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has been li!ed, swarms of people hunting for 
Christmas presents; but since mid-November, Sat-
urdays in Paris also mean one other thing: it is time 
for a manif´, a protest (the abbreviation of the word 
“manifestation”) somewhere in the city. On 24 No-
vember 2020, the Assemblée nationale, which to-
gether with the Senate forms the French Parliament, 
adopted the law for Sécurité globale, drawing on an 
idea from the Minister of the Interior, Gérald Dar-
manin. It is a proposition that has made headlines 
even abroad and has, to put it mildly, caused con-
siderable controversy, leading to the protests every 
weekend that I have witnessed as during my year 
abroad stay in the capital. "e “Law for Globalised 
Security”, as it could be translated, proposes a pro-
hibition of the #lming or taking photos of police of-
#cers in order to protect their physical and mental 
integrity, with transgressions being punishable by a 
#ne of 45,000 euros or a year in prison.1xt of police 
violence, of which France has the highest incidence 
rate in Europe,need little explaining.2,3 Following 
outbreaks of violence at the #rst protests a!er the 
announcement of the new law and international 

December Saturday a!ernoon in Par-
is. Saturdays usually see busy streets, 
and especially now that the lockdown A
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outrage, the government has now proposed to re-
word the law – yet the protests continue, and they 
begin to extend to more deeply rooted social issues.
 On this Saturday, the manif´ taking place 
in the city centre is however far from escalating; 
indeed, the protestors are barely visible behind the 
wall of heavily armed police o&cers and the doz-
ens of police vehicles closing o' the roads around 
the area. A few faint shouts and whistles are heard 
somewhere, but the presence of the police forces that 
look like they are being deployed to stop a civil war 
does seem somewhat excessive. Can this be consid-
ered an overreaction on the part of the French gov-
ernment? Yet the weekends before did see scenes 
of considerable violence: burning cars, thousands 
of people in the streets, #ghts between the police 
and protesters. Naturally, Emmanuel Macron´s 
government is keen to  avoid a repetition of these 
events. Yet the protests and their violence work in 
favour of those opposing the new law."e crucial 
role of the police in containing them and their use 
of force has, in the eyes of the public, demonstrat-
ed precisely why it is necessary to maintain the 
right to #lm and photograph scenes such as these. 
 "e expression of public opinion and polit-
ical discontent that manifests itself in the protests is
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nothing new in France; indeed, it has almost be-
come part of the image of the French population 
abroad. France stands out in Europe for what could 
almost be called a culture of political protest: from 
the French Revolution, the archetype of modern 
civil revolutions, to the protests of the gilets jaunes 
that have shaken the French Republic since October 
2018. Yet the scenes that can be witnessed in Paris 
and elsewhere in France, the heated public debate 
over the new law, and the excessive use of the nation-
al police, illustrate a troubled relationship between 
the state and its citizens. What role popular protest 
has played in this context, and what factors have 
contributed to its pertinent manifestations in 2020?
 To examine this issue, it is necessary to 
analyse the evolution of protest in France through-
out modern history by using two case studies, 
notably the French Revolution of 1789 and the 
1871 Paris Commune. Subsequently, is the con-
sideration of more recent events such as the gilets 
jaunes movement during the era Macron, as well 
as the e'ects of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 
and its management by the French Government.  
"e #nal factor is the consideration of the role of 
the police in particular, and its function in pro-
test culture and as a representative force of the 
state. "is leads to the conclusion that, while pro-
test culture has necessarily evolved throughout 
French history, many of the issues that cause pop-
ular protest have not, thus leading to today’s tense 
relationship between state and citizens in France. 
 Looking back on history, the most extreme 
form of political protest by a population is the revo-
lution, in which not only the state or form of gover-
nance is challenged, but an attempt is made to over-
turn and replace the current system of governance. 
Not every political protest leads to revolution, but 
every revolution is a form of political protest; es-
pecially in the context of the French Revolution of 
1789. "is was one of the most signi#cant events 
in modern European history for not only the vi-
olence with which it brought aboutthe evolution 
from absolutist monarchy to republic, but also 
for the profound e'ects it had on the relationship

between the people and the state. Indeed, Paolo Ger-
baudo calls the French Revolution a, “watershed mo-
ment”, embodying the break between pre-modern 
and modern social movements and protest culture.4 
 "e revolutionary process began in a situa-
tion of profound economic distress for the majority 
of French society, and in particular the lower-mid-
dle classes, such as small cra!smen. "e "ird 
Estate, the representatives of the bourgeoisie and 
peasants, consequently demanded the creation of 
a National Assembly, and the absolutist monarchy 
was abolished. Until 1792, the political situation 
remained somewhat unstable, as a shi! to a con-
stitutional monarchy was attempted at #rst; upon 
the poorly attempted (ight of Louis XVI however, 
it became clear that the powerless monarch was not 
willing to cooperate with the National Assembly´s 
new vision of society and politics.5 "us, there fol-
lowed the most prominent events of the Revolution, 
notably the beheading of the King and his wife, and 
the terrorization of the country under Robespierre. 
"e violence of the Revolution is well-document-
ed; from events such as the Storming of the Bas-
tille in 1789 to the Reign of Terror that followed 
under the new regime, the revolutionary process, 
so crucial for the advancement of democracy and 
the creation of a modern state, cost many lives. 
"e accessibility of weapons to the population – at 
least in comparison to today’s society – as well as 
the economic plight of the lower classes and politi-
cally unstable situation, acted as strong incitements 
to a forceful taking over of the monarchist institu-
tions. However, the Revolution and its events were 
also critiqued by some French contemporaries, the 
most powerful voice among them being the philos-
opher Joseph de Maistre. In his eyes, the violent ex-
cess of the overturn of the monarchy was proof that 
democracy, the rule of the people, was more dan-
gerous as a form of governance than monarchy.6 
Such arguments speak clearly of the unprecedented 
change that the Revolution constituted in Europe 
at this time, notably the challenge it posed to the 
monarchy as dominant model of governance across 
the continent, as well as the principles established
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through the constitution, that even played a role in 
inciting the French Revolutionary Wars.7 As Chris-
topher Hobson notes, the creation of a constitution 
furthermore cemented the importance of the event 
beyond the French borders, as it went directly 
against the principles of the absolutist monarchy, 
in which all political power resided with the king.8 
"e concept of democracy shi!s power to the peo-
ple; while the success of the Revolution remains 
questionable, especially in the light of Robespierre’s 
Reign of Terror and ultimately Napoleon´s ascent to 
power, it cannot be denied that 1789 marked a point 
of profound transformation in the relationship be-
tween people and state in both France and Europe. 
 Almost a century later, many more in-
cidents of popular protest against the state had 
taken place, notably, 1848 involved a European 
wave of revolutions and attempted revolts. Yet in 
France, it is in 1871 that another event of signif-
icance took place: the establishment and short 
life of the Paris Commune are both relevant as 
symptoms of political currents and an evolution 
of protest culture during the nineteenth century.  
In 1871, France was yet again in a highly unsta-
ble political and economic climate, as a!er a war 
lost against Prussia, they were forced to concede 
the Alsace region. However, France not only had 
to overcome the humiliation of defeat and the loss 
of territory, but also the end of the Second Empire 
following the forced abdication of Napoleon III 
and yet another transition to a republican model 
of state.9 In this political vacuum, the Parisian Na-
tional Guard, composed of many soldiers issued 
from the working class. Refusing to be disarmed 
by the monarchist National Assembly, they demo-
cratically elected a Central Committee that directly 
opposed the National Assembly.10 "e monarchist 
government, already based at Versailles, lost con-
trol of the city to the National Guard as a result. 
 Adolphe "iers’ Government was able 

to reclaim the capital a!er three brief months of
 socialist governance.11 "e failure of the Commune 
was due to numerous factors. Notably, the commu-
nards, as they were called, did not extend their in-
(uence outside of Paris; furthermore, the new Cen-
tral Committee delayed their march on Versailles 
to confront the government´s troops, favouring 
instead elections and debates on social measures 
in the Commune. Together with other issues, these 
delays ultimately allowed the governmental forces 
to engage the Parisian National Guard in #ghting 
to reclaim the capital. During the battles, the barri-
cade became a characteristic sight in Paris, as they 
were useful in blocking narrow streets in areas such 
as Montmartre.12  "e retaliation from the govern-
mental troops was arguably merciless, as the com-
munards ultimately remained inferior in numbers; 
Samuel Bernstein writes that “[d]uring the last 
and bloody week of the Commune the Versailles 
soldiers were no less brutal with the women than 
with the men. Of the 20,000 Parisians killed in and 
around Paris during that week many were women. 
Hundreds of others were dragged to Versailles and 
condemned to prison or deportation.”13 "e Par-
is Commune thus demonstrates several parallels 
to the 1789 Revolution, notably the political and 
economic precariousness that acted as a founda-
tion for this popular uprising. Furthermore, the 
rejection of the current form of state – in this case, 
the monarchist National Assembly – manifested 
itself through a spontaneous and rapid taking of 
control, although the social and political basis for 
discontent among the population existed already. 
 How has political protest in France evolved 
in this century? In the era of Emmanuel Macron´s 
presidency, which forms the crucial background 
of our topic, this culture of protest #nds its most 
prominent recent symptom in the birth of the gilets 
jaunes movement, or the Yellow Vests as they are 
known in English. With changes to fuel prices in
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2018, protests began taking place all over France, 
soon beginning to use the characteristic yellow se-
curity vests as a unifying symbol as they incorpo-
rated more serious social grievances such as rising 
cost of living and poverty.14 Jim Aulich even de-
scribes the reasons for the growth of the movement 
as follows: “"e gilets jaunes in France […] were 
[…] born of powerlessness, suppression, and a lack 
of voice and opportunity experienced by large sec-
tions of society.15 Despite the visual unity of the 
movement, the protests were decentralized, with-
out speci#c leadership and splintered into local 
groups.16 "e role of social media, such as Facebook 
groups, was of considerable importance despite the 
otherwise loose structure of the movement, thus 
highlighting the signi#cance of technology in mod-
ern political protest.17 Yet the gilets jaunes demon-
strations were also marked by excesses of violence: 
while numbers of injured persons di'er according 
to various sources, they are worrying in any case. 
"e Ministry of the Interior suggests there could 
have been as many as 1800 protesters and 1000 po-
lice o&cers injured during the #rst few months of 
protest.18 Among injured protestors, injuries to the 
head, with the loss of eyes, were the most common 
due to the use of rubber bullets by the police forc-
es charged with the control of the demonstrations. 
While the protests are arguably less fatal than those 
of the previous centuries, the violence erupting 
during these manifestations worried organizations, 
such as Amnesty International, and those witness-
ing the extent of the physical damage, including 
paramedics.19 Although the movement subsided in

the #rst half of 2019, itstands out among exam-
ples of political protest in contemporary France. 
 "e protests over the last few years have not 
taken place without any cause whatsoever, as the 
discontent over the raised fuel prices that sparked 
the gilets jaunes was just one issue amongst many. 
"e political measures taken under Macron have 
included numerous economic reforms; according 
to a study by the OFCE, the French Observatory for 
the Economic Situation – an organization allegedly 
situated towards the le! of the political spectrum – 
these reforms have bene#ted above all the richest 
members of the French population, while the poor-
est 5% saw their economic status shrink.20 As the 
Le Monde newspaper notes, Macron has potential-
ly demonstrated that the opposition´s slogan at his 
election, “Macron is a President for the rich!” is not 
entirely false.21 Economic precarity, a notable polar-
ization of society, as well as several terrorist attacks 
despite measures such as the plan Vigipirate, the 
deployment of the armed forces to ensure internal 
security: the accumulation of factors such as these 
contribute to the political tension in the country 
and thus form a basis for protest.22 A!er the social 
unrest that sparked the gilets jaunes movement, 
the political situation was shaken once more when 
the Covid-19 pandemic of this year confronted the 
government. "e management of the pandemic in 
France, as in many other countries, has been sub-
ject to much criticism from all ends of the political 
spectrum, and even from international voices. "e 
German newspaper Die Zeit, for instance, painted 
a worrying picture of Emmanuel Macron´s way 
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of leadership during the pandemic, headlining 
the respective article with the words “Autoritäres 
Absurdistan” (“"e authoritarian Absurdistan”).23 
While the German perspective, where the strong 
federalism furthers a somewhat di'erent under-
standing of politics and democracy might be seen 
as alarmist, it cannot be denied that, under Ma-
cron, the e'orts to strengthen the state and its 
apparatus have multiplied, perhaps manifesting 
itself in the strict pandemic rules implemented in 
France. "is process ultimately brings us back to 
the law Sécurité globale, which has been seen as 
yet another symptom of Macron´s lean towards 
the right in an attempt to engage more conserva-
tive voters for the presidential election in 2022.24 
 Much of the contemporary culture of protest 
that we can witness in France today is however also 
related to the issue of policing and its use in main-
taining public order, a more deeply rooted problem 
which become especially obvious in recent months. 
"e French police system is arguably quite com-
plex.  One hand consists of the police nationale, the 
national police force, which is controlled by the ex-
ecutive branch of the state, speci#cally the Ministry 
of the Interior. On the other hand, there also exists 
the gendarmerie, which is de facto a branch of the 
armed forces and answerable to both the Ministry 
of Defence and the Ministry of the Interior.25 While 
the police nationale is usually deployed in larg-
er cities, the gendarmerie is more o!en present in 
rural settings; however, they o!en overlap in their 
functions, in which the control of public protests is 
also included. In the context of this function, there 
exist several factors in the police system which are 
of signi#cance. According to a report by Brut, a 
French online news portal, French police training 
is completed in one-and-a-half years. However, it 
has to be doubted whether this time is su&cient 
for a comprehensive education of future police 

o&cers. As was pointed out in the report, police 
forces in countries such as Germany, Finland or 
Norway – all of which have particularly low rates of 
police violence – are trained for at least three years, 
thus receiving a more profound education that not 
only rests on the use of force, but an ethical foun-
dation.26 Likewise, when it comes to maintaining 
public order in events such as protests, French po-
lice are among the most equipped forces in Europe, 
something which arguably facilitates the use of force 
in stressful situations and, as a result, the probabil-
ity of injury of protesters through tear gas, pepper 
spray or rubber bullets, as was already demon-
strated during the gilets jaunes demonstrations.27 
 It is not only the use of force or the training 
that police o&cers undergo which undermine trust 
between the police as a representative force of the 
state and citizens. In this context, we need to return 
to the measures taken for the current pandemic, 
in which the police have played an essential role. 
With the exceptions of Italy and Greece, France 
has been unique in Europe in that it implemented 
the system of the so-called attestation, a physical 
or digital document needed to justify every leav-
ing of the house. Not having the attestation when 
outside – or not using it for one of the authorized 
reasons of leaving the house – is punishable with 
a #ne of 135 euros.28 "is concept was introduced 
during the #rst wave of infections in March, and 
during the second wave this autumn, when most 
other European countries attempted lighter lock-
downs, France reintroduced the attestation, mak-
ing it one of the harshest measures on the conti-
nent. "e veri#cation of the attestation is of course 
le! to the police forces, who can demand anyone in 
the street to show their document and verify it. It 
goes without saying that this system does very lit-
tle to further a relationship of trust between police 
and citizens, and, by extension, between the state
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and the citizens. While police violence remains a 
concern in every instance that it occurs, it is ul-
timately the executive part of the government, to 
whom the police are answerable, where these issues 
should be addressed. It is further problematic that 
there seems to exist a lack of transparency when 
it comes to the documentation of police activity, 
notably in the cases of police violence, response to 
events such as protests, or veri#cations of identity 
as part of patrols.29 A relationship of trust between 
the citizens and the state cannot be established – or 
reestablished – without transparency. "e excessive 
use of violence from police, be it during the gilets 
jaunes protests, or current demonstrations against 
the law Sécurité globale, as well as the lack of data 
available on these issues from the government, cor-
respond to the well-known theory by Max Weber, 
the philosopher, who de#ned the modern state as 
having the monopoly over the legitimate use of vi-
olence.30 However, it should also be remembered 
that, as Terry Beitzel writes, “Weber’s social and eth-
ical commitment to nonviolence is implicit. What 
is explicit is his preference for politics over vio-
lence and civil social action over self-indulgence”.31 
 To conclude, the current political climate 
in France results from a complexity of current is-
sues and societal problems. Social protest in France 
may have changed its face: from the violence of 
the French Revolution and the characteristic bar-
ricades of the Commune, modern protests have 
become more dynamic due to technology, but also 
less deadly in comparison to those of the eigh-
teenth or nineteenth centuries. Yet factors such 
as these have made the state´s expression of pow-
er through for example the excessive deployment 
of police no less pertinent, demonstrating a cer-
tain stance of suspicion against its own citizens. 
While social tension has certainly augmented in 
the explosive climate of 2020 and its many restric-
tive and unprecedented, yet necessary measures, 

it is also clear that the political dialogue in France 
between state and citizens needs to be strength-
ened. As Paolo Gerbaudo notes: “Two aspects are 
particularly important to explore with respect to 
the historical speci#city of social movements: the 
grievances, the social issues or problems that so-
cial movements raise and mobilize; and the reper-
toires of action, the historically layered practices 
through which these grievances are expressed”.32 
Over the course of the modern period, these rep-
ertoires of action may have changed in the case of 
French protest; yet the grievances, although less 
extreme than during the times of the Revolution, 
still bear some similarities with their historical 
counterparts, thus demonstrating the necessity of 
public protest, yet also its problematic character as 
an issue between the modern state and its citizens. 
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