

targets carefully focusing on “the type of property that lies at the heart of the class conflict in 

France: expensive and luxury brand shops that line the Champs Elysees in Paris” (Jetten et al. 2020: 

6). Along these lines, Laferté and Paugam argue that the demonstrations of the movement in the 

heart of Paris are symbolic illustrations of anger towards the inaccessible upper class and the social 

and spatial domination from which the vests are suffering (Laferté & Paugam 2018).  

   Jetten et al. 2020 argue that the yellow vest movement is not only a class struggle (Jetten et al. 

2020). Rather, the movement lies at the intersection of a class struggle and a willingness to defend 

French ideals of equality (Jetten et al. 2020). More specifically, the emergence of the movement 

was triggered by a perception of increasing inequalities, which created fears that France is 

abandoning its core value of equality, and thereby the mobilization in defense of historical 

continuity was promoted and the yellow vest movement emerged (Ibid: 5). This point, regarding the 
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objective of the movement to defend French values, will be be further elaborated in the analysis of 

the cultural context of this paper. Overall, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that great attention for economic 

inequality grounded in French cultural values, contributed to enhancing the class consciousness in 

the population and thus contributed to the mobilization of the movement (Jetten et al. 2020: 4). 

Along these lines, Framont 2018 argues that the anger of the vests was ignited by the announced 

fuel tax, which reflected the “new moral” of “good ecological conscience” of the elite, but from the 

perspective of a large segment of the population, it was perceived as a sign of the elite’s arrogance, 

tapping into their feeling of being mistreated for a way of life, which they did not choose by a 

government which “neither speaks nor looks for them” (Framont 2018). More specifically, Framont 

argues, the announcement of the fuel tax strengthened their class-consciousness (Ibid). After all, as 

already outlined, the fuel tax would have a skewed social impact and tapped exactly into the 

division of the centre-periphery cleavage (Fasssin & Defossez).  

4.1.3 Rethinking Social Classes 
According to social movement theory, the class structure of a society can con contribute to 

explaining the types of movements that emerge. In various ways, the class definition proposed by 

della Porta and Diani 2009, has provided insight into the emergence of the yellow vest movement. 

Based on the sources and data assessed in this section, it appears that the emergence of the yellow 

vest movement is largely related to a cleavage in French society between centre and periphery, and 

that the yellow vest protesters both recognize and are recognized as part of a distinctive social 

group, more specifically as “not the elite.” More specifically, it appears that the movement of the 

emergence was possible due to the identity and solidarity, and possibly, class-consciousness, which 

was created based on a shared experiences of vulnerable living conditions and discontent with the 

elite, because it has contributed to creating these circumstances. In this regard, the announcement of 

the planned fuel tax may only have been the last straw, which strengthened these feelings and 

triggered the emergence of the movement. However, in various ways the yellow vest movement 

differs from more traditional class conflicts: the yellow vests are a very heterogeneous group in 

terms of their professional backgrounds and in this regard, the movement appears to illustrate the 

tendencies, which were outlined in the theory section regarding how the how structural changes of 

societies in the wake of globalization have transformed the basis for social conflict. This contributes 

to explaining why the grievances are expressed through a social movement rather than a labor 

union. However, there are also various limitations of social movement theory for explaining the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. First of all, as argued by various scholars, in order to 
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analyze the conflict of the yellow vest movement, it is necessary to rethink the concept of class and 

include processes of disintegration, not only of social links but also of spatial elements (Laferté & 

Paugam 2018; Bantigny 2019; Guilluy 2020). More specifically, it is impossible to understand the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement without considering the implications of the centre-

periphery divide in France. Furthermore, traditional social movement does not take social media 

into account, and the potential it poses for mobilization and coordination not only among workers 

but also, as in the case of the yellow vest movement, between people with different occupational 

backgrounds. Thus, the assumption that the “individualization of labor” has weakened the capacity 

of workers to act as a class may need reassessment in this era of digitalization. 

	

4.2 Political Context 

This section looks into to the extent to which the political context in France can contribute to 

explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement, including (a) why the yellow vest 

movement emerged, focusing on how the grievances of the movement are related to the functioning 

of the institutionalized political system, (b) how the emergence of the movement was possible, 

focusing on the extent to which expanding political opportunities were exploited by the vests, in 

particular, the presence of allies to the movement, divisions within the elite, or a weakened capacity 

of the state to maintain social control, and finally, (c) why the grievances of the vests are expressed 

through a social movement, focusing on whether perceptions of the functioning of democracy as 

well as the possibilities for new political parties to gain access to the political system in France. The 

analysis is structured according to the four dimensions, which were outlined in the theory section 

regarding the political context. Each of these four analyses will be concluded with a brief 

assessment of the extent to which the particular dimension may contribute to explaining the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. In the final section of each of these four sections, the 

strengths and limitations of social movement theory for explaining the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement in this particular regard will be assessed. 

4.2.1 Access to the Political System  

This section looks into how the institutionalized system in France may contribute to explaining the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement. First, the degree of openness of the political system in 

France will be analysed followed by an assessment of the growing mistrust in the political system in 

France, of the French population in general, and the members and supporters of the yellow vest 
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movement in particular. Finally, it will be discussed how these aspects may contribute to explaining 

the emergence of the yellow vest movement.  

 

France: centralization of power and a closed decision making system 

This section outlines two characteristics of the French system: first, a high degree of centralization 

of power, geographically and with the President, and second, a closed decision making system.  

First, France is characterized by a high degree of centralization of power (Nielsen 2016; Munch 

2020; Jetten et al. 2020). First of all, there is geographical centralization of power in Paris. Despite 

reforms introduced in the 1980s with the aim of decentralizing power to regional centres of France, 

Paris remains by far the dominant administrative centre in France (Nielsen 2016; Jetten et al. 2020: 

8). Furthermore, since the introduction of the political regime of the fifth republic in France in 

1958, power has been particularly highly centralized with the President (Boel 2013). In France, the 

executive power is indeed divided between the President and the government, which is governed by 

the prime minister (Bouchet 2012: 22). However, the President nominates the prime minister and 

furthermore, the President has the power to dissolve the National Assembly (Ibid). 

   Second, it is relatively difficult for associations to gain access to political decision-making 

processes in France, which has implications for the strength of associations and unions in France. 

Van Waarden has developed a typology of policy styles based on the degree to which "interactions 

between public and private actors are formalized and whether societal interest groups participate in 

the formulation and implementation of public policies" (Van Waarden 1992 as cited in Knill & 

Tosun 2003: 33). According to these dimensions, Van Waarden argues, France is characterized by 

of an étatist policy style; a "state-centred model with top-down policy-making and implementation, 

characterized by a high degree of formalization, in other words a strong state, and weak strength of 

societal interests (Waarden 1992 in Knill & Tosun 2003: 33). As observed by Tocqueville, a strong 

state goes together with a weak society (Tocqueville as cited in McAdam et al. 1996: 161). Equally, 

Kriesi argues that a strong discourages self-organization and that consequently, the development of 

associations in France is less solid than in other countries (Kriesi 1996: 161). Kriesi argues that “the 

comparative weakness of the French trade unions (…) and the comparative weakness of French 

voluntary associations in general” illustrate this point” (Kriesi 1996: 162). The reasons for this 

centralized and “closed” French system are largely historic. The centralization of French 

administrative power can be dated back to the period after the French revolution in 1789, where a 

strong centralized administration was established as a response to the tumultuous past of the 
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country (Nielsen 2016; Munck 2020: 141). Further, France is characterized by a “republican ethos” 

in which the state is seen as “upholding the ‘general’ interest over the sectional" (Howarth et al. 

2003: 89). In this tradition, the political activity of associations has historically been regarded with 

suspicion in France and consequently, the state has long resisted the formation of associations  

(Howarth et al. 2003: 89). According to social movement theory these factors, i.e. centralization of 

power and a closed decision making system, do no support a powerful movement structure (Rucht 

in McAdam et al. 1996: 199). Thus, these structures do not appear to explain how the emergence of 

the yellow vest movement was possible. However, these structures may contribute to explaining 

why the grievances of the vests are expressed through a social movement, namely, because in this 

centralization and closed system, it is difficult for associations and unions have to gain influence. 

 

Dissatisfaction with the political system 

This section briefly outlines the electoral system in France, including the ability of small parties to 

gain influence, and further, the growing mistrust in this system, of French citizens in general and 

the yellow vests in particular, are analysed. Finally, it will be discussed whether these aspects can 

contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement.  

 

The electoral system: the ability of small parties to gain access 

As outlined above, lobbying and litigation are not promising approaches in the French decision-

making system (Rucht 1996: 200). Consequently, challenger groups have invested much energy in 

forming new parties with the aim of gaining electoral success, which has been facilitated by a 

considerable frustration with the traditional parties in the electorate (Rucht in McAdam et al. 1996: 

200). However, the electoral system is constructed in a way that weakens the ability of small parties 

to gain representation and political power. More specifically, the electoral system in France is a 

majority system, which entails difficulties for smaller parties and extremist parties in winning seats 

in numbers proportional to their votes, or any seats at all (Howarth et al. 2003: 76). This has proved 

to be the case in France on several occasions, for instance, in 1997 The National Front received 

roughly 14.9 per cent in the legislative elections but won no seats in the National Assembly, while 

the Union for French Democracy received 14,2 per cent of the votes and 108 seats in the Assembly 

(Howarth et al. 2003: 76). In other words, in this fairly closed party system it is difficult for new 

parties to gain access (Rucht 1996: 199). This may contribute to explaining why the grievances of 
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the vests are expressed through a social movement and not through a new party, since it is difficult 

for new, small parties to gain influence.  

 

Dissatisfaction with the political system 

In France, there is a high degree of dissatisfaction with the political system and the political leaders, 

and this tendency equally characterizes the members of the yellow vest movement. However, 

despite their disassociation with the established political system of the members of the yellow vest 

movement, which was outlined in the analysis of the social context, the vests have a higher 

tendency to cast a null ballot than to abstain compared to the French average. In the first round of 

the French presidential elections in 2017, 1.78 % of all registered voters cast a null ballot and 22.23 

% abstained (France24). In the second round, 8.49 % of all registered voters cast a null ballot and 

25.4 % abstained (Ibid). In comparison, in the first round of the presidential elections, 15 % of the 

members and supports of the yellow vest movement cast a null ballot and 8 % abstained from 

voting, and in the second round, 36% cast a null ballot and 26% abstained from voting (Guerra et al. 

2019: 7). Thus, less than half of the members and supporters of the yellow vest movement voted for 

a candidate in the second round of the presidential elections in 2017. 

   Further, looking into the distribution of votes of the French population in the presidential 

elections in 2017 reveals that Emmanuel Macron had support from a relatively small proportion of 

the population. The presidential elections in France are structured according to a double-ballot 

system, which means that the two candidates with the highest proportion of votes in the first round 

proceed to the second round, in which the candidate securing a plurality of the popular vote is 

declared the winner (Eulau 2020). As reflected in the proportion of abstention, particularly in the 

second round, there is a growing dissatisfaction with this system. More specifically, in the 

presidential elections in 2017, Macron gained 24.01 % of the votes in the first round and 66.1 % in 

the second round (France24). However, observers argue, the result of the second round may in fact 

illustrate a rejection of the rival candidate, Marine le Pen, rather than actual support for Emmanuel 

Macron (Surrugue & Ryborg 2017). Further, it is worth noting that in the first round, Macron was 

only supported by 18,19 % of registered voters in France (more specifically, Macron received a 

total of 8.656.346 votes and there were 47.582.183 registered voters) (Christoffersen 2020: 18) 

(Ministère de l’Intérieur).  

   The high degree of abstention may be an illustration of the strikingly large proportion of French 

citizens who are dissatisfied with the political system. In a study conducted by Opinionway for 
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Center of Political Research (CÉVIPOF) at Sciences Po from December 2017, thus before the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement, a representative proportion of French citizens were asked 

what they think about politics (Opinionway 2018). Here, 76 % expressed negative sentiments: 

including a feeling of de la méfiance (39 %), which translates into mistrust or suspicion, and du 

dégoût (25 %), which translates into disgust or aversion (Ibid). Further, 69 % replied that they trust 

neither the left nor the right in governing the country (Ibid). When asked about the political leaders 

in France, 71 % answered that they believe they are mostly corrupt and only 25 % that they believe 

they are mostly honest (Ibid). Overall, 61 % replied that they do not think that democracy in France 

works very well and of the 36 % who do believe that democracy works well, only 3 % think that 

democracy works “very well” (Ibid). The sentiments of the members and supporters of the yellow 

vest movement tap into this tendency. The study from the University of Grenoble, which has 

already been cited in this paper, finds that 74 % of the members and supports of the yellow vest 

movement believe that democracy does not work at all, and 24 % believe that democracy does not 

work very well (Guerra et al. 2019: 5). That is, a total, 98 % of the vests are dissatisfied with the 

democratic system (Guerra et al. 2019: 5). Further, few support decision-making by members of the 

parliament (12 %) and strikingly few by the President (2 %) (Ibid). In sum, the electoral system in 

France, or rather, the mistrust and discontent with this system appear to be one of the main reasons 

for the emergence of why the yellow vest movement emerged. As outlined in the analysis of the 

social context, one of the central aspects of the yellow vest movement is their fundamental criticism 

of the political system and their demand for more direct democracy through the introduction of a 

RIC mechanism (Christoffersen 2020: 124). Further, the mistrust in this system combined with the 

difficulties for small parties to gain access to the decision making system in France may equally 

contribute to explaining why the grievances of the vests are expressed through a social movement 

and not through a political party. 

	

4.2.2 Allies 
As established by now, the political decision making system in France is characterized by a high 

degree of centralization and closure. According to social movement theory, the presence of allies is 

all the more important for social movements in this type of systems (della Porta & Diani 2009: 211, 

212). This section outlines the relationship between the yellow vest movement and two potential 

types of allies: political parties and unions. Finally, it is discussed whether this dimensions of the 

political context can contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement. 
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Absence of allies 

The yellow vest movement is characterized by a complete absence of allies. More specifically, the 

movement emerged without aid from any traditional intermediaries, such as political parties and 

labour unions, and all established intermediaries who support their position, are kept at distance 

(Boyer et al. 2019; Guerra et al. 2019: 5). This section outlines why the yellow vest movement 

refuses to cooperate with political parties and labour unions. First, the movement emerged without 

relation to political parties and has never cooperated with any. Indeed, as argued by Denis Maillard, 

the emergence of the yellow vest movement has been an opportunity for political parties who saw 

the movement working for their respective agendas in different ways: the right endorsed the tax 

revolt, the left agreed with the claims for social justice, the extreme right supported the vests for 

attacking the system and the extreme left supported the movement because it magnified rise of “the 

people” (Maillard 2019: chapter 2). However, the yellow vest movement does not allow any parties 

to use the movement to project their visions and agendas (Ibid). There may various reasons for this 

rejection of political parties. First of all, as outlined in the analysis of the social context, the 

members of the yellow vest movement are not united by political affiliations; rather, to a large 

extent they do not position themselves on the traditional left-right scale of politics. Further, as 

outlined in the analysis of the openness of the French system, the yellow vests have a profound 

mistrust in the political system.  

   Secondly, according to social movement theory, labour unions are important allies for social 

movements in closed institutional systems as the French, because unions can increase the 

mobilization capacities of movements and contribute to creating access to the political decision-

making processes (della Porta & Diani 2009: 211, 212). However, the yellow vest movement 

refuses to cooperate with any unions. However, this is not the first social conflict in France, where 

labour unions are “out of the game” (Maillard 2019: chapter 1). This tendency may be related to the 

general low degree of support for unions in France, where the unionization rates have declined for 

years (Ibid: chapter 4). Maillard argues that the refusal of the yellow vest movement to cooperate 

with unions illustrates the high extent to which labour unions are considered ineffective in France 

(Ibid). Furthermore, the rejection of the yellow vest movement to cooperate with unions may also 

be associated with the low degree of trust in labour unions in France. More specifically, according 

to a Cévipof study conducted in 2017, in which a representative proportion of the French population 

was studied, 79 % answered that they do not trust unions (Opinionway 2017). Asked about the 
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unions and the social dialogue, in a Cévipof study from 2018, only 18 % answered that they think 

the social dialogue works well in France (Ibid).  

 

The emergence of the yellow vest movement without the aid of allies 

According to assumptions of social movement theory, a complete absence of allies would be 

expected to weaken the capacities of a movement to gain political influence, for instance because 

labour unions can help movements gain access to the political decision making system. However, 

Maillard argues, the yellow vest movement in fact refuses to negotiate (Maillard 2019: chapter 1). 

For instance, as stressed by the lorry driver Eric Drouet, one of the first main figures in the yellow 

vest movement, has encouraged the vests to avoid presenting grievances, which could be subjects of 

negotiation (Ibid). The lack of centralized decision-making body and spokespeople indeed rendered 

negotiation practically impossible (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 538). Drout argued the state had 

taken away from the labour unions, what they had obtained by negotiating (Maillard 2019: chapter 

1). Thus, this appears to tap into the general mistrust in the functioning of the established political 

system of the yellow vest movement. Further, Jetten et al. suggest that the yellow vest movement 

refuses to cooperate or be associated with any type of alliances, because this potentially could split 

the movement (Jetten et al. 2020: 6). In fact, the defiance, or even “disgust” towards the usual 

channels of representation reinforces the boundaries between the narratives of the “victims of 

inequality” versus the elites (ibid: 6-7). 

   In sum, this analysis appears to explain why the grievances of the vests were not expressed 

through a union, namely, because the vests neither trust the unions per se nor that the social 

dialogue works. However, social movement theory neither takes into account the characteristics of 

the French decision making system, in which labor unions do not play a central role, nor the low 

unionization rate in France. In addition to this, this aspect of social movement theory does not take 

into the increasing individualization of labor, which has led to a weakening of the basis of 

mobilization based on shared workplaces or professions. Further, following assumptions of social 

movement theory, a movement without allies would face severe difficulties, however, the yellow 

vest movement has emerged and developed completely without the aid of established allies. The 

success of the yellow vest movement in emerging and developing without allies may very well be 

due to a new type of ally, which social movement theory does not take into account: social media.   

On a final note, it may be that this refusal to cooperate and be associated with any political parties 

or other intermediaries may be essential for understanding how the emergence of a movement of 
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such magnitude is possible, namely, as argued by Jetten et al. 2020:6, this way nothing can split 

them. 

4.2.3 Divided Elite? 

As argued by della Porta & Diani, political instability can contribute to explaining the emergence of 

movements, since such instability favours protests (della Porta & Diani 2009: 2015). Tarrow 1994 

argues that particularly electoral realignments can contribute to opening opportunities, because the 

uncertainty among the electorate created by new coalitions encourage challengers “to try to exercise 

marginal power (Tarrow 1994: 165). This section looks into the extent to which the election of 

President Macron in 2017, which indeed transformed the political landscape in France, may have 

been an illustration of a division within the elite and thus, whether in line with assumptions of the 

political process model, this rendered the established political order vulnerable and receptive to 

challenge and thereby can contribute to explaining how the emergence of the yellow vest movement 

was possible. 

 

Weakened traditional parties: an illustration of a divided elite? 

The Presidential election in 2017 completely transformed the political landscape in France: the 

traditional parties were significantly weakened and Emmanuel Macron, who had established the 

new party, La République en Marche!, one year prior to the elections, was elected president. More 

specifically, in the first round of the Presidential elections, the Socialist Party received 6,36 % of 

the votes (compared to 28,63 % in the first round of the presidential elections in 2012) and the 

Republicans received 20,01 % of the votes (compared to 27,18 in 2012) (France24; République 

Française). Further, in the National Assembly elections, la République en marche gained the 

absolute majority of seats, more specifically 308 out of the 577 seats (Christoffersen 2020: 18). 

However, it should be noted that the legislative election has a tendency to amplify the victory of the 

president, because in these lections, “supporters of the presidential camp vote more than those of 

defeated candidates” (Grossman 2019: 32). In addition to that, the turnout reached an all-time low 

in the 2017 legislative elections, which followed shortly after Emmanuel Macron’s presidential 

election (Ibid). In sum, Macron was elected despite a circumvention of the established 

intermediaries, including the traditional political parties. Thus, while this may be interpreted as a 

division within the elite, it may rather be an illustration of a division between the elites on the one 

hand, and the peripheral France on the other.  
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   Guilluy argues, as a consequence of the neoliberal social and economic policies, which have been 

promoted by all established political parties for decades, the working class has “abandoned its old 

alliances and rejected politicians on both sides of the political spectrum” (Guilluy 2020: 88; 90). 

More specifically, abstention rates are generally higher among members of the working class than 

French average. For instance, the vast majority of the working class abstained in the French 

regional elections in 2015: more specifically 63 percent of non-manual workers, 51 percent of 

manual workers, and 67 percent of the unemployed (most of them belonging to the first two 

categories) (Ibid: 90). Of the people from the working class who did vote in this election, 45 precent 

voted for the National Front, 6 precent for the Left Front, 19 precent for the Socialist Party and its 

allies and 16 precent for the Republicans (Ibid: 92). Guilluy argues that this tendency is a 

consequence of the neoliberal policies, promoted by all established political parties, which have 

contributed to increasing inequality and social insecurity (Guilluy 2020: 88). Due to these policies 

and their effects, “the working class no longer recognizes the legitimacy (…) of its former 

governors” therefor has abandoned politicians on both sides of the political spectrum (Guilluy 2020: 

88). Along these lines, Laferté argues that the disintegration of the working class in society has 

contributed to a destabilization of the link to local and national institutions (Laferté 2020). 

   Thus, scholars and observers argue, it appears that a new division has emerged in French politics: 

a division between the elite, who to a large degree supports the traditional political system, and the 

members of the working class, who increasingly disassociate themselves with the political system 

as it is. In other words, Guilluy argues that only the winners from globalization, together with those 

who are protected against its harmful consequences, still support the traditional political parties 

(Guilluy 2020: 90). Along these lines, Maillard argues that the results of the presidential elections in 

2017 illustrate the contours of the new physical, cultural and economic geography of centre vs. 

periphery and graduates vs. dropouts, overall the cleavage between the people and its elite (Maillard 

2019: chapter 1). Thus, it appears that the traditional split between the left and the right has been 

replaced by a new cleavage: between the winners and the losers of globalization, between the centre 

and the periphery (Guilluy 2020). In sum, contrary to the assumptions of social movement theory, it 

appears that it was a division between the elite and “the rest”, rather than a division within the 

elites, which created political instability and thereby a political opportunity for the yellow vest 

movement, which it exploited. 

 

Did Macron pave the way for the emergence of the yellow vest movement? 
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This section briefly discusses the extent to which the election of President Macron, through the 

circumvention of intermediaries, somehow paved the way for the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement – or whether this way already was already paved. Observers have argued that Macron 

paved the way for the emergence of the yellow vest movement, because he circumvented, and 

thereby “killed,” the traditional intermediaries, such as parties, elected, associations, unions etc., 

when he was elected president in 2017 (Maillard 2019). However, Maillard 2019 argues that rather, 

it was because these intermediaries were already weakened that the election of Macron was possible 

(Ibid). From this perspective, the yellow vest movement only finished the revelation of what had 

not yet become completely clear, when Macron was elected president (Ibid). Using a metaphor, 

Maillard argues that the yellow vests rather than fighting the French model of social relations, 

rather “prospers on its ruins” in exactly the same way that Macron prospered on the weakened 

political parties when he won the Presidential elections in 2017 (Ibid). By the same token, 

Grossman argues that the election of Macron was possible due to the “implosion of the French party 

system,” more specifically the strong decline in trust and voter satisfaction with the established 

political parties (Grossman 2019: 33).� On a final note, Maillard argues that in the era of 

digitalisation, intermediaries are not “avoided”, rather, they are “recreated” online, which poses a 

threat to established intermediaries, such as unions (Ibid: chapter 4). However, it should be noted 

that even though Macron did not collaborate with traditional intermediaries, he was not stand-alone. 

Rather, Macron is an alumnus of the elite grande école, ÉNA, and former minister of the Economy, 

Industry and Digital affairs in François Hollande’s government, and he had spent years building 

alliances with the upper economic class (Christoffersen 2020: 125). These factors and alliances may 

be essential for understanding how the election of an apparent “newcomer” to politics (Grossman 

2019: 32). In sum, despite the difficulties determining whether Macron paved the way for the 

emergence for the yellow vest movement, or whether in turn, this way had already been paved and 

thereby enabled the election of Macron, the emergence of the yellow vest movement and the 

election of Macron are two interesting examples of “de-mediation” (Christoffersen 2020: 125). 

 

Divisions and the emergence of the yellow vest movement 

This section has analysed the extent to which the assumptions of social movement theory regarding 

the political opportunities, which may be created for protests and movements by political 

instability, particularly related to electoral realignments, apply to the case of the yellow vest 

movement and can contribute to explaining the emergence of the movement. Indeed, the political 
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context in which the yellow vest movement was characterized by political instability: the election of 

president Macron had transformed the political landscape and the established intermediaries, such 

as parties and unions, were weakened. Thus, in this regard, despite the difficulties determining 

whether political instability was caused through the election of Macron, or whether the instability 

was already present, using social movement theory may contribute to explaining how the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible. However, according to the assumptions of 

social movement theory, electoral realignments are expected to create opportunities for movements 

because they may contribute to divisions within the elite and consequently, that “portions of the 

elite that are out of power to seize the role of tribunes of the people" and thereby bring resources to 

emerging movements (Tarrow 1994: 166). However, as already outlined, the emergence of the 

yellow vest movement is not related to support from the elite, since the movement refuses to be 

associated with any intellectuals or established intermediaries. Further, Tarrow argues that conflicts 

and divisions within the elite can contribute to the outbreak of contention by providing "incentives 

to resource-poor groups to take the risks of collective action" (Ibid). However, based on this 

analysis, it appears that the emergence of the yellow vest movement was rather an illustration of a 

division between the elite, on the one hand, and the working class, on the other.  

   Finally, despite the insights that the use of social movement theory have provided into how the 

emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible, social movement theory falls short in 

explaining how the emergence of the movement was possible without the aid of traditional 

intermediaries, including the elite. Again, the answer to this question appears to be: social media. 

Thus, in sum, the emergence of the yellow vest movement may have been possible because the 

movement interacted strategically with its context: it exploited the unstable situation, mistrust in the 

established political parties and not least, the new opportunities for mobilization provided by social 

media.  

4.4.4 Repressive Capabilities of the State 
According to social movement theory, a weakened capacity of the state to maintain social control, 

can lead to revolution (della Porta & Diani 2009: 199, 200). The capabilities of a state to repress 

contention vary in different historical periods; influenced by changes such as elections, party 

realignments and shifts in public opinion, for instance, a strong state may become weak when the 

majority becomes divided or opposition grows (Tarrow 1994: 178).	Further, a political crisis can 

weaken the state control and repressive power and thereby lead to revolution (della Porta & Diani 

2009: 199, 200). Along these lines, this section looks into the extent to which the political 
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instability and the election of President Macron, which was described in the previous section, may 

have weakened the capacity of the French state to maintain social control and thereby can 

contribute to explaining how the emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible. 

 

Repression of the yellow vest protests 

Generally, the French state is characterized by a strong repressive capability (Kriesi 1996: 161). 

More specifically, as argued by Hanspeter Kriesi 1996, due its strength, the French state often 

chooses to ignore challengers, such as social movements, and when it does react, “it will most likely 

confront the challenger with repression” (Kriesi 1996: 160). Thus, it does not appear that the 

strategies of the French state vis-à-vis challengers explain how the emergence of the yellow vest 

movement was possible. This section analyses whether the election of Macron, and the political 

realignment it entailed, may have weakened the repressive capabilities of the state and thus can 

contribute to explaining how the emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible. According 

to Amnesty International, several provisions in French criminal law have had a negative impact on 

the human right to freedom of peaceful assembly (Amnesty International 2020). More specifically, 

in April 2019, the French Parliament passed the anti-vandalism law (la loi anti-casseurs), which 

enables the sanctioning of “aggressive legal actions to be taken against violent protests” with the 

aim, as expressed by Macron, of protecting civil liberties (Jetten et al. 2020: 6). This law 

“criminalizes conduct that had previously not constituted an offence, such as covering one’s face” 

(Christoffersen 2020: 112; Amnesty International 2020: 5). More specifically, with the 

implementation of this law, law enforcement officials can “disperse a public assembly that is likely 

to disrupt public order after issuing two warnings. Protesters who do not disperse after the warnings 

are criminally liable and can face a prison sentence of up to one year and a fine of up to €15,000.” 

(Amnesty International 2020: 25). Thus, authorities can ban demonstrations based on a suspicion 

that they might disrupt public order (Christoffersen 2020: 112). Since it used to be the role of the 

courts to determine these issues, this law has been criticized for being incompatible with the 

separation powers between of the judiciary and the executive and as a restriction of the right to 

protest (Ibid: 113). According to official statistics, 244 protesters were convicted of participating in 

a public assembly that was likely to disrupt public order in 2019 alone (Amnesty International 

2020: 26). Furthermore, under French law, people can be prosecuted for participating in a group 

with a view to preparing acts of violence (Amnesty International 2020: 5). According to Amnesty, 

the vague formulation of this law has enabled the authorities to “use it against protesters both before 
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and during demonstrations, place them in pre-charge detention, and prosecute them on flimsy 

grounds” violence (Ibid). A total of 1,192 people were convicted of this offence in 2019 (Ibid). 

According to Amnesty International, based on an examination of several cases, the authorities did 

not possess sufficient evidence to establish a reasonable suspicion of the intention to commit an act 

of violence.” (Amnesty International 2020: 52). Further, the law entails principles of “collective 

responsibility” enabling authorities to convict citizens for participating in a demonstration which 

escalated violently, even though the citizen did not act violently, in other words, the presence in 

itself is punishable (Christoffersen 2020: 113). Further, according to the anti-vandalism law, judges 

can “impose a restriction on freedom of movement (…) for up to five years as a complementary 

penalty for (…) criminal offences,” such as organizing a public assembly without complying with 

the notification requirements or organizing a banned public assembly (Amnesty International 2020: 

214). In 2019, courts applied this penalty in 3,780 cases (Amnesty International 2020: 214).  

   Indeed, the yellow vest movement has indeed attracted violent protesters, particularly from ultra-

right and ultra-left groups, who have engaged in violent confrontations with police forces and 

conducted acts not only of violence, but also of vandalism and buglaries (Halissat 2018 as cited in 

Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 539; Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 539). Further, since the first yellow 

vest protest in November 2018, 12.107 people participating in the movement have been arrested, 

10.700 have been held in pre-charge detentions (garde à vue) and 3.100 have been convicted 

(Christoffersen 2020: 106). Further, according to official statistics, during these protests law 

enforcement officials have “fired at least 19,071 rubber bullets, 1428 tear-gas grenades (GLI-F4) 

and 5,420 sting-ball grenades (…)” (Amnesty International 2020: 17). This has resulted in a total of 

11 casualties and 4.439 injured (Christoffersen 2020: 106). However, according to Amnesty 

International the use over ”overly-broad provisions” have resulted in “arbitrary pre-charge detention 

and prosecution of peaceful protesters. Thus in sum, Amnesty International argues that in many 

cases protesters have been “arrested pre-emptively and prosecuted on vague laws often without any 

reasonable suspicion that they were involved in acts of violence” (Amnesty International 2020: 56; 

5). On these grounds, Amnesty International expresses concern in their report regarding the 

movement that these measures are “being used as a form of harassment and intimidation to stop 

people exercising their human rights,” including the right to freedom of peaceful assembly 

(Amnesty International 2020: 29, 48). By the same token, Christoffersen 2020 argues that the anti 

vandalism law was implemented to criminalize the protests of the yellow vests (Christoffersen 

2020: 126). 
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Repressive capabilities of the state and the emergence of the yellow vest movement 

According to the assumptions of social movement theory it would be all the more difficult for a 

social movement to emerge in a state with strong repressive capabilities. However, despite the 

strong repressive capabilities of the French state, which did not appear to have become weakened as 

a result of the political instability and the election of President Macron, the yellow vest movement 

managed to emerge. This situation may not be contrary to assumptions of social movement theory; 

della Porta & Diani argue that strong repression is more likely to be successful before a cycle of 

protests has been initiated (della Porta & Diani 2009: 200). However, social movement theory does 

not account for the role of social media, which is a limitation in exploring how the emergence of the 

yellow vest movement was possible. Through the use of social media, it appears that the yellow 

vest movement circumvented the repressive capabilities of the strong French state, since anti 

vandalism laws and police violence fall short vis-à-vis online mobilization. Different theoretical 

works has stressed the potential importance of social media in the emergence of large-scale social 

movements, because social media enable strategic coordination between protesters (see Boyer et al. 

2019: 2).  

	

4.3 Cultural Context 

This section analyses the cultural context of the yellow vest movement focusing on identifying (a) 

how French cultural values can contribute to explaining why a large segment of the French 

population regards inequality as problematic, and consequently, why the movement emerged, (b) 

how the emergence of the movement was possible, focusing on the extent to which the large 

support for the movement’s ideas, grievances and their framing can be explained through the 

concept of frame resonance and finally (c) why the grievances are expressed through a social 

movement focusing on how this form may have been perceived as the most apt for the purposes of 

the movement. The analysis is structured as follows. The first section will first look into the extent 

to which certain cultural opportunities in the French context can contribute to explaining the 

emergence of the movement as well as how the three steps of the framing process may have played 

out. Then, in the final section, it is analysed how the emergence of such a movement of such 

magnitude was possible focusing on why this movement’s frames created such resonance in the 

French population. Finally, the strengths and limitations of social movement theory for explaining 

the emergence of the yellow vest movement in this particular regard will be discussed. 



52 / 66 

	

4.3.1 Cultural Opportunities  

This section analyses the extent to which cultural opportunities in the French context can contribute 

to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement, more specifically, whether suddenly 

imposed grievances may have contributed to dramatizing a contradiction between French values 

and conventional social practices and thereby rendering the French system illegitimate or 

vulnerable in the eyes of the yellow vest protesters. The analysis is simultaneously structured 

according to the four types of expanding cultural opportunities and simultaneously and the three 

steps of framing processes, outlined in the theory section, in the following way. The first two 

sections look into how imposed grievances may have contributed to dramatizing the illegitimacy or 

vulnerability of the system focusing on increasing inequality. Second, in the diagnostic step of the 

framing process, it is analysed how the increasing inequality may have been identified as problem, 

because it is a contradiction to the French cultural value of equality. Finally, the prognostic and 

motivational steps of the framing process are assessed focusing on why the grievances are 

expressed through a social movement. Throughout the analysis, the frames applied by the 

movement are assed.  

  

Grievances: protest against inequality  
This section assesses inequality levels in France and the extent to which the yellow vest movement 

can be defined as a protest against neo-liberalism. 

 

Inequality levels in France 

As outlined in the introduction to this thesis, inequality levels in France are lower than in many 

other Western countries and further, only a few other countries in the world spend a greater 

proportion of their economies on social welfare programs for working-age citizens (Goodman 

2019). Furthermore, measured in terms of the Gini coefficient, income inequality in France surged 

between 2006 and 2011, from 29.7 to 33.7, and since then even fell slightly, to 32.7 in 2015 (Jetten 

et al. 2020: 2). However, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that in order to understand the emergence of the 

movement it is important to assess not only objective inequality indicators but also perceptions of 

inequality (Jetten et al. 2020: 2). More specifically, Jetten et al. 2020 argue, it is clear that the “(…) 

perception has emerged in France that its leaders have abandoned systems that promote greater 

economic equality and social security for all and have introduced systems that have pushed France 
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on the path of greater economic inequality” (Greeman 2018 as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 2). Along 

these lines, Jørn Boisen argues that despite objective indicators of relative welfare spendings and an 

overall increasing level of purchasing power, the yellow vest protesters are experiencing a different 

realiity and that these experiences explain the emergence of the movement (Jørn Boisen as cited in 

Christoffersen 2020: 8). In other words, people whose income is declining do not benefit from an 

increase in median incomes (Ibid). According to various parameters, social as well as economic 

inequality is in fact relatively high in France. For instance, out of all the OECD countries, only 

Hungary has a more broken social elevator than France, and in no other OECD country does family 

environment have a greater influence on educational performance than in France (OECD 2018 as 

cited in Jetten et al. 2020 and Guilluy 2020: 34). Furthermore, Piketty (2014) finds that “while the 

average income for the richest 1 percent of people in France doubled between 1983 and 2015, the 

bottom 99 percent saw income rise by only one-fourth” (Piketty 2014 as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 

2). Finally, access to social security has become more difficult in France, because an increasing 

amount of employees are on short-term contracts (Goodman 2019 as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 2).  

 

A protest against neo-liberalism? 

According to social movement theory, analyses should pay attention to the extent to which central 

values, such as leftist versus rightist, resonate with values promoted by the movement, for instance 

in individual attitudes. This section looks into the extent to which the yellow vest movement can be 

defined as a protest against neo-liberalism. In fact, there is a debate among scholars about the extent 

to which the yellow vest movement essentially is a protest against neo-liberal reforms and the 

consequences they have entailed, including the tendencies outlined in the previous section. Guilluy 

argues that the working class no longer recognizes the legitimacy of “its former governors” due to 

the neo-liberal reforms of the last decades and further, that the Yellow Vest movement is an 

expression of an opposition towards this “campaign of the elite” to shrink the welfare state and 

privatize public services (Guilluy 2020: 11, 88). Equally, Fassin and Defossez argue that the 

movement is rooted in the societal transformations since the 1980s, which have entailed increased 

economic inequality, and that the revelation within his first year of his presidency that Macron is in 

fact “a typical neoliberal” caused the protests (Fassin & Defossez 2019). In other words, they argue, 

the yellow vest movement is only one more episode of futile protest against neo-liberal reforms of 

the government (Ibid). Along these lines, Hayat argues that the main visions of the movement are 

centered on a society in which the pact between state and society, which has been betrayed by the 



54 / 66 

neoliberal reforms of the last 40 years, is restored, and that this vision is reflected in the 

movement’s claims related to the promotion of care for the weakest, poorest and the most excluded 

in society (Hayat as cited in Bantigny 2019). Equally, Bantigny argues that the conflict is centered 

on the distribution of wealth and demands based on a wish a more fair type of society (Bantigny 

2019). However, from a different perspective, Maillard 2019 argues that the yellow vest movement 

is not only an expression of anger towards the established system, but also gives expression to a 

demand for individual liberty and subjective rights (Maillard 2019: chapter 2). More specifically, 

Maillard argues, the vests do not reject the liberal society, rather, they want to be better integrated 

in it (Ibid). Consequently, the yellow vest movement should not only be analysed as a challenge to 

globalization and the market economy, but also as a petition in favour of it, since market economics 

and market societies are two different things (Ibid). Along these lines, despite the finding that 87 % 

of the members and supports of the yellow vest movement support the idea that “to establish social 

justice, we should take from the rich to give to the poor,” Guerra et al. 2019 conclude that the vests 

share “a sort of left-wing solidarity but without endorsing its inherent universalism and 

equalitarianism and without rejecting the whole neo-liberal order (…)” (Guerra et al. 2019: 10, 11). 

Schultziner and Kornblit 2019 argue that, rather than being a movement fighting against 

globalization and a liberal economy, the yellow vests are aggrieved by the “unequal and unjust 

wealth distribution of the growing French economy and felt deprived compared to their compatriots 

who did enjoy the fruits of the economy” (Schultziner and Kornblit 2019: 537). Based on a study 

Girerd et al. 2020 find that there is a negative correlation between endorsement of neoliberal 

ideology and identification with the yellow vest movement (Girerd et al. 2020). More specifically, 

the study finds that “the more participants endorsed neoliberal ideology, the less they perceived 

inequalities against the lower and middle classes, the less angry they felt in the face of such 

inequalities, the less they identified with the Yellow Vests and finally, the less they engaged in the 

Yellow Vest movement” (Ibid: 1). Despite the debate among scholars about the extent to which the 

yellow vest movement is an expression of a rejection of the whole neo-liberal order, inequality 

indeed is a central grievance of the movement. 

 

Imposition of grievances and dramatization of illegitimacy: Macron’s person and policies 

According to social movement theory, the imposition of grievances and dramatizations of a 

system’s vulnerability or illegitimacy can contribute to explaining the emergence of a social 

movement. In the French context, it appears that that Macron’s presidency, not only the range of 
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policies which have been perceived as enhancing economic inequality policies, but also his person, 

has further dramatized the illegitimacy of the system in the eyes of the yellow vests (Jetten et al. 

2020: 4, 2). During his electoral campaign, Macron had claimed to belong neither to the left nor the 

right of the political spectrum, however, the first actions of the newly elected President proved to 

the majority of the population that Macron was in fact as “a typical neoliberal” (Fassin & Defossez 

2019). Among these policy initiatives, Macron cut corporation tax and abolished the longstanding 

solidarity tax on wealth, ISF (Impôt de solidarité sur la fortune), with the aim of balancing the 

state’s budget, implemented by Socialist president François Mitterrand in 1981 (France24; Jetten et 

al. 2020: 2; Christoffersen 2020: 27). Instead, Macron replaced the ISF with a levy on real estate 

with the aim of freeing up capital “in order to encourage productive investment in the real 

economy” (Bristow 2019: 68). Conversely, housing benefit, family allowances, and pensions were 

all reduced  within the first year of Macron’s presidency (Fassin & Defossez 2019). The strategy 

behind these policies rested on the trickle-down theory, according to which “reduced taxes on the 

wealthy and corporations stimulate investment, create jobs, and eventually prove beneficial to all” 

(Bristow 2019: 68; Fassin & Defossez 2019). However, these policies, which aimed at improving 

purchasing power, had had a skewed social impact in a population, which was already characterized 

by a large degree of class-segmentation (Brostow 2019: 67; Christoffersen 2020: 21). Ultimately, 

Macron was soon framed as the president of the rich in the French population (Jetten et al. 2020: 2; 

Fassin & Defossez 2019). Or even, in the words of former French President, François Hollande, in 

an interview from 2018, “le président des très riches” (the president of the very rich) (Hollande as 

cited in Christoffersen 2020: 29). In sum, Bristow 2019 argues that Macron’s “condescending 

approach to neoliberal reform” was a significant factor in explaining the emergence of the yellow 

vest movement (Bristow 2019: 67). In addition of the policy agenda of President Macron, different 

aspects of his personality may further have contributed to the cementation of his sobriquet as 

President of the rich (Bristow 2019: 68; Jetten et al. 2020: 4). First of all, Macron is an alumnus 

from the prestigious grande école, École Nationale d’Administration (ENA), and has a professional 

background as an investment banker at Rothschild & Co (Jetten et al. 2020: 4). On top of that, 

Bristow argues, “Macron’s presidency has been marked by a deliberately icy and authoritative 

posture” (Bristow 2019: 68). For instance, during a street encounter in September 2018 in Paris, 

Macron told a job seeking gardener, who expressed difficulties finding a job, that “I can find you a 

job just by crossing the road (…) If you are ready and motivated, in hotels, cafes and construction, 

everywhere I go people say to me that they are looking for staff" (BBC News). In addition to that, 
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during a speech in July 2017 to mark the opening of a start-up centre in Paris, Macron said: “A train 

station, it’s a place where one encounters people who are succeeding and people who are nothing 

(...)”(Young 2018). In sum, the illegitimacy of the system may have been dramatized during 

Macron’s presidency due to the neo-liberal policy agenda, which was implemented as well as 

Macron’s personality and his presumed collusion with the elite. Thus, the announcement of the rise 

in fuel tax, with its skewed social impact, may only have been the last straw for the protesters 

whose discontent with the political system had been growing for years. Further, Greeman argues 

that once the narrative of Macron as the president of the rich was noticed, which underscored the 

salience of inequality, it became persistent” and for the protesters, Macron became the symbol of 

“an arrogant and authoritarian neoliberalism” (Greeman 2018 as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 4; Fassin 

& Defossez 2019). 

 

Diagnostic step: Contradiction between cultural values and increasing inequality levels 
The analysis of the diagnostic step of this section looks into perspectives on why the policies of 

President Macron and inequality levels in France were regarded as problematic by a large segment 

of the French population, which ultimately may have led to the mobilization of the yellow vest 

movement. Guilluy argues that the response of the working class to the neoliberal, French society, 

which was been perceived by the dominant classes for years as turning inward, is rather a response 

to a system, which is “inimical to the very notion of solidarity” (Guilluy 2020: 90). Further, Guilluy 

argues, against the narrative that everyone has the same opportunities in life, through the movement 

the yellow vests draws on “(…) its own substantial reserves of cultural capital in the form of mutual 

aid and solidarity” (Guilluy 2020: 11). More specifically, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that the 

grievances of the yellow vest movement regarding inequality have revolved around two narratives 

in particular: first, the government’s undermining of historical continuity of French values and 

further, the unfairness of growing levels of inequality, whereby those who are at the bottom of the 

hierarchy must regain control (Jetten et al. 2020: 4). This section outlines the former and the next 

section investigates the latter. Jetten et al. 2020 argue that the growing inequality levels in France is 

perceived by the yellow vests as “violating national identity” (Ibid: 5). Namely, with the national 

slogan of Freedom, Equality and Brotherhood originating from the French Revolution in 1789, the 

national identity of France is “intrinsically linked to social equality” and further, a key cultural 

value in France is to “look out for those who are less well-off” (Ibid). As Bristow argues, the 

French Revolution of 1789 a clear historical reference point of the yellow vests protesters, which 
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can be seen through the symbolic use of “French flags worn as capes or waved on sticks, rousing 

choruses of La Marseillaise sung by groups of protestors, red Phrygian caps, and even the odd 

mock guillotine” (Bristow 2019: 70). Furthermore, the protestors have frequently made references 

“(…) the idea that all those ideals that ordinary French people had fought for were now at risk” 

(Anderson 2019 in Jetten et al. 2019: 5). Thus, Jetten et al. 2020 argue, in the French context 

growing inequality is seen as undermining the legitimacy of the system from the perspective of a 

large segment of the population, because equality “embodies French national identity” and 

consequently, growing inequality “is perceived as troubling because it instills in people the sense 

that the French revolutions may have been in vain” (Jetten et al. 2020: 5). Thus, the Yellow Vest 

protestors “have positioned themselves as attempting to reclaim that legacy of collectively valuing 

equality and as restoring the continuity to past values and norms” (Ibid: 1). Along these lines, 

Bristow 2019 argues that the yellow vest movement appeals to French national identity, when it 

highlight how the policies of the government have led to growing levels of inequality and how this 

is “breaking with France’s history of championing social and economic equality” (Bristow, 2019). 

In sum, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that “despite the fact that objective inequality measures do not show 

that inequality has increased all that much over the last decades, it appears that the Yellow Vest 

movement has picked up on the collectively shared perception that France is increasingly divided 

into the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ (Jetten et al. 2020: 4). For instance, Guilluy argues that France 

is divided into the winners and losers of Globalization and that the country is no longer the “(…) 

land of fraternité it pretends to be (…)” (Guilluy 2016: 17). The historical narrative of the French 

Revolution may have contributed to encapsulating this idea and frame of “the people versus the 

elites” (Bristow 2019). Namely, in the French context, there is a great attention for economic 

inequality grounded in the values and history of the country (Jetten et al. 2020: 4). 

 
Prognostic and motivational steps: protecting French values through protest 

In the prognostic and motivational steps, strategies and motivations for resolving the problem in 

question are identified among protesters (Snow and Benford 1988 as cited in della Porta & Diani 

2009: 74). As outlined in the former section, Jetten et al. 2020 argue that one of the main narratives 

of the yellow vest movement is related to perceptions that whereby those who are at “the bottom of 

the hierarchy” must regain control, because the government is undermining the historical continuity 

of French values, because it does nothing to prevent growing inequality levels (Jetten et al. 2020: 

4). In other words, based on the analysis by Jetten et al. 2020, it appears that the prognostic step of 
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the framing process of the yellow vest movement entailed an identification of protest as a means for 

resolving high inequality levels. Further, Jetten et al. 2020 argue, the combination of strong national 

history of collective action and the positioning of the yellow vests as “holding the moral high 

ground by protecting the French people from the elites who are breaking with the past,” formed a 

strong motivation for the mobilization against the current French government (Mols & Jetten 2014 

as cited in Jetten et al. 2020: 5). Namely, in a French context, increasing inequality levels, or at least 

perceptions that inequality is increasing create fear for historical discontinuity and identity loss and 

thus motivated the movement reclaim the legacy of “collectively valuing equality and as restoring 

the continuity to past values and norms” to (Jetten & Hutchison, 2011; Sani et al., 2008 as cited in 

Jetten et al. 2020: 5). Thus, from this perspective, the motivational element of the framing process 

may have been related to the perception that through collective action, the protesters could hold the 

moral ground high and protect values, historical continuity and not least, the people from the elite. 

Bristow argues, however, that the narrative of the yellow vests as the people is only “an empty 

political signifier” and that the use of the French Revolution of 1789 as the sole historical reference 

point of the movement illustrates a “discontinuous and symbolic use of history” (Bristow 2019: 72). 

Nevertheless, Bristow 2019 argues, the French Revolution was “mobilized as a weapon against the 

contemporary political system (Ibid). In sum, based on the sources analyzed in this section, it 

appears that the yellow vests protester may have been motivated to mobilize against the government 

because it was perceived as a means for protecting French values. 

4.3.2 Frame Resonance 

According to social movement theory, the support for a social movement will mainly depend on 

how resonant a movement's issues and demands are with the experiences and interests of larger 

sections of the population (Rucht 1996: 190; della Porta & Diani 2009). With a public approval rate 

of 72 % on average during the first months of protests, it may be assumed that the frames of the 

yellow vest movement resonated with a large segment of the French population (Shultziner & 

Kornblit 2020: 540). Indeed, this may have been due to the credibility of the content and its sources, 

more specifically, as outlined in the analysis of the social context, solidarity and a sense of shared 

identity may have been formed, because a large segment in the French population were 

experiencing precarious and vulnerable life situations. Thus, whereas the traditional intermediaries 

and channels of representation were regarded with almost “disgust”, the frames of the yellow vest 

movement may have been perceived as credible, because they were expressed by “the people” 

(Jetten et al. 2020: 6). Furthermore, the frames may have been salient, because they touched upon 
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important aspects of people’s lives. More specifically, frames of Macron as President of the Rich, 

the government as undermining of historical continuity of French values, whereby those who are at 

the bottom of the hierarchy must regain control, may have resonated with the large segment of the 

population living in the peripheral France who is experiencing financial stress and reduced 

household budgets due to increase in various types of costs. In this regard, the announcement of the 

planned rise in fuel taxes may only have further contributed to the perception of the government as 

ignorant of the life situations of people in the peripheral France, and created the impression that 

inequality levels would increase further, because the economic burden of the ecological transition 

was going to be carried out by the poorest segments of the population (Shultziner & Kornblit 2020: 

536). Finally, it appeared that the resonance of the framing of the issues related to inequality were 

enhanced by the both implicit and explicit references to French history and values, in particular, the 

French Revolution of 1789 and its values of equality, in particular, but possibly also the notions of 

freedom and brotherhood. Thus, indeed, it appears that the yellow vest movement drew on a 

cultural stock in the framing of their grievances related to inequality. In sum, it appears that the 

yellow vest movement emerged not only because of increasing inequality levels, or at least 

perceptions of such, but because in a French context, there is particularly great attention for 

economic inequality due to the history and values of the country. In other words, it appears that the 

yellow vest protesters drew on the cultural stock in the framing of their grievances. Macrons 

personality and policies, not least the rise in fuel taxes, may have further dramatized the 

illegitimacy of the inequality producing system from the perspective of the yellow vest protesters. 

On these grounds, mobilization through a movement was perceived as a particularly useful means 

for protecting French values and fighting against inequality in a system, where political decision 

makers were perceived as ignorant to these aspects. Thus, it appears that the emergence of the 

yellow vest movement was possible because the frames employed by the movement resonated with 

a large segment of the French population and creating a motivational feeling that “by working 

together and continuing the protests, social change can be achieved (Dixon et al., 2012 as cited in 

Jetten et al. 2020: 8). The use of social movement theory has provided useful insights in to role of 

French values and for explaining the resonance of the yellow vest movement’s frames and 

consequently, why a movement of such magnitude emerged. However, despite the general 

agreement that protests against inequality is a main claim of the yellow vest movement, it was not 

possible to conclude based on this analysis, whether the movement is a protest against the whole 

neo-liberal order, or rather, an expression of a claim to be better integrated in it. Furthermore, the 
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explanatory power for the emergence of the yellow vest movement of, respectively, objective 

inequality measures, on the one hand, and perceptions of increasing inequality, culture, history and 

identity, on the other, remains unclear. 

	

4.4 Discussion  

Based on various types of secondary data, this thesis has explored how social movement theory can 

contribute to explaining the emergence of the yellow vest movement in France, focusing in 

particular on the potentially explanatory power of various dimensions of the French context. The 

analysis has provided insights into the interplay between social conditions, political opportunities 

and framing processes in relation to the emergence of the yellow vest movement. However, social 

movement theory falls short in explaining various elements of the movement, such as particular 

traits of the French context, the role of social media and not least, a situation which is characterized 

by low levels of trust in the established system as a whole, including its leaders. Due to the scope of 

this thesis, which focuses on the potentially explanatory power of the, this paper did not conduct in-

depth analysis of the two other factors, which according to McAdam et al. 1996, are important for 

understanding the emergence of movements, more specifically, mobilizing structures and framing 

processes. First, despite a brief assessment of the implications of the structural changes of the 

labour market in the wake of globalization for collective action as well as the key role of social 

media in relation to the emergence of the yellow vest movement, this thesis did not thoroughly 

analyse the mobilizing structures of the movement. A more in-depth analysis of the mobilizing 

structures of the yellow vest movement, including the role of traditions for protest in France, could 

indeed have provided useful insights into the emergence of the yellow vest movement. More 

specifically, as outlined in the literature review, the movement could have been explored in a 

historical perspective through a comparative historical analysis focusing on the similarities and 

differences with earlier social movements in France. Furthermore, an analysis of the transnational 

aspects of the movement, for instance through the use of the theoretical frameworks of transnational 

advocacy networks, could have provided insights into the extent to which the organization form, 

mobilization processes and framing was inspired by for instance Occupy movements in other 

countries. Second, albeit the brief assessment of this thesis of the main frames used by the 

movement, including Macron as President of the rich and the unfairness of inequality, this paper did 

not conduct an in-depth analysis of the framing processes of the movement, including the role of 

styles of protest in France. Furthermore, one of the clear limitations of this study is that it is based 
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solely on secondary data, research and observations which has been conducted and sampled by the 

governmental agencies, researchers, scholars, journalists etc., in other words, by the elite. Thus, it 

may in fact to a large extent be suitable to regard this study as an overview of the elite’s perceptions 

of the factors that caused the emergence of the yellow vest movement. This issue could to some 

extent have been overcome through a discourse analysis of for instance the online communication 

between the protesters, which could have provided more direct insights into their values, grievances 

and organization methods. However, different insights from this study regarding movement 

mobilization and emergence may be applied to other national contexts. For instance, the role of 

social media as a means for circumventing the state and traditional intermediaries, which has not 

only been exploited by the yellow vest movement, but is an increasingly important factor for 

explaining movement emergence across the world. Thus, the hypotheses that the individualization 

of labour has weakened the capacity for the working class to mobilize do longer appear to hold in 

the era of digitalization and social media. Finally, this thesis has provided insights into at least one 

potential effect of increasing inequality, growing centre-periphery divides and declining trust in the 

established system: protest. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This thesis has explored how social movement theory can contribute to explaining the emergence of 

the yellow vest movement in France, focusing in particular on the potentially explanatory power of 

the context. The findings of this study suggest that the emergence of the movement was triggered 

by the President Macron’s announcement of a rise in fuel taxes, because it tapped into a division in 

French society between centre and periphery as well as into French cultural values, due to its 

presumed skewed social impact. However, Macron’s person and policies, the fuel tax in particular, 

may only have been “the last straw” for the large segment of the French population, which 

mobilized through the yellow vest movement, because this segment had already been suffering 

from increasingly precarious life situations for years, and had already lost confidence in the 

capacity of the established, institutionalized system to defend their interests. Consequently, besides 

the abolishment of the fuel tax, the claims of the movement rapidly expanded to include the 

resignation of Macron, enhanced purchasing power, improvement of public services and 

transformations of representative democracy. The high levels of public support for the movement 

and its protests against inequality, at least in the initial phase, may be related to the fact that 

inequality is incompatible with French identity, cultural values and history. Further, based on this 



62 / 66 

analysis, it appears that the emergence of the yellow vest movement was possible, because the 

protesters managed to exploit a range of favourable patterns in the context, in particular, the 

increasingly high level of illegitimacy of the system. In addition to that the movement managed to 

create an inclusive identity, which appealed to a large segment of the French population, more 

specifically, “the people” versus “the elite”. And last, but not least, social media provided a means 

for circumventing traditional intermediaries and, to a certain degree, the strong French state, and 

thus enabling the emergence of the movement. Many of the aspects outlined above may also 

contribute to explaining why the grievances are expressed through a movement, in particular, the 

declining levels of confidence of the protesters in the capacity of the established, institutionalized 

system to represent and fight for their interests. 

   The use of social movement theory for analysing the emergence of the yellow vest movement has 

entailed benefits as well as limitations. On the one hand, social movement theory has been useful 

for analysing the emergence of the yellow vest movement, because it provides frameworks for 

assessing different dimensions of a movement’s context as well as various hypotheses regarding 

movement emergence. However, social movement theory falls short in explaining the increasingly 

important role of social media for movement mobilization, as well as different traits particular to 

the French context, such as the geographical dimension of social cleavages, the relatively weak 

influence of labour unions in political decision-making process and the low levels of trust in the 

established system as a whole. On a final note, the limitations of this study are largely related to the 

theoretical approach, which entails a risk of blind spots, as well as to the research design, which is 

based solely on secondary data material and thus lacks first-hand knowledge about the movement. 
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