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MAIN RESULTS 

 

I. Data Collection 

Focus Groups 

? Description of sample 

In France, we conducted five focus groups with non-active young people. 

- Group 1: 18-25 years old, males, high level of education, students 
- Group 2: 18-25 years olds, males, low level of education (no diploma), looking for a job 

(only 3 persons) 
- Group 3: 18-25 years old, females, high level of education, students 
- Group 4: 18-25 years olds, females, low level of education (no diploma), looking for a job 
- Group 5:15-18 years old, girls and boys in high school. They participated to the 

demonstration against Iraq war in February 2003 
Group 1 and 4 were made outside of Paris, in Dijon and Bordeaux. 
 

? How were people recruited? 

For the focus groups, we have the help of a French general market research company (CSA). It 

was in charge of the recruitment of the young people, according to the directives we gave. The 

moderator of the focus groups is a professional and he is used to conduct focus groups with 

young people. Anne and Cécile did not conduct the groups but they attended all of them. 

 

? Procedure 

Video and tape recorded, all the focus groups were transcribed, in French, by CSA. The 

verbatim has been partially translated into English for the national report. All the young people 

who have accepted to participate to the focus groups received a remuneration (30 euros for 2 

hours). 

 

Individual Interviews 

? Description of sample 

In France, we conducted six in-depth interviews with active young people who embody several 

types of activism and involvement. 

- Three young persons involved in three different conventional political parties: two 

governmental parties, one from the left wing (PS: and within the PS the youth section MJS) one 

from the right wing (UMP), and an extreme right party (FN). 

- A young man active in an unconventional political movement (“new politics”): ATTAC 

- A young man active on a student trade union at University: UNEF 



 7 

- A young girl active in an association for the defence of women rights and liberties: “Ni 

putes ni soumises” (“Neither bitches, nor submissive”) 

 

? Why have we chosen these kinds of involvement? 

We think that these six “biographies of participation” illustrate the four main forms of political 

involvement in France: 

- political parties 

- trade unions 

- new social movement 

- associations. 

For some years in France, and probably in Europe, political participation and political 

involvement stricto sensu are declining. Young people are less and less interested in being 

involved in traditional political organisations such as political parties or trade unions, whose 

number of militants is relentlessly decreasing. But if French youth is less involved in traditional 

forms of political participation, it develops new forms of political activity. Young citizens are more 

inclined  to choose unconventional forms of participation, like involvement in some associations 

or new social organizations. Having a less conformist relationship with politics, young French 

citizens are more critical and ready to express their political opinion through more sporadic, 

more spontaneous and more flexible groups.  

By interviewing young people who are involved in highly different organizations, and by 

analysing their motivations and their goals, we will be able to understand the mechanisms of 

political participation and involvement among young people.  Why some young persons still 

choose to join a political party? What are their motivations? How can we explain this when so 

many young people prefer to participate in an association or an unconventional political 

organisation? And why some young women or some young men choose to be involved in 

political and social life when the major part of the French youth is not at all interested in 

participation? 

By studying the discourse of these young activists, we will be able to analyse their attitude 

towards politics and political participation, also in order to underline the differences and 

similarities between each kind of involvement. Are the young people active in political parties so 

different than young people involved in association or in new social movements? Is it possible to 

suggest that these two groups are very alike, that the real differences are between them and 

other young people who are non-activists? What are the key variables: the kind of involvement 

or the fact to be involved itself? 
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? How were people recruited? 

For all the interviews, except the one with the young man involved in the National Front, we 

have contacted each organization by mail and ask for a young man or a young women (less 

than 25 years old) to answer an interview conducted by the CEVIPOF within the framework of 

an European research program on youth political participation. All the organizations give us 

names and e-mail addresses or phone numbers, allowing us to contact the young people, who 

answered very positively to our request. The leader of the association “Ni putes, ni soumises” 

ever organized herself a meeting with the young women we interviewed. 

The young man of the National Front was contacted through a different channel. A young 

researcher, who works on the French extreme right give us one of her contacts in Paris, so we 

could contact him directly by phone. 

 

? Procedure 

Tape recorded, all the interviews were transcribed, in French. The verbatim has been partially 

translated into English for the national report. The interviewed people received no remuneration. 



 9 

II.  “Brief summary” of each interview and observations 

Focus Group n°1: Bordeaux Students 

 
Age: between 18 and 25 years old 
Gender: male 
Graduates or still students (high level higher education) 
Place: CSA office - Bordeaux 
Date: February 4, 2004 
Duration: 2 hours 
 

Religion Religious 
practise 

Political 
interest 

Sensitivit
y 

Enrolment 
on lists 

Political 
Preference 

Political 
Distance 

Presidential 
1st round 

Presidential 
2nd round 

Jewish Several 
times a week High 6 No UMP National Front  

 

Catholic 
Only for 

the 
ceremonies 

Moderate 6 Yes UDF Extreme Left François 
Bayrou Jacques 

Chirac 

Jewish Several 
times a week Low 6 No No party Greens  

 

No religion  Low 5 Yes Greens National Front Jacques 
Chirac 

Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion  Moderate  Yes No party National Front  Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion  Low 3 Yes No party National Front   

No religion  Moderate 3 Yes   Lionel Jospin  
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Focus Group n°2: Working Parisians 

 
Age: between 18 and 25 years old 
Gender: male 
Relatively lowly qualified or young workers, or job seekers 
Place: CSA office - Paris 
Date: January 14, 2004 
Duration: 2 hours 
 

Religion Religious 
practise 

Political 
interest 

Sensitivit
y 

Enrolment 
on lists 

Political 
Preference 

Political 
Distance 

Presidential 
1st round 

Presidential 
2nd round 

Catholic Only for 
ceremonies Low 4 Yes No party National Front Jacques 

Chirac 
Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion Several 
times a week Low 4 Yes No party National Front     

No religion Never Moderate 3 Yes No Party National Front Olivier 
Besancenot 

Jacques 
Chirac 

Catholic Only for 
ceremonies Moderate 6 Yes UMP Extreme Left Jacques 

Chirac 
Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion   Low 2 No Extreme Left National Front     

Catholic Only for 
ceremonies Moderate 4 Yes Greens National Front   Jacques 

Chirac 

No religion   Moderate 4 Yes Greens National Front Noël 
Mamère 

Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion Only for 
ceremonies Moderate 4 Yes Greens National Front Olivier 

Besancenot 
Jacques 
Chirac 

Catholic Never Moderate 4 Yes No party National Front     

No religion Never Low 4 Yes Greens National Front   Jacques 
Chirac 

Catholic From time to 
time Low 4 No No party National Front     
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Focus Group n°3: Parisian Students 

 
Age: between 18 and 25 years old 
Gender: female 
Graduates or still students (high level higher education)  
Place: CSA office - Paris 
Date: January 13, 2004 
Duration: 2 hours 
 

Religion Religious 
practise 

Political 
interest 

Sensitivit
y 

Enrolment 
on lists 

Political 
Preference 

Political 
Distance 

Presidential 
1st round 

Presidential 
2nd round 

Catholic From time to 
time  Moderate 4 Yes UDF National Front Christiane 

Taubira 
Jacques 
Chirac 

Jew From time to 
time Low 5 No No party Extreme Left     

Catholic From time to 
time Low   Yes UMP National Front Jacques 

Chirac 
Jacques 
Chirac 

Jew   Moderate   Yes No party National Front     

Jew Several 
times a week Moderate 4 Yes UMP National Front Alain 

Madelin 
Jacques 
Chirac 

Catholic 
Once or 
twice a 
month 

Low 5 Yes UMP National Front François 
Bayrou 

Jacques 
Chirac 

No religion Never Low 3 No Socialist 
party National Front     

Catholic Only for 
ceremonies Moderate 3 Yes Socialist 

party National Front   Jacques 
Chirac 
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Focus Group n°4: Dijon Working Young Women 

 
Age: between 18 and 25 years old 
Gender: female 
Lowly qualified or young workers, or job seekers 
Place: CSA office - Dijon 
Date: February 2, 2004 
Duration: 2 hours 
 

Religion Religious 
practise 

Political 
interest 

Sensitivit
y 

Enrolment 
on lists 

Political 
Preference 

Political 
Distance 

Presidential 
1st round 

Presidential 
2nd round 

Catholic From time to 
time Low 3 Yes No party CPNT Noël 

Mamère   

No religion Never Low 4 No No party National Front     

Catholic 
Once or 
twice a 
month 

Moderate 5 Yes National 
Front 

Communist 
party     

No religion Never Not at all 4 Yes No party No party     

No religion 
Once or 
twice a 
month 

Low 6 Yes No party No party     

Catholic Never Low 6 Yes National 
Front 

Communist 
party 

Jean-Marie 
Le Pen 

Jean-Marie 
Le Pen 

No religion   Low 4 Yes         

Catholic 
Once or 
twice a 
month 

Low 4 Yes Another 
party Greens Arlette 

Laguillier 
Jean-Marie 

Le Pen 
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Focus Group n°5: Committed High School Students 

 
Age: between 15 and 18 years old 
Gender: male and female 
Participated in demonstrations against the Iraq war in February 2003 
Place: CSA office - Paris 
Date: January 13, 2004 
Duration: 2 hours 
 

Gender Religion Religious 
practise 

Political 
interest Sensitivity Enrolment 

on lists 
Political 

Preference 
Political 
Distance 

Female Jewish From time to 
time  Low 3 No No party No party 

Female Jewish From time to 
time High 2 No No party National Front 

Female Muslim Once or twice a 
month Moderate 2 Yes Communist Party National Front 

Male No religion Never Moderate 2 No Greens National Front 

Female No religion  High 2 Yes Communist Party National Front 

Male Muslim From time to 
time Moderate  No No party National 

Front 

Male Jewish Several times a 
week High 2 No Extreme left National Front 

Male Jewish Several times a 
week Moderate 4 Yes No party National Front 
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Dynamic and Characteristics of each Focus Group 

 

Focus group n°1: Bordeaux Students 

This group was not very dynamic, the young men do not hesitated to speak, but they were not 

very involved in the debate. They have a good knowing of the political system and seem to 

overcome political mechanisms. But this do not induce participation or involvement. They 

consider that they have not yet legitimacy to participate in politics, they are young and want to 

take advantage of their privileged situation (no economic problems, student life…) Maybe when 

they will start to work and pay taxes, they will be more involved. We have here a good 

illustration of the “youth moratorium”. 

 

Focus group n°2: Working Parisians 

Very dynamic group. These young men, who have no diploma and, for a large part of them, no 

job, have quiet good conditions of living because they still live by their parents. They do not 

seem very worried by the future and do not speak about social or economic problems 

(unemployment for example). They agree on a common feeling: mistrustful in politicians, but 

then the opinions can diverge. There is much confusing in their perception of political system. 

They denounce a powerful “they” (politicians, government, media…). They do not believe any 

more in political participation and mobilization. They are very fatalist.  

 

Focus group n°3: Parisian Students 

These young women who have a high education level, have very little political knowing, they do 

have clear political markers (for example they do not speak of the left-right cleavage which a 

strong marker in France). They adopt an exterior position towards the political world: they 

recognize that politics have an influence in their everyday life, but they do not understand it, and 

do not want to. They are a little bit fearful and do not feel concern by political involvement. They 

have a caritative vision of involvement, and maybe of politics.  

 

Focus group n°4: Working women from Dijon: 

This groups was very dynamic and interesting. These young women are confronted with deep 

social and economic difficulties: unemployment, precarious jobs, education of children… They 

feel excluded and abandoned. They believe that they are the rejected people of the society: the 

students and the men, even if they have, like them, no diploma, have more chances. They claim 

for more admission and for a place in the society. Their discourse is organised around this 

feeling of exclusion and their precarious living conditions. They are very pessimistic towards the 



 15 

future. But they have a high protest potential: they are ready to be involved in demonstrations or 

strike. When they vote, they choose a protest vote, and vote for extreme-right or extreme-left 

parties. 

 

Focus group n°5: Committed High Scholl Students 

Despite their youth (15-18 years), the people who participate in this focus group are interested 

in politics and we can find an embryo of political involvement. These young people are also very 

lucid and critical towards politics. We find a denunciation of the political system, as it works 

today. These young people, who decide to demonstrate against Iraq War, do not really believe 

in the usefulness of such political activities, they are a little bit fatalists. There is a lost of 

faithful… but if there is no more faith in politics, how get involved? 
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Interview n°1: New social movement 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Manuel (Male) 

23 years old 

Residence : Suburb of Paris 

Single 

Student in fifth year at Sciences Po and in a school of journalism (CFJ) 

Social origin: upper middle class 

No religion 

Very interested in politics. 

Political orientation: between left and extreme left 

Involved in a new social movement: ATTAC 

 

ATTAC 

ATTAC is the Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions for the Aid of Citizens.  

ATTAC was founded in France in 1998, and now has over 80,000 members worldwide. It is an 

international network of independent national and local groups in 33 countries. It promotes the 

idea of an international tax on currency speculation (the Tobin Tax) and campaigns to outlaw 

tax havens, replace pension funds with state pensions, cancel Third World debt, reform or 

abolish the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and, more generally, recapture the democratic 

space that has been lost to the financial world.  

ATTAC combines activism with intellectual creativity. It promotes practical economic reforms 

meant to tame the devastating power of the financial markets, and to favour democratic, 

transparent economic structures that serve the needs of ordinary people. ATTAC is 

independent from all political parties, and brings together labour unions, associations, MPs, 

academics and citizens, in self-education and peaceful action.  

ATTAC took part in the demonstrations at Seattle in 1999 against the WTO, and at Genova in 

July 2001 against the G8. It is part of a diverse global movement that promotes democratic self-

determination for local and regional economies.  

 

The interview 

It took place at the CEVIPOF and was conducted by Anne MUXEL. 

Date : January 13, 2004 

Duration : 1h50 
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Manuel is deeply involved in many various organizations, which is very particular, surprising and 

interesting. This young man is hyper-active… His political involvement is not recent : at the age 

of 14, he participated in his first demonstration. His involvement is political, but takes various 

forms (ATTAC, articles, associations, political meetings…). 

The two main characteristics of his involvement are :intellectualism and protestation. 

Manuel wants to participate in politics by intellectual ways. That is why he is very involved in 

think tanks and he considers that thinking and journalism are central to his political involvement. 

But his participation has always been more or less contesting, unconventional. He likes 

provocation and derision and he always has conflictual  relations with authority. He wants to 

express his opinions, his ideas, he never hesitates to express his disagreement. This is why, he 

seems to prefer being involved in more flexible organizations: he feels more free than in a 

traditional political party. Even if he could join later the Greens and adopt a more traditional form 

of involvement. Personal network plays a key role in his involvement: he has joined an 

association, or an organization because he met someone and wanted to “give some help”. 

Meetings and friendship ground his involvement. He is certainly the most active and the most 

involved person we have interviewed. His activities are time consuming, and we have the 

feeling that he cannot do anything else… 
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Interview n°2: Right wing party - UMP 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Anne (Female) 

19 years old 

Residence : Paris 

Single 

Student in second year at Sciences Po 

Social origin: upper middle class 

Catholic follower (once per week) 

Very interested in politics. 

Political orientation: right 

Involved in a traditional political party UMP, leader of its Sciences Po section  

 

UMP 

The UMP (Union for a Popular Movement) is the major and traditional right wing party in France. 

Since 2001, it is the government party and it is the party of President Jacques Chirac. The UMP 

is organised in various sections all over France, with specific sections for young people under 

25 year old. The Sciences Po section brings together the rightist students of Sciences Po. 

 

The interview 

It took place at the CEVIPOF and was conducted by Cécile RIOU 

Date : January 14, 2004 

Duration : 1h35 

Anne wanted to be involved in a political party for many years, her dream is to become Member 

of Parliament. She always knew that she would be involved in a right wing party. Her 

involvement and its political orientation made no doubt. She is a very self-assured young 

woman. But before her admission to Sciences Po, she never got involved in an organization 

because of her school work. She has strong political convictions, and wants to defend and to 

promote them. She assumes her conservative opinions and defends traditional values such as 

family, authority, nation and economic liberalism. She claims her status of “woman in politics”. 

Her family, and more particularly, her mother have played a great role in her involvement. She 

prefers conventional and traditional forms of participation and does not approve protest action. 

In her opinion, political action is more useful and powerful through traditional political 
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institutions. She believes in representative democracy and her ambition is to get an electoral 

mandate at a national level.  
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Interview n°3: Left wing party - MJS 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Thomas (Male) 

20 years old 

Residence : Suburb of Paris 

Single 

Student in second year at Sciences Po 

Social origin: upper middle class 

No religion 

Very interested in politics. 

Political orientation: left 

Involved in the MJS, the youth movement of the French traditional party (PS). He is member of 

the Sciences Po section  

 

MJS 

The MJS (Young Socialists Movement) is a political youth association and not really a political 

party (it does not present candidates in the elections for example). It is relatively autonomous 

from the French Socialist Party, but strongly linked to this left wing party.  

 

The interview 

It took place at the CEVIPOF and was conducted by Cécile RIOU 

Date : January 15, 2004 

Duration : 1h10 

The involvement of Thomas is less manifest than those of Anne or Manuel. He hesitated for 

some years before knowing what kind of action would fit his expectations. He has real 

convictions and clear political opinions but does not express them with the same strength than 

Anne or Manuel. He is very quiet and tolerant. The reasons why he has chosen a political party 

is that a political party is the only kind of organization that can lead a global action on the whole 

society and so really make the things change. His ideals are equality and justice that’s why he 

chose the MJS. In spite of his discretion, he is very involved in this movement and devotes 

much of his time to it. He is also involved in a student trade union (UNEF, cf. interview n°4). He 

does not reject unconventional forms of political participation, but believes that conventional 

forms are more useful, with effective results. 
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Interview n°4: Student trade union - UNEF 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Mathieu (Male) 

22 years old 

Residence : Suburb of Paris 

Single 

Student in third years in University, biology 

Social origin: middle class 

Catholic but not follower 

Somewhat interested in politics. 

Political orientation: left 

Involved in the UNEF, a student trade union, in the section of his University, Paris VII 

 

UNEF 

The UNEF (National Union of French Students) is a student trade union, rather leftist. Its aim is 

to represent the students in the university boards. It is the first student trade union in France. Its 

members fight for the creation of a student income, better conditions of housing for students… 

 

The interview 

It took place at the UNEF office, in Paris VII University and was conducted by Cécile RIOU 

Date : January 30, 2004 

Duration : 1h30 

The involvement of Mathieu in the UNEF appears as opportunist and, according to himself, 

“materialistic”. It started with a series of encounters but gradually Mathieu became more and 

more invested in the trade union and supported its claims. Nevertheless, Mathieu still defines 

himself as a “part-time militant”: his trade union activities are part of his life but not the most 

important one. He acts only with the UNEF in the university, never outside. When Mathieu will 

leave the University he probably won’t be involved anymore, it is a punctual and circumstantial 

involvement. 

 

Interview n°5: Women association - “Ni putes ni soumises” 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Loubna (Female) 
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25 years old 

Residence : Suburb of Paris 

Single 

Student in fourth year in University, in English 

Social origin: lower class   

Follower Muslim 

Low level of interest in politics. 

Political orientation: left 

Involved in NPNS, a women association. 

 

“Ni putes, ni soumises 

This association was created last year in order to denounce sexism, the violence and the 

inequalities that discriminate the girls of the popular urban districts. First, the association wrote a 

petition and then organized a “protest tour” in 23 French towns: seven young people (five girls 

and two boys) crossed France and participated in debates, demonstrations, and met some 

politicians… in order to alert citizens and political representatives on the status of women, which 

is in constant regression. The Tour ended with a demonstration in Paris on March 8, 2003, 

which attracted 30 000 people. After this success, the association “Ni putes, ni soumises” 

(NPNS) was officially created and several local committees were created in a large number of 

French cities. The purpose of the association is to work with the women in the popular districts, 

where the problems arise and to promote respect, tolerance and republican values. 

 

The interview 

It took place in an office of the “Fédération Nationale des Maisons des Potes” (association 

which oversees NPNS) in Paris and was conducted by Cécile RIOU 

Date : February 4, 2004 

Duration : 1h 

More than Mathieu’s one, the involvement of Loubna is really a matter of friendship and 

circumstances : she got involved into the NPNS because of her best friend and because of the 

social context in which she lives. Last year, during the six weeks of the “Tour”, she was very 

involved in the movement. Today, she is a little bit less active in the association, even if she has 

very strong link with NPNS, because of her experience during the “Tour” and connexions she 

made, but it was like a parenthesis in her life. Today, she has other priorities, her studies for 

example and a certain anxiety towards her future… She is not very interested in politics, maybe 
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because she feels incompetent, but she always votes and consider that the voting right is 

important. Another reason is that her parents are immigrants with no access to vote. 
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Interview n°6: Extreme right party - National Front 

 

Demographics of interviewed person: 

Pierre (Male) 

25 years old 

Residence : Paris 

Single 

Worker 

Social origin: middle class 

Catholic not follower 

Very interested in politics. 

Political orientation: extreme right 

Involved in the FNJ, the youth movement of the extreme right party National front. He is 

member of the Paris  section  

 

National Front 

The National Front, led by Jean-Marie Le Pen is the French extreme right party. It is a 

nationalist and xenophobe party, whose youth section is called Youth National Front (FNJ). 

Pierre is involved in the Paris section of the FNJ and he is responsible for the press relations. 

 

The interview 

It took place in the flat of the interviewed man in Paris and was conducted by Cécile RIOU 

Date : February 19, 2004 

Duration : 2h15 

Pierre’s political opinions are ancient, but his involvement in a political party is more recent: he 

needs a pawl to go over the other side of the barrier and to overcome his fear. He is now very 

involved in the party and defends the party line, its policy, its leader. He believes that the FN is 

the only way to get thing better, because right and left wing parties have failed to “save” France 

and French people. Pierre is very trustful in the FN and in its leader, he considers that Jean-

Marie Le Pen is the only honest political man, the only one who does not lie to the French 

people : a sensible man who has concrete and efficient propositions. As he said himself, he has 

great ambitions for the FN and inside the FN great ambitions for himself… he is a real political 

campaigner.
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III. Theme 1 – ‘Belonging and Identity 

Focus Groups 

What respondents had to say about their social reality varies considerably according to the level 

of qualifications, but also according to gender. Two major distinctions can be made between: 

- Statements made by the most qualified and the least qualified 

- Men and women, whatever their professional category  

 

? The perception of society by graduates and working people living by their parents: an 

ocean of possibilities 

The perception of society by higher qualified people and people in work, but living by their 

parents tends to be rather positive. The freedom offered by being able to study, having free 

time, without being subject to financial worries or practices leads them to say: 

We feel quite good, we're privileged, we don’t pay tax, we don’t need to work, we can 
just take it easy 
It’s a waiting, and transition period that is very pleasant; sometimes we have to work, 
little jobs in order to buy things 
(Working Parisians) 
 

We can observe a major distancing relative to day-to-day events. This waiting time is a very 

specific way of living with its own rhythm emphasized by specific events. Above all it is 

characterized by a very large amount of freedom that respondents use as they want. In this 

respect, they often express distance relative to day-to-day life, which is experienced more as a 

privilege: 

We feel blasé, disinterested 
I live day-to-day 
I’ve taken a year out 
 

However, whilst this appears to be an idyllic situation what they think about their environment 

tends to be a lot less so.  A strong contrast appears between a relatively carefree life that their 

lifestyle causes them to adopt and their lucidity tinged with fear concerning society: 

Repression everywhere 
The police are taking too much power 
It’s scary to see Bush at the head of this powerful state.  And I’m scared about the 
Chechens 
The extending of Europe, we don’t know the new countries 
Disinformation 
(Working Parisians) 

These subjects are all included in their major concerns.  The very general nature of them is 

characteristic of statements by men, including those with the highest qualifications. 

Graduate women do not show the same student-like carefree attitude as their male 

counterparts. Their concerns more directly focused on prospects for their category: 
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Conflicts and social aspects 
I’m in the third year of industry, marketing and management in the luxury goods sector; 
I am going to start working in 3 months time. 
What will happen tomorrow 
What shocks me is that we are only concerned about ourselves, not other people. We 
have to try to be concerned by everything that surrounds us. 
(Students) 
 

We can underline the practical focus of these concerns. Although they tend to look at these 

issues from a general point of view, unless they directly concern them, they systematically refer 

back to their own personal situations: 

Social aspects, everything that will have an impact on us at a precise moment in time: 
the job market if I change job 
It’s personal anti-Semitism is very deep rooted/there has also been a lot of racism in 
recent years 
(Students) 
 

These concerns are basically focused on their personal or category-based future (the job 

market, anti-Semitism) and bear witness to some major hesitations.  The multitude of 

possibilities ends up petrifying them. 

We are in a vast society, in other words we’ve got access to a lot of things but at the 
same time we tend to lose our bearings and lose our way in this society  
(Working Parisians) 
 

With the fear of making mistakes and the awareness of the peril that this represents, and the 

perceived extension to job insecurity, even this population of future executives is imprisoned in 

a sort of stasis.  

Social uncertainty, we don’t really know what’s going to happen in professional terms 
with unemployment. 
We could easily be out on the street, it’s a threat. 
We have a lot of worries, from unemployment through to retirement. 
(Bordeaux students) 
 
 

? Between revolt and escape for the lowest qualified facing social difficulties 

There is a very high contrast between the concerns of lowly qualified women and men focused 

on day-to-day issues: 

We haven’t got much money.  Wages are ridiculous compared with the increase in 
rent, everything, wages don’t increase 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

This feeling, which is expressed from a general point of view, is initially seen in terms of 

difficulties in accessing a stable job: 

We find work but it is always fixed term contracts, interim, it is still insecure 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
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This job insecurity can sometimes last a long time.  It stops respondents looking to the future.  

Their professional and emotional situation is then transformed.  Young women then find 

themselves with a identity as someone in an insecure situation who is suffering: 

I have had a fixed term job for a year and so it’s OK, but there is nothing stable cominig 
out of it.  For the past 4 years I have been moving from one fixed term job to another.  
It’s a pain, it’s difficult.  I have also tried to do training but either I didn’t work long 
enough or I didn’t do enough studies.  We don’t get help.  I replace people when they 
are off sick, each time my contract is extended. I cannot get a bank loan because they 
don’t want any people with fixed term jobs. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

Similarly, in day-to-day relations with the administration and social services, the lack of respect 

for these women is a subject of discontent and the cause of a feeling of frustration :  

Sometimes the French administration is ridiculous.  I haven’t got the right to family 
benefits and yet I have to fill in a declaration every year.  You are told that you will be 
punished if you don’t fill it in. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

The obligation to fill in useless forms strengthens the impression of being considered as a 

negligible quantity by society.  The daily life of these women does not seem to be of interest to 

anyone, not even the social services intended to help them, since they have to fill out useless 

declarations. 

This impression of social relegation proves to be very deep rooted.  Besides the objective reality 

of social exclusion, a more general feeling appears of not being in line with society’s evolution: 

Changes relative to bus services, car parks which change the way traffic flows around 
the town 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

The loss of tangible points of reference has a dual consequence: 

- Perception of themselves as a second-ranking individual does not necessarily have 

access to all of the collective resources. 

- A background feeling of insecurity caused by these very practical difficulties that are not 

easy to integrate in day-to-day life. 

The reaction of these women significantly differentiates them from the men.  They emphasize 

their feeling of revolt which contrasts with the withdrawal of men relative to these difficulties: 

What revolts me? Everything is expensive, we go backwards after we’ve gone up.  We 
are going to find ourselves 20 years in the past, we’re going to be at the back of the 
queue, we are going to be in the shit; everything disgusts me, everything is going up 
and the ASSEDIC benefits are going down; everything that we used to get is being 
stopped and in a few years time what will our children have? I am still thinking about 
retirement, temporary employment, everyone is complaining. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

The impression of a deteriorating situation is regularly present.  However it is in the statements 

of lowly qualified women that it is really emphasized.  As opposed to this, even though they 
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have the same pessimistic opinion, men do not give their reasons.  More generally, they adopt a 

withdrawn attitude relative to day-to-day difficulties. 

There is no openness in France unlike in the USA.  Here people don’t speak to each 
other like they do elsewhere, where they say hello to one another. 
Either I live in my bubble, or I ask myself all these questions, we try… 
(Working Parisian) 
 

And yet their declarations show that they experience similar difficulties to lowly qualified women/ 

Nothing is right for poor people and rich people have everything 
(Working Parisian) 
 

Men also express a feeling of bitterness without stating the causes for their fatalism.  Therefore 

they often express a feeling: 

Of injustice 
Of hate  
(Working Parisian) 
 

The lack of cause for this malaise leads them to conclude: 

We serve no purpose 
(Working Parisian) 
 

The marginality imposed or chosen by these groups should not hide divisions that exist between 

them. Young people are not a uniform group. They tend more to be a sum of individual 

situations which tends to make their approach to social aspects independent from any collective 

approach.  Therefore lowly qualified women see students as rivals rather than counterparts who 

live in the same way as them.  

Students work during the holidays and that takes work away from us when you are 
unemployed. 
When you're looking for your first job you can’t find any, a student will find a little job 
straight away. 
There is the student tribe, young people on unemployment, young people who are 
working. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

This antagonism is therefore a barrier to any idea of bringing people together.  Students are 

clearly perceived by both lowly qualified men and women, as different individuals with diverging 

interests. 

 

? Abstract versus concrete: the male-female divide 

The way that social risks are taken account of is handled in a very different way according to 

gender.  This leads to two antagonistic behavior patterns: 

- Withdrawal for men, or detachment for graduate men characterized by a wait-and-see 

attitude 
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- Revolt is a sort of life-strategy for women, which is characterized by activism or at least 

responsiveness in the face of unexpected events 

One of the only groups to have expressed worries relative to health problems is that of lowly 

qualified women.  They mention advertising campaigns against tobacco that they consider to be 

hard-hitting and aggressive.   

I find that they tend to persecute you too much on TV.  The TV ads that they are doing 
about tobacco, with a hole in your throat, are horrible. 
They spend a fortune to stop us smoking, campaigns cost a fortune and the black 
market is developing. 
There is more and more cancer, sickness, like in China with the poultry; every year 
there are new diseases, leprosy is coming back. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

This concern is not insignificant.  It highlights a greater exposure to pathologies.  For example 

Leprosy is characteristic of the feeling of relegation.  It is often considered as the disease of the 

poor. Lowly qualified men tend to keep things general, focusing on things that are abstract from 

any reality. 

 

It’s a question of ethics; appearances can be deceptive, we have forgotten it.  We 
judge people by their attitude and appearance. 
(Working Parisian) 
 

Even though they share the fatalism of other young respondents they have neither the 

resources nor the desire to challenge their feeling of injustice and decline. 

I really don’t know 
I’m really not interested 
I only think about sport, my little life 
Because we’re lazy 
Me too, I don’t think about it 
(Working Parisian) 
 

The rather provocative frankness with which the men answer varies sharply from the disarray of 

the women who seem to take the difficulties and uncertainty about their future and that of their 

children much more seriously. 

What shocks me is that we only think about ourselves, not other people.  We have to 
try to be concerned by everything around us 
(Parisian student) 

Therefore, women mention  more frequently: 

- their commitments to a charity associations, mainly student women who are more easily 

participative since they are less part of exclusion 

- reform as a way of participating in order to respond to their own reality, which excludes 

them, in the case of women employees. 
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Individual Interview 

? Belongings 

Among the activist we can discern three groups of belongings, which are structured by the left-

right cleavage. The more people are oriented on the right, the  more they have the feeling to be 

French. For them France is their first community of belonging. Pierre and Anne have a strong 

patriotic feeling, they claim their membership to the country they like. On the contrary, Manuel 

who is the most leftist of our sample, does not feel particularly French. Loubna feels both 

French and Moroccan, because of her immigrated origins. 

Pierre: There’s a scale of feelings. I’m French before being European, European before 
being a Westerner, a Westerner before being a citizen of the world. That’s why I’d like 
all the nations to keep their frontiers. But it’s  not because I’m French that I feel less 
European, it’s not because I’m less European than French that I reject the question of 
building Europe and it’s not because I’m French either that I don’t feel concerned about 
the things of this world (Interview  n°6) 
 
Anne: First of all, I’m French very clearly, but I’m European too… But do I belong to a 
larger space? No I’m not a citizen of the world. I’m French, first of all, that’s very clear. 
And after that, I’m European (Interview n°2) 
 
Manuel: It’s funny but since I was little, I have always heard people say « I’m proud to 
be French ». I found it appalling which was a completely stupid way to feel. We do 
have our identities but they have an emotional value and an identity value; there’s no 
scale of feelings at all. There is nothing to be proud about the place where you live, I 
love my city, I love my country. If I were to define myself, I’m first and foremost, a 
citizen of the world. It’s something I feel more strongly about because it encompasses 
the idea of equality. (Interview n°1) 
 
Loubna : I am French and Moroccan, I cannot choose between the two… They are my 
two cultures and I am a mixture of both… I am not completely French even if France is 
where I live and where I will always live… but Morocco is where my roots lie. (Interview 
n°5) 
 

We can note that all the young people we met, except Loubna, feel European, even if there are 

some degrees in this feeling of European belonging, but it is a sign that the European Union 

becomes more and more concrete for young citizens. For Loubna, it is more difficult, maybe 

because she already has two identities and because she lives in a popular district where EU is 

not very visible… None of the young people we interviewed have particular belongings 

communities, such as district, town, region… 

 

? Types of concerns 

We can distinguish two major kinds of concerns, which are linked to the kind of involvement and 

to the left-right cleavage. 

The young people who claim having a political involvement (Pierre, Anne, Thomas, Manuel) 

have very general concerns. Like everybody involved in a national movement, they are 
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interested in economical problems (unemployment, 35 hours, development…), social questions 

(inequality, integration, insecurity…). They all share a global vision of the society and have a 

project for improving the functioning of the society. Of course, this vision and these plan are 

strongly related to their political membership. Pierre is more nationalist, more critical towards the 

current functioning of the French society. Anne has a very economical and liberal vision of the 

society, she attaches a great importance to the economic aspects and she wants to defend 

traditional values. Thomas and Manuel privilege the social aspect, they express concerns about 

minorities, they claim for more solidarity, equality and justice. 

Anne : I know why I am going to take a stand against the 35-hour system or for or 
against the PACS etc… But, on the whole, why do I have right wing leanings? If I make 
a comparison between left wing families and right wing families, I find that the right 
wing has values which it tries to uphold and continue to perpetuate whereas the left 
has a global social project but does not have enough values …(Interview n°2) 
 
Thomas: Speaking of the right wing, what is liberalism but just values based on 
traditions which, in my opinion, are a bit out of date […] So also is the fact that the right 
wing is based more on values to be defended rather than on a project, it is more 
geared to values and traditions and not to a project for society. Whereas, I feel that to 
do politics also means to try to make thing happen in society […] 
 
Cécile: And the values, the social project upheld by MJS, how would you define it? 
Why is it that you have been drawn to it in particular? 
T : I’d say that there are values central to everything. Socialism, for instance. It 
encompasses all that surrounds the idea of justice, especially social justice which is 
achieved partly through equality, but not equality alone, it is also achieved through 
solidarity. In fact, these are the unifying and rallying themes of the socialist group. This 
being said, it is true that they takes different forms according to the persons involved 
[…] However should there be a change in these major values of solidarity, equality, 
justice, within the Socialist Party, then I would certainly consider leaving… (Interview 
n°3) 

On the contrary, Loubna and Mathieu, who do not claim a political involvement, have more 

specific and concrete concerns. Mathieu’s requests are clearly oriented towards the defense of 

students’ rights and the improvement of their conditions of living and studying. There is an 

embryo of more general claims, related to national policy, but it seems not very practical : she 

wants to improve the women’s conditions of living in popular districts. It is a very practical 

involvement, motivated by a particular situation: because she lives in a popular district, Loubna 

is confronted with  sexism and the violence of the men and that is why she decided to get 

involved. During the Tour, she met some political men and she realized the importance of 

politics in everyday life, she understood that the movement should have a political dimension in 

order to be heard and to active its goals. 

Mathieu : When state authorities misuse their power or talk nonsense, that is where we 
come in to say « Hey, it’s time to stop doing just anything at all! ». Take students, the 
salaried students who do not earn 300,000 euros, or even the first year student who 
lives with his parents (who don’t have to give him 150 euros per month as pocket 
money) or even the student who lives on the campus with very little money and is 
happy to collect his lodging allowance every month. How would he feel if his lodging 
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allowance  were to be cut down? He would wonder “What am I going to do now?” It is 
hard to work as a pizza deliverer or as a waiter and follow a normal study course. 
(Interview n°4) 
 
Loubna: It calls for a commitment for women who come from an estate just to allow 
people to see for themselves how women live in these estates, inform them of their 
rights, fight for them … It is for the other women, the other girls, for my girls, for things 
to change and for them to grow up in better surroundings than I did … so that they 
don’t have to fight for their rights and choices … Social… perhaps that’s the right word, 
I wouldn’t know… This is something I am doing for the others … for the young people 
from deprived areas… (Interview n°5) 
 
 

? Some young people different from the others? 

Even if they came from very different social environments, all the interviewees are well 

integrated in French society. In fact, except Loubna and Pierre who come from popular social 

classes, the young people we met are rather advantaged  young people, they have a good 

education level, they do not have economical problems and they all live by their parents. 

Manuel is the only one who seems to be aware of his “good luck”, he feels a bit little guilty 

because of this privilege, because he benefits from being  be born in a more privileged family 

than other people. His involvement is a way to compensate this culpability by helping less 

favoured people. 

Manuel : I don’t feel guilty at all (or almost not at all) of having money problems or 
about things like that because I am doing something about it  […] I feel that I am trying 
to do what I can (in good times and bad times) to bring some joy, I don’t know if I’m 
getting there but I’m trying. This is why, when I see beggars in the street I don’t say 
« what wasters you are ». So this necessarily helps towards a clear conscience, that I 
absolutely know … (Interview n°1) 
 

The others do not seem to realize so clearly that they are privileged young people. Anyway it 

does not seem to be a part of their involvement. 

Louban and Pierre grew up in less favoured families and this social situation peculiarity plays a 

role in their involvement. Because she grew up in a popular district, in which she experienced 

sexism, social and economical problems, even if she was not directly threatened, Louban 

decided to get involved. Pierre was probably more sensitive to the National Front discourse 

because of the economical difficulties facing by his parent, because of his own difficulties to 

have a stable job, to find housing… 

Loubna: I live in an estate in Ulis, it is true that there are problems; I’d be the first to 
agree. I, too, would like to leave the estate and its way of life… robberies, the goings-
on, doing drugs, all that… and first and foremost, it’s not easy on the girls … they aren’t 
always well-treated, well-considered by the boys… in certain estates, in particular, it’s 
tough … In reality, that’s the true problem: the essence of the problem today in such 
estates being that the place of women and girls in these neighbourhoods is 
diminishing… That’s the question. They are neither prostitutes nor submissive women. 
There is an increasing amount of pressure, women are not free to do what they want, 
to go out, enjoy themselves without being taken for daughters of . … well, if one must 
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put it in words, prostitutes on the game, and then this leads to insults, no one wants to 
talk to us women any more, sometimes it’s just because a girl wears a skirt a little short 
… this is the way things are, people need to be aware of this… it would seem to be a 
return to the Middle Ages. As for me, sometimes, I get the impression in certain estates 
that they have taken a large leap backwards… we are the forgotten ones, all the young 
people, the old people and particularly the women … (Interview n°5) 
 
Pierre (speaking of his parents) They’ve been working for 35 years, but have not even 
been able to buy their own home, they will have a small disability pension, get constant 
reminders from the tax authorities. Mother has not had a holiday for ten years and will 
not take one this year. 
(Speaking of his own situation) As for me, if I am still living at my mother’s at my age, it 
is because I cannot afford to pay for a flat; even a small 25m2 studio flat is today 
rented for a minimum of 4,000 francs. In short, what one needs is a minimum wage of 
12,000 francs and qualifications equal to baccaulauréat (high school) +4/5 years of 
study. But not even this salary is offered by a company to a candidate of 25-26 years of 
age. So, what must one do? Work to earn 10 or 11,000 francs? And when one 
manages to find a studio (which is quite the exceptional thing today since owners 
require so many conditions to be fulfilled that it makes flat finding a lot harder), after 
paying the rent, the required taxes and income taxes, travelling expenses and bills of 
all kinds, virtually nothing is left to go out, take a vacation or buy a car. (Interview n°6) 
 

The majority of the young people we met have the feeling to be a little bit different from the 

other young people, who are not as involved as they are. And this feeling increasing when they 

have a deep and political involvement. Manuel felt very different from his friends when in was in 

high school, and it was hard for him to address this shift. Anne and Thomas have a similar 

feeling, underlining the fact that it is not frequent that young people participate in politics. There 

is a gap and sometimes it can be a little painful to span it… Things are different at Sciences Po, 

where the student are concerned by politics, so they feel comfortable and it makes the 

involvement easier. But they understand that young people do not want to get involved. They do 

not reproach them their political inactivity, except Anne maybe, who is a little bit virulent towards 

the “passivity” of the young people. 

Manuel: It is true that when I first became a militant, I felt very different from the others 
since it did not seem to occur to them that they could go out and demonstrate. […] Do I 
feel different? Finally, yes, because it is part of my identity and my action which is 
important to me. Obviously, people who don’t share it are different. (Interview n°1) 
 
Thomas: It’s true that I come from a somewhat special background since a student of 
Sciences Po (Political Sciences) does not represent young people as a whole …. 
However, I did go to high school like everyone else and I do think young people are 
starting to show less interest in politics. However, I don’t think that their loss of interest 
concerns politics in general. It is how politics works that puts them off… because they 
feel that the whole political class is rotten, all they want is to keep their seats in 
Parliament, there is no diversity in the political class, hence this is why young people 
don’t feel the need to commit, let us say, to the traditional political structures…. 
However, it cannot be denied that even there may not be a definite lack of interest, 
there is a certainly a feeling of disgust (it’s perhaps a strong word) with regard to 
traditional mechanisms, just go and put in your vote… (Interview n°3) 
 
Anne: As a Political Sciences student, I don’t feel different because at Sciences Po, 
whatever the case may be, people take stands and one has to have ideas. However, it 
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is true that when I go back to Nice, I can see that my friends there show very little 
interest in all this…  In reality, there’s a gap, even a terrible gap. I have friends, I tell 
myself, but they do not know what to think and are not aware of what is happening … 
Of course they had heard about the earthquake in Iran since it was forty times on the 
front page of all the newspapers. But… when I went to a party recently I met someone 
who did not even know who Jean-Pierre Raffarin was, I was stunned… I don’t think it is 
necessary to take an interest in every political event, but there’s a minimum… 
(Interview n°2) 
 

Mathieu and Loubna feel a little bit different but not much, they have the impression that they 

are like the other young people, their involvement is something in addition, but it is not 

something very special, something that distinguishes them from the other. Mathieu sometimes 

regrets that the other students are not more involved, it would let him more free time… but it is 

not as painful than for Manuel. 

Loubna: I don’t believe I’m different from other young people … no, I’m not different, I 
just have a little something in addition… But no one can say I’m different, I’m a normal 
young woman. I’ve just lived a special experience, but this does not mean I am a 
person who stands out from the others … and besides there are so many young people 
who are committed… in my opinion, an increasingly greater number of young people 
are involved in cultural or humanitarian actions. (Interview n°5) 
 
Mathieu : Different, I don’t know, I’d say more concerned. (Interview n°4) 
 

Pierre does not feel different at all and he understands very well why the other young people do 

not participate in politics, he was like them and he is confident that they will get involved in 

politics in the future… 

Pierre : It’s not that they are wary, I think they’re just indifferent, or I would say they’re 
totally indifferent… and then let’s not forget we’re in our twenties, we want to live other 
experiences, enjoy ourselves, have a laugh with friends, have fun and there’s nothing 
at all wrong about that… as far as I’m concerned, I perfectly understand that young 
people want to do other things than politics. […] I think that it’s when you actually start 
looking for a home to live in, when you start working, start getting hassled by the 
Income Tax authorities, that’s when you begin to understand a few things and you want 
change. The way to change a government in a democratic country is by voting. So give 
them time to learn the things of life, let it sink in a bit - you know - all that sort of thing. 
Lots of people say « Look at what our young people are like ». As for me, I’m not 
worried, not a bit. […] I also took my time… I too am like all the other young people. 
Some time ago, I would have preferred to enjoy myself and do other things, but then 
later, when you start getting interested in certain events and when you start getting 
more mature, that’s when you want to commit. (Interview n°6) 
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IV. Theme 2: “Organized Activities/Participation: Activities aside from Political 

Participation (Focus Groups) 

 

When young respondents are asked about their day to day practices, they refer back to political 

choices and the answers given are often brief and even simplistic. 

I am a vegetarian by conviction 
I put out the lights when I don’t use them any more 
(Bordeaux students) 
I sort my rubbish 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

The answers given make it difficult to judge the importance of ther commitments. Does this 

represents an answer that is given on the spur of the moment with the patiently constructed 

image of a young person who is concerned by environmental problems? This remains difficult to 

say since these answers appear to be impersonal. However, we can observe their very practical 

nature. Here we can see a common concern of young people which is perhaps a specific 

feature of this young population.  

Another form of answer highlights the modest ambitions that characterizes young people’s 

actions relative to society.  

Making a community dinner, between neighbors, at our own level 
(Bordeaux student) 
 

In addition to this very concrete dimension for projects that they consider desirable, they remain 

modest in terms of ambitions. This modesty has a dual consequence: 

- keeping to their commitments, especially since they are reasonable 

- being judged on simple actions which are therefore unequivocal 

It is therefore necessary to be a little more specific in order to get obvious proof of commitment. 

I have met prisoners, very hard people, at a jail. This was to get some personal 
experience and for my job later on. I worked to bring books to a hospital for people in 
the terminal phase. It’s personal, when you talk about it... normally associations go 
against my ideas, the examples that I have won’t be the right ones around me. I want 
to be independent, here I didn’t sign to go every week. It’s a commitment with myself. I 
didn’t have to report to anyone, it was between me and my heart. 
(Bordeaux student) 
 

Volunteer work is given value, and must remain virtually a secret. Any advertising of this 

commitment merely seems to detract from its value. Showing other people how generous you 

are exposes you to criticism and even cynicism, and perhaps even worse, to admiration. 

Indeed, the definitions of democracy, as well as the rejection of how traditional parties work, the 

value given to the freedom of thought, tends to revile any form of fascination. For these young 

people, politics is about doing it when you want to. Any form of advertising around behavior that 
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is given value risks fascinating someone else and therefore setting up an influence. We can 

perceive a global rejection of the principle of power-based relations, even if they all recognize 

the necessity of having them (otherwise it would be anarchy). 

As opposed to the above paragraph, a student’s commitment to the “restos du cœur” underlines 

the contribution that they make to people in need (nobody gave as much as I gave). Although it 

turns the unbalanced relationship with them into a euphemism (I was happy to go back there), it 

also displays a certain descendancy both relative to the populations involved but also to the 

other students who were present (one of whom spontaneously declares: I really admire you)  

I did volunteer work for the restos du cœur and the fact of being involved with these 
people gave me another way of looking at things because they don’t all go around 
complaining, on the contrary. It’s worth getting involved. No-one gave as much as I 
gave. I was happy to go back there, I had a smile from one ear to the other.  
(Students) 
 

The use of generosity, of which this is an example, refers to this student’s interiorization of a 

mode of social distinction that is specific in asserting their influence. However, we can see that 

these practices are often rejected, more particularly by those with fewer qualifications. 
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V. Theme 3 – ‘Politics/ Democracy’ 

Focus Groups 

The key words shown in the overview tables emphasize a very individualized way of looking at 

politics.  In spite of semantic variations from one group to another, we can see transversal 

principles in each case. 

- The refusal of a biased statement or giving value to tolerance 

- The expectation of a consensus 

 

? Keywords: overview table 

 

 

Bordeaux Students 

Politics 
Responsibilities/complicated/full of ideology/difficult/makes society 
work/makes things happen/gives a framework/fulfills/political routine/driving 
force for ideals 

Democracy 
Majority/representatives/freedom of expression/separating of power/it’s the 
worst regime but we don’t know anything better/we were born in it/it is not a 
model that is suitable to all people 

Citizenship Respecting common rules/general interests/involvement in life in general/your 
civil duty: voting/power taken away from us/citizen = worker ? 

 
 

Parisians Students 

Politics 

Complicated/contradictory/corruption/multitude/illusions/promises/blurred/difficult 
to access/detached from the day to day world/finding a balance/managing 
people in society/laws/the country’s spokesman/a sense of the relationship 
between people/privileged sector 

Democracy 

Freedom/Utopia/Justice/your rights/normally equality/the voice of the people/the 
right to vote/freedom of expression/listening/taking account of the people’s 
ideas/having the choice/your own ideas/stating your ideas/ there’s no 
justice/democracy works badly 

Citizenship 

Involvement/being recognized in society/participating in the country’s life/being 
active/someone who votes/obeying laws/it’s a game/respecting other 
people/being responsible/concerned by the country’s affairs/being active in an 
association in social terms/being more concerned than active/(bad citizen) a 
person who does not vote/somebody who doesn’t care/to be a citizen you have 
to feel that you are a member of society 

Involvement 

Anything to do with children/hunger/you need time/sharing your time in order to 
make things move forward/giving a helping hand without an association/you 
need ideas/it’s a whole/you can’t do it by halves/being involved/the needs of 
associations do not necessarily correspond to our possibilities/you are part of a 
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group/giving money for research/sometimes it’s about 
listening/positive/enhancing/receiving 

 

 

Working Parisians (1) 

Politics Hypocrisy/the evil of the planet/lies/in itself it’s good but politicians confuse 
things/politicians don’t do much 

Democracy 
The people decide/we need more referendums/doesn’t mean much/the people 
are in small scattered groups/democracy is out of breath/it is virtually 
becoming totalitarian 

Citizenship The freedom of each person to choose their future/the bringing together of 
people/a line of conduct/living in a community 

Involvement For something real/showing a good example/firstly 
Working Parisians (2) 

Politics 

Sarkozy1 /too old/we haven’t got the choice/boredom/repression/gangsters/I’m 
not interested in it/relative to their ideas, it’s what they do/we wonder where 
the left is/managing/guiding/changing…normally/evolving… 
normally/lying/reprimanding/they don’t listen/they don’t worry about young 
people/nor old people 

Democracy 
It works quite well/freedom of expression/it no longer exists, you cannot say 
your opinion everywhere/too much democracy is a bad thing as 
well/democracy censures certain ideas 

Involvement 
Taking risks/positives/negatives/being a good citizen/having 
fun/believing/wanting to make things happen/personal motivation/thinking 
about yourself/discovering something else/being useful 

 

 

Working Young Women from Dijon 

Politics 

More concrete/managing France in theory/the laws should be reviewed they 
are outdated/it serves no purpose at all/it does not serve much 
purpose/without politics it would be anarchy/they are too old/it’s useful if you 
need to have connections 

Democracy 

Leaving the people to speak/I don’t know, there isn’t any/it should take 
account of what people think/there’s too many limits/a dream/everything and 
nothing/there are those who are high and those who are low and in the middle 
there is nothing/it’s human rights/if there was too much it would be 
anarchy/votes for women 

Citizenship 

Responsibility/nationality/social/having rights/being a full member of 
society/respecting the law/being someone in a group/(good citizen) respecting 
all of the laws/playing by the rules for everything/he will vote/he is 
determined/charity, he gives something of himself/he is critical/he says what 
he thinks/he makes things change/(bad citizen) he has a criminal 
record/someone without papers/Sarkozy’s target/belonging to the country 

                                                   
1 Nicolas Sarkosy was, at the time of the focus group, in charge of French Home Office 
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Involvement Its concrete/if there is something that we like/concrete straight away, not 
tomorrow/if they don’t manage how can we manage 

 

 

 

 

Committed High School Students 

Politics 

Corruption/essential/power/manipulation/a load of rubbish/not in the general 
interests/globalization of Western politics/avoiding conflicts/directing the 
country/having the law enforced/necessary/democratic rights/special laws/we 
feel insignificant/a voice which does not have any weight/important 

Involvement 
Being committed to a cause/having a will/changing things/(refusal) not being 
signed up/noble cause/commitment = worries/responsibilities/ideas, a true 

image of the person 

 

 

? The refusal to debate 

The disrepute of the political world is unanimous.  The parties are relatively spared from this 

point of view.  At most they are presented as being nebulous. 

multitude 
it’s an illusion 
Lots of noise for not much impact 
(High School Students) 
 

The parties are depicted as being numerous and harmful, confusing matters rather than 

contributing much to the political debate.  The political game that results from this organization 

is boring because it is assimilated with rhetoric.  The young respondents lose interest in this 

because they find it very sterile. 

I don’t like talking about politics because talking about politics is always the same 
They brainwash you 
The result is the same.  They promise a lot 
It’s always the same 
It serves no purpose whatsoever 
(Working Parisians) 
It doesn’t serve much purpose, I turn the sound down on the TV every time the subject 
comes up 
Because it’s always the same thing 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

Political confrontation is distracting and wastes energy that could be used to solve real 

problems. 

What they say doesn’t mean anything 
Rhetoric, politician’s language is often vague 
It’s about winning you over, politics 
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(Bordeaux students) 
Politics would have to be more concrete, not only talking about subjects, like the veil.  
Some things are of more concern, other laws to be made, that are more concrete.  We 
saw Abbé Pierre, there are still people dying of hunger in France. 
It’s unacceptable that people still die of hunger in France.  There are still 10% more 
people who die of hunger on the streets. 
Politics would have to be more concrete, not only talking about subjects, like the veil.  
Some things are of more concern, other laws to be made, that are more concrete.  We 
saw Abbé Pierre, there are still people dying of hunger in France. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

In addition to the way politics works, the issues themselves appear to be detached from any of 

the actual difficulties mentioned  by the young people.  This is why they do not view the parties 

or politicians as credible spokespeople.  They seem to only focus on concerns which are not the 

same as those of young people or more generally of the population. 

It’s good in itself, but politicians confuse matters and then have fun in the background. 
They are no longer interested, they have won. 
(Working Parisian) 
 

The distinction made by young people between day-to-day reality and the political sphere is 

very deep rooted. 

They are a long way from us 
They are a long way from our needs 
(Young Parisian students) 

The detachment of politicians also takes a more personal dimension, through an admission of 

the fact that they have lost respect for politicians. 

Politicians are above the law (Sarkozy who was caught on a speed camera) There are 
no results so they lack creditability 
 

The parties and the power games that they play are considered to be autonomous. The 

motivations that politicians are considered to have end up discrediting them. 

I often had difficulty distinguishing between general and personal interests for 
politicians.  You wonder about the balance between these aspects in these people. 
(Bordeaux students) 
I find all the bickering between politicians is ridiculous 
Promises they don’t keep 
(college students) 
What’s strange is that people follow somebody 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

The astonishment of Bordeaux students is part of a mindset of freely determined opinions and 

consequently actions. The principle of being consistent and even loyal to yourself is of prime 

importance.  According to these principles, it is difficultly understandable or even morally 

acceptable to be subject to a leader.  Especially since the accusations levelled against them are 

out of hand. 

They’re all idiots 
They represent their interests instead of that of the country 
(Working Parisians) 
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They're like 12 year-olds, they interrupt each other.  They're meant to make things 
better but in fact each of them wants to be in power. 
(Working Parisians) 
Political parties are rivals 
(High School Students) 
 

Some respondents insinuate that there are no differences between the parties.  They challenge 

the parties’ need to maintain distinctions with one another. This challenge is a strong criticism of 

the parties’ identity and therefore their very existence, with political representatives being 

perceived as “all in the same class”: 

There are no longer too many parties, they all look the same 
(High School Students) 

As opposed to this, others underline the artificial nature of any opposition based on theoretical 

and over-poignant determinisms. 

Full of ideologies 
Actions that are difficult to judge, in fact in political debates they spend their time 
criticizing 
Both parties focus on criticizing each another. They don't make their own theories 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

The debating of ideas definitively loses any legitimacy when young people emphasize that the 

parties themselves do not formulate their own theories.  This is in opposition with the free 

forming of opinions which prevails in the way that they take their own position.  The quality of an 

analysis is less about its relevance than the fact that the statement has been thought of by 

yourself. 

For these young people, this bias is a reflection of a lack of tolerance.  These biased visions of 

problems and solutions are both a moral shortfall (you have to govern for everyone) and a 

practical mistake (wanting to govern for some people at the expense of a greater number of 

people). 

I have the impression they are doing more and more silly things.  It’s not in everyone’s 
interest. 
(High School Students) 
 

And yet politics is not totally condemned.  A distinction is made between basic political activists 

who are loyal to their convictions and leaders who are basically compromised.  These unbiased 

political activists are respectable personalities for the young respondents.  And yet they are not 

models to be imitated.  This would mean breaking with their principles of tolerance, something 

which is incompatible with their conception of politics, as well as having the complete lack of 

bias that must be part of any commitment to public action. 

There are 2 levels: those at the top who are seen on TV and those who are at the 
bottom sticking up posters.  Many people would like to be a member of a party but they 
don't want to stick up posters.  There is a splitting of tasks. 
(Bordeaux students) 
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? Looking for a consensus 

Almost constructed from a counterpoint of their perception of how politics currently works, young 

people aspire to the spontaneous emergence of a consensus on the major issues that concern 

them.  A certain number are spontaneously mentioned during the interviews (racism, the veil, 

jobs, school, individual freedoms).  This consensus appears to be a definition of politics that 

corresponds more to the principles that they want to see appear in their own personal paths :  

- Tolerance 

- Freedom 

- Respect 

- Helping one another 

- Harmony 

- Honesty 

They talk about a vision of politics in line with these principles which would allow them to take 

part in the public debate without betraying themselves. 

The point of politics is to avoid conflicts 
(High School Students) 

 
However, they are conscious of the difficulties that exist in politics, and especially the complexity 

of choices: 

Actions that are difficult to judge.  In political debates they spend their time criticizing 
one another 
(High School Students) 
 

However, given the current  way they see things, it seems that they are not convinced about the 

effectiveness of making a commitment to a party. 

For the past few decades we have seen party-based politics 
(Bordeaux students) 

Sometimes naively, they want: 

Political parties should be clearer, grouped together.  For me left, right, doesn’t mean 
anything. 
(Working Parisians) 
 

The right/left divide appears to be completely artificial.  This characteristic has to be put in 

perspective relative to the massive rejection of the party-based approach in politics. 

Certain respondents give more practical solutions to the current situation.  Whilst emphasizing 

the virtually anti-democratic nature of the way that parties are divided, or in any case its 

ineffectiveness, they offer the setting up of a compromise that can easily be understood as a 

limited consensus. 
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The parties are divided, and it’s true that this gives bias to the elections, but why can’t 
everyone choose their own idea?  There is a compromise to be found.  It is true that if 
they achieve 0.4% in the elections then it is ridiculous. 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

Lastly, young Working Parisians tend to fall back on nostalgia, harking back to a world of small 

villages and communities in which shared interests are incarnated by the King, a figure of 

consensus and enlightened benevolence. 

Before, only the King decided.  Today they don’t all agree and they're not all together.  
If everyone had the same ideas then they could take decisions. 
(Working Parisians) 
 

A division appears between the various respondents according to their level of qualifications 

and the radicalism of their observations or solutions.  Beyond their ability to conceptualize a 

universe that is still foreign to most of them, we can notice that higher education students are 

more inclined to offer moderate solutions for changing existing institutions.  As opposed to this, 

younger or less educated ones more frequently propose radical solutions. 

There would have to be one person who groups together all of the opinions on a sheet 
and says: this is what people think about politics.  The people will agree with this and 
the politicians will have to take account of it. 
Politicians: thinking of not only convincing one part of the population, but all people 
including young people and old age people. 
(High School Students) 
 

Certain respondents even go so far as imagining the emergence of a new political force 

entering the traditional political fray, but with the specific vocation of defending the interests of 

young people. The subversion of these ideas refers back to their own perception of themselves 

as marginal.  The women respondents in Dijon are mostly in temporary jobs.  Their chances of 

acceptable social integration in the system, such as they currently perceive them, are low. In the 

same way, whilst college students have more chance of becoming properly socially integrated, 

the range of possible social paths is also wider considering their lower age. 

A particularly young political structure to represent them, without being right or left 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 
 
 

Individual Interviews 

? Very well informed young people 

All the interviewees are convinced that it is very important to be informed on social, political and 

economical topics. Even Loubna, who is the less interested in news and actuality , thinks it is 

important to watch TV news and to read newspapers, but she is the less informed of our 

sample: her major source of information is television, the media that other interviewees 

despise… 
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Loubna : Yes, I watch the news every evening, I do find current events interesting and 
like to know what’s going on. It’s important to stay informed because I believe your 
liberty is greater when you know what is happening. […] It is important to know about 
events that are occurring, about politics … even if what’s happening is not exactly my 
thing, I try to pay attention … so I watch the 8 o’clock evening news but I also watch 
other programmes like « You’ve got 100 minutes to convince me » or debates on social 
issues… … Apart from that, I can’t say that I read the newspapers a lot. I sometimes 
go through « 20 minutes » or « Métro »2 if I happen to find them when I take the RER 
on my way to University… Occasionally I read Libération, it’s on the university 
premises and I do like it, it’s clear…. And I like the way it’s made up and formatted. 
(Interview n°5) 
 

All the others regularly read newspapers and try to diversify their sources of information. They 

read different newspapers, magazines and reviews, they go on the Internet… Their choice is 

naturally influenced by their political orientations. Pierre is the only one who has a very bad 

opinion of the French press, whose – he says - media coverage is not very objective. All the five 

distrust television: for us, it is not a good media, the information content is not enough 

elaborated and suffers from a lack of political debates.. 

Manuel : I read the Monde Diplomatique and, with more perspective, Charlie Hebdo 
which I find amusing but not politically enriching and constructive. So I stopped 
subscribing, I think Politis is good. If I could work there, I’d like that but I do find their 
approach to certain subjects a bit predictable. You can tell in advance what they are 
going to say. Regarding Attac, it’s often a bit similar. I prefer things like Alternatives 
Economiques, things which are a bit in between, allowing the reader to be a power 
participant and at the same time, to be constructive, preserve a certain liberty of margin 
and criticise. I watch the TV news occasionally, now I even force myself to watch the 
TV news to hear what the journalists say and know what they are talking about. 
However, I don’t recall having discovered a subject or having learnt more about it by 
watching TV. On the whole, I don’t watch TV a great deal to be informed. I listen to the 
radio, for example RF1 . Some time ago, I even listened a lot to RF1 information 
concerning the Côte d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast), Africa and other topics. But I can’t say I 
really found matter for thought in these programmes. That’s way I would like to do 
written journalism (Interview n°1) 
 
Anne : I haven’t got television in Paris, so I can’t watch it…As regards the wireless I 
listen to BFM which is a liberal radio, but interesting, very interesting… particularly from 
an economic point of view because one gets a lot of information not available 
elsewhere. I read the newspapers a lot too. I read Le Figaro and Le Monde every day 
or preferably Le Monde bearing in mind, however, that Le Monde, all the same, is left 
wing on many points. As I said, I read Le Figaro a little or rather I read the opinions 
given in Le Figaro. I find them fairly complementary concerning many things. The 
political pages of Le Figaro have more reading matter than Le Monde, but I admit that I 
first read Le Monde, it’s clear…because it’s more in-depth and also because it does 
provide more information, I think…. On the other hand, I have never read Libération. 
Regarding L’Humanité, let’s not even mention it. I try to keep abreast of current events 
and of what is happening in the world; but it’s true that I first read the political pages, 
I‘m not very interested in short news items and trivial events. Maybe what I’m going to 
say may sound pedantic but the TV news leaves me in despair. To think that there are 
people who watch TV only and what do they see, the same situation multiplied by 

                                                   
2 « 20 minutes » and « Metro » are free newspapers which are distributed in the subway stations, in the universities… You can 

read them very fast and easily. They give major and essential news of the day. 
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four… So I find that written news makes it easier to reach information and become part 
of it. You can’t form your own opinion based on what you see on television. (Interview 
n°2) 
 
Pierre : I read Le Figaro, it even happens that I read Libération, I also read Minute, so 
my news reading is very varied precisely because such diversity helps the reader to 
form his own opinion and strengthen his convictions. It’s important for us to put 
ourselves in the place of a person who doesn’t see things as we do to be able to better 
understand the whys and wherefores of our convictions… (Interview n°6) 
 

All the interviewees read the paper or the magazine published by their own movement. They 

say it is a good way to be informed of what happens in the organization, to be aware of the 

party (or trade union) line. But they remain critical and do not necessary buy the political 

propaganda. 

Mathieu: I read the UNEF newspaper which provides major news lines, tells you about 
what has been done, what still has to be done, a little as though each member was 
talking to the President. There’s always the editorial by Yassir Fichtali, UNEF’s 
president. Hence this enables the reader to know what has been done, for example 
when something of a specific nature has happened, a demonstration which went well 
or, on the contrary, which went badly and ended in another general meeting. It helps 
the reader to keep himself informed of things. (Interview n°4) 
 
Thomas : For all that concerns information and socialism in particular, there are the 
socialist reviews « The socialist tribune », the newspaper about the socialist group at 
the General Assembly. 
C : What do you think of Party papers ? 
T : In general, they have some very good articles but it’s true they have to be read from 
a critical viewpoint ;  from time to time they are intended for the militants, hence it has 
to be acknowledged they are not always very objective, their aim being to convince 
their militants that the Socialist Party’s policy is good… they aren’t newspapers with an 
informative aim and are very oriented obviously. So, you do need to be critical when 
reading them. However, they provide a useful element to help understand what exactly 
is happening in the party, its internal logic and then, generally speaking, the information 
given is useful and of good quality (Interview n°3) 
 
 

? Attitudes towards politicians 

The young people we met in individual interviews are very different from the non-activist young 

people we met in focus groups. Except Pierre, they all have a relatively good image of the 

politicians. Of course, there are some degrees in their “positive perception” of the political body, 

but on the whole, they are trustful in the political system. 

Pierre is a real exception, he is the only one who does not trust the politicians and who have a 

very negative perception of the political system. His membership in the National Front clearly 

explains why. Because he considers that the French political men are corrupted, opportunists, 

that they do not care of French people… he has chosen the National Front and his involvement 

in the National Front has reinforced this conviction. Corruption and incompetence are the main 
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themes developed by the extreme-right in France, and we can clearly find them in the discourse 

of Pierre. 

Pierre: They are incapable, incompetent and corrupt all at the same time… too tainted 
to govern a country… They are incapable of governing the country, if at all they may be 
capable of management but between management and government there is a 
difference. The political class in France is, on the whole, corrupt. Corruption has been 
the subject on everyone’s lips in France for twenty years what with the various affairs 
including Carrefours du Développement, Urba, the Paris HLM’s, the financing of the 
RPR, and the Elf case. (Interview n°6) 
 

The other young people we interviewed have a more positive vision of the political system. The 

more they are involved in a traditional political organisation, the more they are trustful in the 

politicians. Anne and Thomas believe that the vision of French politicians as corrupted and 

inefficient is a caricature… They do not deny the fact that some of them are corrupted, but they 

say it is a minority. They believe that politicians are very competent and dedicated to their work, 

which is very difficult. Sometimes it seems that they even have an idealized vision of politics… 

Manuel, who has chosen a new political movement, has a more moderate opinion. He is 

optimistic but he understands that the citizens can have a negative image of the politicians, 

which can explain electoral abstention. 

Anne : At Sciences Po, I met a lot of MP’s and politicians and saw the job they were 
doing. Politics was their livelihood, what they lived for and their purpose in life. It’s what 
they do. It makes my blood boil when people say « Politicians do nothing at all ». I find 
this a shame if you have an idea of what politicians really do. If you’re honest with 
yourself, you can’ say they do nothing; Just think about it, they spend their whole life in 
their office; that’s something to think about. To say they are all “rotten” is something I 
don’t agree with at all. I agree that problems have arisen, we can’t deny that, but I think 
they concern a small minority of the political class. These problems do not have to be 
splashed all over the front pages of the newspapers systematically because this harms 
the entire political class whereas most politicians do politics by conviction and because 
they want to things to change … It’s true there have been problems ; particularly 
problems such as the covert financing of the RPR. It wasn’t a good thing, that’s for sure 
but it does not scandalise me that much concerning that it was meant to finance the 
RPR and not for personal enrichment. On the other hand, I find personal enrichment 
extremely shocking. (Interview n°2) 
 
Thomas: I don’t think that my opinion is as objective as all that since I am committed to 
a political movement which means I don’t believe that things are that bad. Now let’s 
see, is the political class corrupted? Obviously things did drift at a certain time because 
the legislation encouraged it, so to speak but to say  « everyone is rotten » is ridiculous 
and we must do all we can to fight such a vision of politics…In, in my opinion, it 
concerned a very, very, very tiny minority. (Interview n°3) 
 
Manuel: I am optimistic but you can’t avoid seeing the negative image. I know a bit 
more about the constraints politicians have to deal which allows me to feel less 
resentful and better understand why they can sometimes disappoint […] However if 
political parties behave a little better and, above all, had they behaved a bit better in the 
past, things would also be better. In particular, I’m thinking about the Communist Party 
who deliberately lied to millions of people who were sometimes ready to give their lives 
to this Party or for all that it stood for. It is quite justifiable for fears to arise a generation 
later, concerning such commitments. And if it is true that the image one has of politics 
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is grotesque (in my opinion), it is not unfounded. Hence, I quite understand people who 
abstain.. (Interview n°1) 
 

Loubna and Mathieu have a contrasted vision of politicians : they are relatively trustful and 

recognize that it is a very difficult job, but they do not give “full power” to the politicians. 

According to them, citizens must be vigilant. Loubna had a negative image of them before the 

Tour, but her meetings with some mayors and deputies change her mind. Now she is more 

inclined to trust them. Mathieu is a little bit over-pessimistic: politics and power generate some 

compromising… 

Loubna: My opinion has changed since I took part in the march… Before that, I thought 
that all  politicians were interested in was power and money and that they were not 
concerned about the daily life of the people … It is true that when we look around us, 
every day we rather get the impression that they are not doing any thing much … or 
that they are not doing the right things … But when I took part in the march, I met many 
politicians, both left and right, and I now believe we must not make snap judgements… 
a lot of politicians are trying to improve things but it’s not always easy. There are a lot 
of constraints and a lot of things to be done, and, I believe, we don’t realise this. But 
when a problem is brought to their attention, they do try to solve it or to find solutions… 
I feel that that’s where the problem lies, they don’t always realise what’s happening…. 
So what we have to do is open their eyes by actions like taking part in a march or a 
demonstration. But, I also feel it is up to them to make an effort. For example, they all 
come from the same rich, very privileged background, they’ve all graduated from 
prestigious schools or universities, how can they know what is happening in the 
estates… However, we must not be too negative about our politicians, all those we met 
said they would help us. It’s now up to them to keep their promises to make changes, I 
believe they will or else I’m being naive but we need to keep our hopes up. (Interview 
n°5) 
 
Mathieu: Are politicians corrupted? Corrupted by what? By greed for power? Certainly. 
There are those who would say “No, I’m there for the people » but when one wants to 
get elected in politics, it does mean there is a desire for power somewhere. It does 
mean that the person wants to run things. Does money corrupt politicians? It has 
happened and will happen again, about this I must say I’m a fatalist. (Interview n°4) 
 
 

? Some young people trustful in political party system 

All the interviewees are trustful in the political party system. Except Manuel, they have some 

difficulties to consider that politics can be something else than political parties and politicians. 

Even Mathieu and Loubna, who have no traditional political involvement, believe that politics is 

handled by politicians and parties. This can be explained by the fact that they all believe things 

change, when you have a strong and influent representation, and only political parties are 

enough powerful to ensure this representation and achieve significant results. Some of them 

barely recognise that associations or civil society can play a political role, but only have a role of 

setting some problems on the agenda. An association can not solve a political, social or 

economical problem. In fact, these young people are very faithful in the system of the 

representative democracy… 
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Thomas : Citizens need to take part more in politics, perhaps through adapted 
channels to be set up… Now this is a very good idea in my opinion, but hard to put in 
place. In my opinion, participative democracy would be an alternative to parties but 
cannot really work. It can only be a complement to traditional politics. What I think is 
that the traditional mechanisms such as the vote and political parties need to be 
restored. The level of representation as compared to participation must be kept 
consistent. But politics can also mean commitment to fully specific and well defined 
themes, as in an association. To fight for our demands is also a way of making politics 
evolve, globally speaking… But we still come back to the same point, political parties 
are the best means of getting these demands met. (Interview n°3) 
 
Mathieu : Is there any other way of doing politics? I mean, taking into account the 
present context, without being member of a party… Not easy. It would hard to be all 
alone in one’s corner facing the « bulldozer » political parties. (Interview n°4) 
 
Anne: Finally, everything goes through the parties because to do politics, resources are 
required. You need people to arouse the masses, broadcast programmes, diffuse ideas 
and you certainly need good will. All this has to be given a structure through a party. 
The party also provides a setting for reflection. Can politics be done without parties? 
We can get politically involved in associations with left leanings such as SOS Racism, 
to handle politics otherwise. But SOS Racism cannot call on people to distribute tracts 
on the Socialist Party’s arguments and it’s not its role, it’s the party’s role... […] It is true 
the civil society has its part to play in the debate on ideas and in the evolution of 
society itself… And it is true that associations bring problems to light and pinpoint them. 
But after that, the political parties can cash in on all that, bring these matters before 
parliament and laws can be passed. (Interview n°2) 
 
Manuel is the only one who believes that something different can be done and this is 
why he is involved in Attac, which is a new political movement, with new political 
methods. Nevertheless, if he has chosen a different kind of involvement, he thinks of 
getting involved in the Green Party. He measures the advantages and the 
disadvantages of both kinds of involvement. 
Anne: But you precisely talk about political parties and politicians; do you feel that 
politics can be something else than just political parties and politicians? 
Manuel : Yes. In any case, it isn’t just that. Take me, for instance, I have been taking 
part in politics without being in a party, it’s obvious that politics goes well beyond party 
politics … yes, it can be something else. Take the case of the Greens of Colombes, 
since I was interested in the Greens. I never did take a membership card but then 
again, I almost did, I had thought about doing it while I was on my way back from 
London. But their post 21st April reactions were a bit disappointing. It seemed to be that 
they were on the same wavelength and full of hopeful ambitions but they handled 
things badly. It wasn’t very clear to me what I could bring to this movement. It seemed 
to me that Attac had more dynamics. […] So I attend Green meetings occasionally but I 
must say they are rather boring, they consist of whole sessions based on electoral 
tactics, how to ally with the Communist Party or the Social Party, it is all very tactical. 
So I might just as well be active within Attac where things move and ideas are 
brandished … (Interview n°1) 
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VI. Theme 4 – ‘Political Participation’ 

Focus Groups 

? Conventional political participation 

Young respondents' temporary employemnt is re-transcribed into the political world.  They 

perceive themselves as a political minority.  They justify distancing themselves from this sphere 

by the fact: 

- that they are politically powerless 

- that they are like children 

Young people a political minority ?... 

As people who have been left on the political side-lines, young people perceive the fact that 

power is monopolized by the elite as a reason for their political demands. 

It goes back to democracy.  It’s intended to give us the possibility of sharing power, but 
in reality power is not really shared.  Ministers take very sectarian measures once they 
are in power, and in the end the power eludes us 
(Bordeaux student) 
politicians work for a majority and as young people we are in a minority 
we have to vote! 
But what should we vote for? 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

The feeling of being excluded from power ties in with that of being excluded from the day-to-day 

functioning of the rest of society.  The lack of social insertion which, as inferred by certain 

respondents, causes a lack of political representivity and consequently a certain social 

exclusion. 

We do not feel involved. We vote and then we suffer. 
We can also be a player, but there is a lack of interest for us. 
(Parisian students) 
They are lacking some new young people. 
(High School Students) 
Young people no longer believe in their country.  They close themselves in with their 
group.  When it gets bigger it changes. 
(Working Parisians) 
 

The respondents' analysis of the causes of this low level of political commitment varies.  

Graduates more willingly mention a lack of motivation.  They therefore prefigure conventional 

electoral behavior such as vote-catching or corporate voting.  The least qualified men perceive 

their lack of political involvement as a general sign of disenchantment.  This disillusion, that is 

often seen in terms of a blasé attitude, causes their withdrawal in terms of identity which is 

contrary to any approach to federate into a political force. 

As an extension of this split in the causes of the non-involvement of young people in politics, 

working people point out that politics 
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Is reserved for an elite, it limits things 
A young person living in the suburbs would have more difficulties than another 
(Working Parisians) 

Whilst they don’t necessarily consider themselves as an elite, students emphasize the 

difference that separates them from young people living in the suburbs. In the end, they seem to 

have less in common with them in political terms than with qualified adults. 

The way that students interpret political changes in power emphasizes the importance of 

compromise in politics.  Whereas statements concerning the existing parties have been 

characterized up to this point by the desire for change, which is still seen in less qualified people 

or younger people, students mention the practical necessities of power. They recognize that 

parties are unable to wipe the slate clean relative to the decisions of its predecessors.  

Therefore they agree to recognize that politics is more about continuity rather than change.  

It’s complicated to make the link between expectations and ideology before being 
elected.  They have to pay the debts of the previous government, there are power 
sharing issues, now they have made sure that this no longer happens, unless there is 
dissolution.  They have to fulfill the conditions imposed by Maastricht, there are lots of 
things that mean that ideology no longer exists and both sides do as well as they can.  
They lower taxes and they stabilize things as far as they can. 
(Bordeaux student) 
 

This explains why not many people vote. Young people do not recognise themselves in any 

current political figure.  This projection is even more difficult since they have the impression that: 

- The political system neglects them.  They perceive themselves as a sort of sleeping 

political force which is deprived of any representative political force. 

- The vote constitutes a commitment that is too significant because it is definitive and 

absolute relative to a candidate with whom they do not completely agree. 

Therefore, women in Dijon refer to an actual example of the lack of political representativeness.  

This comment concerning the second round of the presidential elections is also shared by all 

electors from minority parties such as the extreme left. 

When you have to make a choice between Le Pen and Chirac I don’t see any interest 
in going 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
We don’t know who to vote for 
(Working Parisians) 
 

For some of them, this lack of representativeness leads to voting for extremes, a sort of protest 

vote (notably the vote for the National Front) rejecting all of the “government” parties whose 

action is felt to foster their exclusion. 

The use of a blank vote and abstention is also perceived as a middle way by more moderate 

voters.  It is people in work living with their parents or those who are aware of how the political 

system works who defend the possibility of making a blank vote. 

Abstention is a way of voting, it is understood as a vote for something else 
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this is to show that nobody interests us 
(Working Parisians) 
 

Others go even further in accepting the way that the current political system works by denying 

the effectiveness of any other form of political participation.  We can judge this from the 

difference there is between a student who is on a path for brilliant social integration and young 

unemployed people or people in temporary employment who do not necessarily have time to 

follow the political debates, the energy to go through the enrolment procedure for electoral lists 

and the resources to forge their own opinion. 

 

…or are young people political minors ? 

The other approach to rejecting politics involves positioning themselves as a political minor. The 

complexity of the issues and the inexperience of the young respondents, notably contributes to 

making them say that politics is something for adults.  By casting themselves in the role of 

children, they offer themselves the possibility of not expressing their political opinion.  However, 

this approach is not the result of a tantrum or a willingness to flee adult responsibilities.  It is the 

consequence of them building themselves an identity as a second-level citizen.  This identity is 

based on their perception of their position and their prospects.  Objectively, it is mostly 

expressed in terms of the distinction between employees and consequently people renting 

accommodation (sign of proper integration), the idle rich, or students living with their parents. 

If we had a job, if we had to pay rent they would think of us 
(High School Students) 
I don’t mean that only those who work should vote, but personally I am not very 
interested 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

Paying tax legitimizes the right to express your opinion on how the money paid to the authorities 

is used.  Young people justify the little interest they have in politicians by the lack of contribution 

that they make to the working of the community. Access to legitimate political expression for 

these people depends on obtaining a status that they do not yet have. 

The bad citizen: someone who doesn’t care what happens around him, he is a hanger-
on in society.  He is assisted.  He doesn’t give a damn about the system. 
(Students) 
 

Owing something to society means that you receive more than you give back. This is what 

hanging-on means.  In this case we do not have a right to express our opinion to decide our 

future.  It is a bit like considered yourself as a guest who has to obey rules made by the people 

who are paying. 

I do not yet feel very concerned, I don’t pay any tax yet 
(Parisian students) 
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Our respondents virtually unanimously agree with this statement defining the concept of taxes. 

This is the objective condition for fully accessing citizenship.  It is what leads to a feeling of 

belonging to a society which often leads to talking of citizenship as a commitment to being 

involved in the destiny of the group. 

For me, you have to feel as if you are a member of society to be a citizen 
(Student) 
It affects either your environment or your parents because we don’t pay tax 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

Contrary to the least qualified respondents, the feeling of being concerned by political decisions, 

even indirectly, is much more present in graduates as a pledge of their future social integration.  

They anticipate their role as an adult citizen strengthened by the change from child to parent.  

Indeed they perceive the fact of being a parent as confirming the adult’s identity and making the 

individual stronger in his position as a citizen.  This ability to project themselves in the future, 

even in a sporadic manner, reflects their perception of having a greater chance of integration 

than people without qualifications who have to live day-by-day. 

Basically I think that the first politician is the head of the family, the parents 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

The least qualified women underline the importance of being an adult in order to be an active 

member of the political sphere.  They compare the qualities of youth and the qualities needed to 

govern.  Therefore they tend to materialize the difference between people in power and those 

who are deprived of it, and notably young people. 

Luckily there is politics because otherwise it would be anarchy, but they are too old.  If 
they were really too young it would be a mess because you need some restraint 
(Working young women from Dijon) 

 
? Having an opinion  

Based on these statements, young people justify their indecision by their ignorance and the 

complexity of the political universe. They position themselves as children that need guidance in 

their choices, although they mention a certain degree of autonomy in forming their opinions.  

Various statements refer back to a process of approving the political choices of their parents, or 

simply recognition of the relevance of their choices which become those of young people. 

Perhaps we don’t care, unlike our parents.  I’m not interested at the moment.  I haven’t 
got my bac.  I don’t understand everything.  They know where they stand, they know 
what they do. 
(Working Parisian) 
today democracy doesn’t mean much.  It something that happens between “grown up 
people” 
(Working Parisians) 
in terms of political choices: the education that we got from our family 
(Working Parisian) 
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We can see that there are different perceptions in working people. Working people living with 

their parents, such as students, tend to directly place themselves in a childish posture involving 

a withdrawal from politics.  They delegate “to grown ups”, with a tendency to take their political 

opinions from values handed down by the family.  The young person may use this as a basis to 

form their own opinions and therefore take part in the public debate.  This is a very long way 

from forming an opinion in opposition to that of your parents who are often described as being 

just as disillusioned as young people. 

I was virtually always in agreement with my parents and I am starting to have my own 
opinion 
(Student) 
 

The media do not play a positive role in forming opinions.  At best they do not provide any more 

clarity in a debate that is already considered to be complex in itself. 

We’ve difficulty in deciphering the vocabulary, the language 
To start with debates are to inform people about swings in opinion, and here it is a 
dialogue between people who can’t hear one another 
(Bordeaux students) 

At worst, they consider them as a power base that acts with specific interests.  They are 

therefore as discredited as politicians. 

The media give an image, it is very difficult to form your own opinion 
(students) 
 

The media then no longer have an influence in forming opinions, they are considered as 

theatres which are no longer even entertaining because they are not close enough to the 

“people”. 

Most of the TV debates often end up as a confrontation, they tend to be settling their 
own vendettas, we are just spectators. 
 
 

? Voting and blank voting 

The question of voting appears to be quite unanimously foreign to the young respondents.  

Their initial reactions are in line with common cliché’s but strengthen the legitimacy of voting, a 

fundamental means of participating for all respondents.  

Voting: because we think we can change something 
As a woman I want to vote 
(Students) 
 

Women still frequently mention a vote that is characteristic of their gender.  They underline that 

they are conscious of being part of two political minorities: young people and women.  Indeed it 

is notable that none of them mention the under-representation of women in the political 

authorities or the parties.  This can be explained by two reasons: 

- a lack of knowledge of these institutions (they are not mentioned much) 
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- the lack of a strong woman in the political world that gives legitimacy to the male 

monopoly 

The power of voting appears to be both respectable and inefficient for this minority. 

You have to vote! 
But who do we vote for? 
apart from voting I do not get involved, no-one listens 
(Parisian students) 
 

Voting as a legitimate form of participating in a criticized political system does not fundamentally 

correspond to their approach to politics.  A procedure that is too restricted and watered down, it 

supposes definitively recording your vote in favor of a candidate.  This is opposed to their 

principle of the freedom to commit and disengage yourself from politics.  This procedure is 

watered down because voting is a show of total approval for a candidate or a party, which is the 

opposite of their refusal to be biased. 

Some of them justify blank voting as an alternative and moderate way of breaking with 

traditional political procedures, whilst underlining that it is already too subversive since it is not 

taken account of.  Above all it is a mark of your own satisfaction. 

You vote blank to say something different 
You vote blank when you don’t like any of the candidates 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

However, the nullity of the blank vote, the fact that it goes unnoticed, strengthens the impact of 

abstention in their eyes.  They have noticed the fact that the media is more worried about 

abstention and that blank votes are not spoken about.  However, they are still aware of the 

discredit that weighs on abstention especially since the first round of the presidential election in 

2002 (high level of abstention and dispersion of voting that led to the presence of the National 

Front candidate Jean Marie le Pen in the second round).  They therefore justify their abstention 

by acceptable and reasonable reasons.  As if they couldn’t admit the deep rooted reasons for 

their political rejection. 

I don’t know the plans and the programs 
they don’t stick to their programs 
(Parisian students) 
personally I know a lot of people who didn’t vote because they were discontent, or even 
people who voted extreme right because they were extremely discontent.  Personally I 
vote because if you are discontent then you just have to stand as a candidate and vote. 
(Bordeaux students) 
 
 

? Unconventional political participation 

Unconventional forms of political participation such as demonstrating or boycotting seem initially 

to be in line with the volatility of young people’s commitments. They also seem more likely to 

make a personal commitment that is free of any commitment to anyone else. 
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Demonstrating is about being together and sharing, but it must not cause civil unrest 

Demonstrating often seems to be spontaneous. Participating in a spontaneous gathering of the 

masses reassures people in several ways which determine their commitment. 

Afterwards it can make you want to see one-off demonstrations in every country and to 
see that it occurred spontaneously brought to mind the fact that you can act on your 
own behalf at your own level. It certainly did not make anything change but to see that 
everyone could become involved at the same time on the TV was great. 
(Bordeaux student) 
 

The main appeal of demonstrating is its obvious spontaneity. This emphasizes the sincerity of 

the underlying reasons. The converging of a need to express the same idea is so strong that 

people get out into the street. The consensus seems to outweigh the demands. There is no 

debate, the fact that it is obvious imposes the need to come together to in order to make a 

stand. 

It’s solidarity that motivated people, the fact of doing something together with other 
people 
(High School Students) 
 

The second aspect which appeals to people in demonstrating is the flexibility of the commitment 

that it involves. Demonstrating only takes a few hours, you are not obliged to take membership 

in an organization, to attend meetings, to hand out flyers, or even stick up posters. You can go 

there just to walk along, sing, listen to music and then go back home. 

The third aspect is in terms of the feeling of belonging to a group. For these young people who 

frequently express their feelings as outsiders, or isolated, coming together around subjects 

which rally people behind simple demands for a limited period of time and in a festive manner, 

leads to a sense of belonging to a relegated category: (young people) in parallel it helps form 

this class via a protest which strengthens their feeling of being isolated between each meeting.  

Demonstrating: it’s to be together, to be representative 
(Working Parisians) 
 

However, as we see below, the experience of demonstrations is described in a more ambivalent 

manner: 

- it leads to violence which goes against the consensual culture 

- or it has been a chance to “recover” making them risk compromising their principles when 

they participate 

 

Alternative movements between defiance and interest 

Alternative movements (alter-globalists and anti-advertising are the only ones mentioned) suffer 

from relatively obscurity. However, when they are mentioned, they highlight a focus on refusing 

violence.  
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I thought it stayed material, no direct strong violence 
(Bordeaux student) 
 

The use of violent forms of activism appears to be unacceptable for all of the young 

respondents. The “wait-and-see” position of these young people in forming an individual 

consensus is incompatible with any use of violence. It is completely contradictory to the 

tolerance that they advocate in politics. Moreover, the use of force appears to be paradoxical for 

them, and in any case bound to fail. Lastly, violence tends to be something for the police forces, 

whose image is widely rejected. An environment that is troubled by acts of violence is not going 

to encourage the emergence of a consensus. 

Anti advertising: if things get worse then I don’t really agree, but the defacing of 
advertising is off-beat 
(Bordeaux student) 
It probably works well since ads are there for us to look at it, it highlights the graffiti 
artists’ message. On their site there are photos of all the adverts that have been 
graffiti'ed. They strongly underline the fact that the only thing to be defaced is the 
poster, that any running paint has to be removed and to do this in a peaceful manner. 
It’s very good if they prove that it’s done with respect 
(High School Students) 
Although I am not really in full agreement with alter-globalists, but they are in another 
environment than their parents who were certainly part of the protests in 68, but they 
offer new ideas, they don’t create something out of nothing. they have a focus on 
helping one another, so that there are fewer differences between people) 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

Tolerance, which does not stop criticism, appeals to those who know these alternative 

movements. However, we can observe that their appeal only has an impact on a minority of 

graduate men, or those who have become politicized. The idea of helping one anothe,r 

mentioned by the Bordeaux student, refers back to the principle of tolerance emphasized by 

young people. It even goes beyond it since it promotes the idea of more than just benevolent 

neutrality (each person does what he wants) with an active commitment to promoting another 

approach. Anyway, liking it does not mean that they become a member. As if anticipating his 

future social position, the Bordeaux student adopts an open-minded posture, uncommitted 

relative to these movements. He therefore presents himself as a future member of the 

intellectual bourgeoisie, open-minded and informed but critical and refusing to compromise his 

principles with any commitment that is too important. 

Women with few qualifications are virtually totally unaware of the existence of these 

movements. Their more concrete concerns push them away from any resistance that they 

perceive as ideological. Without condemning them in absolute terms, they quite simply cannot 

see their purpose. 

Demonstrating: a commitment that is easy but ineffective 
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The importance of alternative modes of political expression is immediately moderated by young 

people. This is notably in terms of demonstrations, which do not really constitute an alternative 

means of action and, indeed on the contrary, are a preferred means of political expression for 

reasons that have already been mentioned. 

All we can do is demonstrate 
(High School Students) 

However, they point out that: 

It has less and less impact 
(Bordeaux student) 
It is not a demonstration that will stop the war, it was to show that we didn’t agree 
(High School Students) 
I cannot say that demonstrations are not good, but it doesn’t change anything. Many 
people go to them just to miss classes 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
Demonstrating serves no purpose, it’s almost like a fairground atmosphere 
(Working Parisians) 
 

Young people are aware of the political ineffectiveness of these actions. In addition to their own 

political activist experiences, actions carried out by their parents have formed points of 

reference in forms of protest.  

It’s more useful to carry out small, local demonstrations because the person that we 
are demonstrating against  is always closer to us. There are results. 
(High School Students) 

By underlining the effectiveness of large meetings, colleges students refer to their own 

experiences as well as those of their parents and observe the failure of social protests over the 

past twenty years. Based on these references they propose a new form of local protest that is 

currently emerging. Indeed this corresponds to the realism that is advocated by the majority of 

the young respondents. This realism of objectives and the matching of resources to the ends 

tends to be at odds with observed or supposed political practices. 

The fear mentioned by students is shared by many young people. Their fear of making a 

mistake or giving their support to a cause with which they do not completely agree refers back 

to the reasons for abstention. And yet the restrictive side of demonstrating which is organized 

around demands which can be considered as limiting, is not perceived in the same way as 

elections. By giving value to small local demonstrations, respondents protect themselves from 

this pitfall to a certain extent. The goals of these demonstrations are often practical and 

therefore have less risk of causing participants to act in any way that would be against their 

principles or their beliefs. Therefore, forms of demonstrations with more concrete objectives 

appear more likely to appeal to women by responding to their concerns, and to all young people 

due to the low level of commitment which therefore does not risk causing them to adopt 

behavior which would be against their principles. 

Demonstrations: it can be a place where certain associations sign up new members 
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(Students) 
 

The position of more highly qualified respondents on demonstrations is different from that of 

lower qualified respondents or college students. They share the opinion that demonstrations are 

ineffective. However, they see their increased use as a nuisance which just goes to weaken 

their impact. Indeed, the idea of demonstrating restricts the possibilities of dialogue, which is of 

prime importance for all of the young people. 

Instead of discussing, they demonstrate straight away 
(Students) 
 

In their opinion, dialogue is a time- and difficulty-efficient way of sorting out problems which 

cause people to go out onto the street to demonstrate. The way that students give value to 

social dialogue is an additional sign of their anticipated belonging to social categories who can 

more easily access the political decision-making authorities. Starting to dialogue directly with 

the people in charge supposes that you have access to them. Lower qualified respondents, by 

emphasizing the disinterest of politicians in them, highlight the impossibility of talking to them in 

any other way than from the street. We can therefore observe a differentiated perception of 

possibilities for action between the higher qualified and lower qualified young people.  

Furthermore, the way that one woman criticized demonstrating is also characteristic. The lack of 

direct connection between the movement and its consequences tends to put people off this form 

of political expression. Lastly, the physical risk inherent with any demonstration ends up making 

her have a very critical stance because she is close to the source of this form of protest.  

Broad-based and indistinct festive meetings allow young people to participate without any 

scruples in these meetings for extended communities. 

The Gay Pride: young people go to this because there’s music and to be together 
(Students) 
 

The stakes and the fear of being signed up to a movement mentioned by so many, are indeed 

virtually absent. Women have a lot of sympathy for gay pride which is perceived as a 

demonstration by a sexual minority. Therefore they have a sort of common position which 

allows them to simultaneously emphasize their moral tolerance. However, today men also 

widely accept showing their interest in gay pride, which has broadly lost its community focus. It 

allows them to underline the difference with past generations who expressed their disapproval 

concerning the exhibiting of sexual preferences that are considered to be shameful by older 

people. 

 

Alter-globalist political activism: a commitment with too much significance 
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As opposed to demonstrations, alter-globalist movements are perceived as groups with a high 

degree of cohesion, but which require a certain professional approach in order to be part of 

them. 

Alter globalism: it’s not structured enough. It’s a major commitment, it’s hell  
(Students) 
 

The activism of these movements is considered positive. However, the fact that they are 

comprised of a large number of movements clouds the coherence of the movement and 

discourages young people who already lack interpretable points of reference. Moreover, the 

small number of political activists, or their lack of visibility for young people, causes respondents 

to not make any concrete commitment to these movements. Although the conveyed ideas and 

the adopted methods of these movements seem to correspond to young people’s aspirations in 

terms of an approach to politics, they are put off by the restrictions weighing down on the 

political activists. A student who speaks of this commitment which is too heavy, is expressing 

the fact that he has already started to become socialized in certain environments and this does 

not correspond to these movements which tend to be rather left-wing. Therefore it still appears 

to be impossible to commit themselves to these groups who are a long way from their adopted 

or elected social environment.  

 

 

Individual Interviews 

? Attitudes towards vote 

All the interviewees are deeply attached to the voting right, it is something they consider as very 

important and all of them vote in every elections. From this point of view, they are “classical” 

citizens. However, we can note some differences in their attitudes towards vote. 

Pierre is a recent voter: before the age of 22, he did not vote, because he did not consider it 

was a priority in his life. Today, he believes it is essential, as it is the only way to initiate effective 

changes. 

Pierre: I started voting late… the first time I was 22 years old and it was at the 
European elections. Since then, I have voted every time.  
Cécile: Why didn’t you vote before that? 
P : Because I had moved and had to make a change of address to re-register on the 
electoral roll… I was very interested in the political debate but had other things on my 
mind and was on to other things, it wasn’t one of my priorities. 
C : And do you consider it today as something important? 
P : “Important” isn’t the word,  it’s essential… and I must confess I am sorry I should 
have voted much earlier, perhaps in 97, at the legislative elections. (Interview n°6) 
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Loubna is deeply attached to the voting right, which is a way to express her opinion and to 

participate in politics. It is both a right and a duty. Her discourse reveals a very affective 

dimension: her parents who are immigrants can not vote, even if they live in France, and she 

has the feeling that they do not have the right to express their opinions. She has this right and 

she considers it as a chance: she has the right to express herself, to make things change for 

her and for her parents. It is a symbol of her integration in French society. 

Loubna : Yes, it is important, it is a right but also a duty. There are so many countries 
where people cannot vote or express their ideas and people fought to obtain the right 
to vote in France, women fought for the right to vote for women. The right to vote is 
proof that we live in a democracy where it’s possible for us to choose the leaders who 
are going to govern our country and make the decisions which will affect our lives… 
Why not use this right?… For example, my father will receive his pension in France and 
he cannot even vote since his nationality is not French… Yes it is important to vote. I 
have always voted, at every election since I have had the right to vote… Think of it, if 
we didn’t vote, Le Pen would come to power because those who vote for Le Pen do not 
abstain. Already in 2001, the limit had been reached, so we must vote because 
abstention will benefit Le Pen, so young people must be made aware of this. 
 

Manuel has a more distant, more free link with the vote. It is important for him to vote, even if he 

is involved in a new political movement, he is very attached to the voting right, which is a very 

simple way to participate in politics. It may be a way to affirm his attachment toward 

representative democracy and reforms in a background where participative democracy and 

“revolution” are valorised. But if one day he can not vote it is not so grave. He does not consider 

the vote as a forcing duty and he does not feel guilty if he can not vote.  

Manuel: I have always voted without hesitation. It was just for the five-year mandate that I could 

not  vote for material reasons, even though I wanted to, but I didn’t feel bad about it. I don’t feel 

guilty if I can’t vote on some occasion. 

Anne : But is it important to you? Because Attac is not a political party… 
Manuel : It is a preconceived idea that Attac is an anti-party association. In my opinion, 
there would be no sense in being an active member without voting, because if you 
think of it, if you want to vote, all you need to do is to go to the polling booth. Whereas 
to diffuse ideas and influence people actively calls for a great deal of time and energy. 
Besides, I am a reformist and I believe in representative democracy, I believe that we 
can change things by voting, it has been done and will be done again. (Interview n°1) 
 
 

? Attitudes towards abstention 

This young people who are deeply attached to the voting right have different perception of the 

abstention. Some of them are very critical, Anne and Mathieu are very severe towards people 

who do not vote, they do not understand them, because they believe that voting is a duty and 

the only way to preserve democracy. If people do not vote, it is not because of the attitude of 

the politicians but because of their indifference and unconsciousness 
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Anne : I feel saddened… I feel distressed. People are always complaining « They are 
all rotten, they do nothing » and when you ask people to express themselves, they do 
nothing. 
Cécile: How do you explain this abstention ? 
A : Lack of interest… In fact, I don’t understand it because as a young person, there’s 
just one thing I want and that is to get involved because it means making things move; 
all right, I’m not going to change the world, but I can help to make things move. It’s 
discouraging. (Interview n°2) 
 
Mathieu : I don’t consider the vote as a right at all but as a duty. If people don’t want to 
vote, we make the state a monarchy or a dictatorship and enough of all that! Let them 
shut up! Let them shut up and take responsibility for themselves! No point in 
complaining afterwards. (Interview n°4) 
 

The other interviewees are more moderate, they believe that abstention is a mistake and a 

wrong strategy. But they can understand this abstention and they believe that the politicians are 

responsible for it. Politicians are not close enough to the citizens, politics is too complicated, 

people, and young people in particular, do not understand the importance of voting and the 

repercussions of politics in their everyday life. 

Manuel: I quite understand people who abstain but I find it totally counter-productive 
and a mistake. (Interview n°1) 
 
Thomas: In my opinion, it’s one of the problems which politicians today have to deal 
with because it shows that citizens are less and less active. You read a lot about 
abstention being an act of protest. No doubt there’s some truth in this particularly for 
young people who say to themselves « we aren’t going to back up this person or that 
person” or “what difference does it makes whether we vote or not, things are going to 
be the same any way, seeing they’re all alike”. Part of the problem could be solved by 
re-clarifying the political divisions. There’s also a lot of abstention simply because 
people aren’t interested at all. They have to be shown that even if the vote is just a 
ballot paper amongst millions of others, it still carries weight. It is through the vote that 
citizenship is expressed. In any case it is the easiest way of becoming involved as a 
citizen and, above all, the most effective way. (Interview n°3) 
 
Loubna : I just don’t understand why people don’t vote; they don’t realise how important 
it is. They think that the others will vote and that in any case their vote is not going to 
change things. But they’re wrong because each vote matters, one by one. I think that 
people, young people in particular, feel that politics changes nothing, politicians change 
nothing, and that it makes no difference whether the left or right wing are in power, 
nothing changes, the politics are the same, things don’t start moving, unemployment 
still prevails, violence too and so does exclusion. (Interview n°5) 
 
Pierre: It is quite simply a sign of the indifference and lack of interest shown by the 
French for the institutions and for the politicians who are supposed to represent them. I 
consider this to be extremely serious and that people don’t realise how disastrous 
abstention can be… 
Cécile: How do you explain this lack of interest and this indifference? 
P: Because no one bothers about them, the people. «  In any case, they aren’t 
interested in us, what’s the point in voting. Even if we do go to vote for other political 
movements, these movements aren’t represented, so it’s best to stay at home or go 
fishing… ». I understand that people don’t go to vote… either they are not listened to or 
not represented…(Interview n°6) 
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? Attitudes towards demonstration 

Whatever their political affiliation (left or right), whatever the kind of their involvement (political 

parties, new political movement, trade union…) they chose, all the young people we interviewed 

consider that demonstration is a rightful political action. Every interviewees have taken part in a 

street demonstration. Nevertheless, the attitudes towards demonstration are not the same and 

the left-right cleavage and the kind of involvement have an influence on them. The more people 

have leftist affiliations, the more they are ready to demonstrate and to legitimate 

demonstrations. Moreover, the young people who are involved in a traditional political 

movement are more attached to the voting right than to the demonstrating right. Anne clearly 

favours the voting right which, according to her, is based democracy. Pierre, Thomas and 

Mathieu consider that the two types of action are equally important as symbols of democracy, 

but they consider that the voting right is more efficient, it is also more general, less corporatist. 

Louban is deeply attached to the voting right, but as we said previously it is probably because of 

its affective dimension. 

Manuel who is the most leftist and who is involved in a new political organisation, is also highly 

inclined to legitimate demonstration. He considers that voting right and demonstrating right are 

both and equally important in a democracy. 

Cécile: What do you consider is the most important in a democracy, the right to vote or 
the right to demonstrate? 
Anne: The right to vote. 
C : You believe that if people voted, it would be more effective than if they 
demonstrated? 
A : They’d express themselves within an institutional framework, it would disrupt people 
less. Perhaps people demonstrate a lot because they get the impression that their vote 
serves no useful purpose …(Interview n°2) 
 
Thomas: I attach a lot of importance to the right to vote, it’s truly a fundamental right… 
But the right to vote without the right to demonstrate doesn’t make sense… The right to 
demonstrate is something that’s also open to the opposition, to people who feel they 
are in the minority and who wish to have their voices heard. Because voting brings out 
a majority. And after that, it’s true the minorities are forgotten and, from my point of 
view, democracy also means that the minorities have the power to express themselves. 
I don’t think one is possible without the other … both together bring democracy to life, 
from the roots upwards. (Interview n°3) 
 
Loubna: Both are necessary, so both are important. Democracy is power to the people, 
liberty of expression. The vote is a means of expressing oneself and so is 
demonstration. Hence both are necessary… But perhaps the vote is a little ahead 
because it is the true symbol of democracy… a democratic country is a country in 
which the people can vote… (Interview n°5) 
 
Manuel: To me, it’s both, it’s hard to mention one without the other. Really, it’s both. I 
don’t see how we could live in a democracy without either… There’s no order of 
importance. (Interview n°1) 
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? Attitudes towards other unconventional forms of participation 

If the demonstration is legitimated every interviewee, some other forms of unconventional 

participation are approved only by some of them. Petition and striking are differently perceived. 

Anne, the governmental rightist and Pierre, the follower of the extreme right, do not approve 

striking: it is a right and people can use it but they think that French people make an abuse of 

this right. Strikers make the dialogue between workers, employers impossible and they 

undermine reforms.  

Anne : To strike is to freeze negotiations. In France, people strike, threaten to strike, if 
there’s no agreement reached, everything comes to a standstill; you aren’t in 
agreement and things are brought to a halt. The spirit of negotiation one observes in 
Germany or in Canada is not to be found here. One of my friends is in Canada and 
from what I hear, the image people there have of the French is that we are all  strikers, 
and as for the month of May, it’s the French holiday month. Quite a distressing picture. 
(Interview n°2) 
 
Pierre : When a strike is necessary, I am for it. On the other hand, concerning strikes in 
public service areas, that’s quite a different matter. Public service employees certainly 
have the right to go on strike but, like a lot of French people, I’m in favour of setting up 
a minimum service. The right to strike remains but when it concerns public service 
providers, the employees cannot effectively be prevented from going to their place of 
work. Don’t systematically think in terms of defending your own sectional interests, 
think of the general interest, the greater good. (Interview n°6) 
 

Anne is also very suspicious towards petition, because she has no control on the use of her 

signature. 

Anne : I’m very wary of petitions, I’m scared my name may be used again, so up till 
now, I haven’t signed any petition. (Interview n°2) 
 

The other young activists are tolerant towards striking and they believe it is an important political 

action. Some of them like Thomas, Manuel or Mathieu have already participated in some 

student strikes. They consider it as a way to put pressure on the direction and to express 

discontent and opposition. But they often consider it is a “last chance” action. 

Mathieu: We try, first of all, to dialogue with the administration, the teachers. First of all, 
we try to talk to them. I try first to talk to the people with whom I have a problem and try 
to reach the best arrangement. But if there’s really no chance of it happening, then 
force becomes necessary. There’s the demonstration and then the strike, even 
obstruction. I consider it as the ultimate resort. Because when the workers are going to 
hassle the management by obstruction, they are going to totally antagonize them with 
no possible discussion afterwards. But one has to know when and how to put one’s 
foot down and say « No ». (Interview n°4) 
 
Thomas:  Last year, I did go on strike at Sciences Po against the increase in school 
fees… because it’s also a privileged means of action to show one’s commitment and 
opposition to a reform. It’s also a good means of putting pressure on the management 
or on a government or company. It’s a means of action not to be misused -  but 
indispensable. (Interview n°3) 
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? Is unconventional participation a useful political action? 

These young people who are faithful in the representative democracy but who also legitimate 

demonstration and unconventional political participation, believe that the most useful and 

powerful political action is the conventional one. Except Manuel who considers that 

demonstrations and strikes have a real impact, the others are less enthusiastic. 

Demonstrations, strikes, petitions are useful in some cases, because they permit to set a 

problem on the political agenda or to express critics, but with not having a strong impact on the 

political system. Moreover, they consider that this actions can only be local or specific actions 

with no global meaning. Conventional actions, such as voting or involvement in a political party 

are for them more useful and more effective. 

Manuel : To me, it has always been complementary. As someone who is totally 
committed, I try to connect the two. It’s truly important to me. Rather, I feel that it has a 
true impact. Because even if we are taken for idiots if we go on strike or act like skivers 
who don’t want to attend classes or work, even if there is such a negative judgement, it 
is, nevertheless, true that the motivating idea will be understood or, in any case, has 
been put forward. A question has been raised and that’s what counts. It’s true that 
something has to be constructed but at a certain time, something has to be broken as 
well. It’s always the same discourse. What is needed is to change preconceived ideas, 
call into question people of respectability, all this is politically worthwhile. (Interview 
n°1) 
 
Pierre: Both are important but not on the same scale, of course we must demonstrate 
and must show our discontent on the streets but we must also express it in the polling 
booths. (Interview n°6) 
 
Loubna : I think it can always be useful. In reality, demonstrations or petitions concern 
a specific question, hence you necessarily see whether there has been a change or 
not. The vote is wider, more general and over the long term…We cannot demonstrate 
on a large issue concerning French politics as a whole. Nor can we have a 
demonstration for each problem … one for unemployment, one for taxes, one for 
schools, another against delinquency… This is why we vote, to choose general politics. 
(Interview n°5) 
 
Thomas : I believe it can influence matters, for example the reform on the autonomy of 
universities was withdrawn because the students got together, demonstrated and wrote 
petitions. Hence there was an impact. But does it have more weight than traditional 
methods?… I don’t think so. Protest action can be used for specific problems. The vote 
remains the best long term means of action. (Interview n°3) 
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VII.Theme 5 – ‘Opportunity Structures for Participation’ 

All interviewees believe that involvement is a very personal and individual act. They have 

difficulties to explain what kind of factors influence them; it is their own choice and it was 

influenced by nothing precise. It is presented as a natural process according to the development 

of their personality and fields of interests.  

Manuel: It happened haphazardly and randomly and through the little things I like, that I 
came to understand what these people were talking about ; I bought books, things like 
that, discovered the newspapers, […] I feel that it was a truly autonomous process. 
(Interview n°1) 
 
Anne : I had always said I would become a member of the UMP as soon as got into 
Sciences Po and this was the first thing I did when I entered its hall. I saw a UMP stand 
and the first thing I did was to get my membership card at once. It was the obvious 
thing to do, to make a commitment and become a party member. (Interview n°2). 
 
Loubna : My commitment is personal, it’s something I decided to do by myself.  
(Interview n°5) 
 

Nevertheless, we cannot understand the political involvement of young people, if we do not 

refer it to their political socialisation. We can list several factors of political socialisation that can 

explain why these young people have chosen to be active, when a majority of French young 

people prefer not to participate in politics. 

 

? The family 

For many years, all the principal studies on political socialization have proved the influence of 

family on the political behaviour and attitudes of individuals. Family is a powerful vector of value 

transmission, and the transmission of values directly influence the political behaviour and 

attitudes of children. Political socialization within the family has a real impact on the political 

identity of the individuals. The more the parents speak about politics, the more they are involved 

in politics, the more their children are likely to be interested in politics. If the parents show off 

explicitly their political preferences, there is more probability for their children to have the same 

(or similar) political preferences. 

But in our sample, only one young girl clearly admits the influence of her family in her political 

involvement… Anne recognises that she grew up in a family that could have increased her 

political interest and have influenced her choice to get involved in a right-wing party. She also 

admits that her mother played a great role in her decision to be involved in a political party, 

because of her very feminist discourse and her way to push her daughter into following her 

ambitions. 

Anne : It’s true that at home we talk politics a lot, but the person who influenced me 
most was my elder brother who is very cultured and well-read. He opened me up to 
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different ideas, individual ideas, before I even started taking an interest in them myself. 
So it’s true, I came from a formative background which helped arouse my interest. I 
don’t know about the chicken and the egg but it’s true that my interest already 
stemmed from myself. […] My mother played a large part in it, she has always 
defended the emancipation of women, financial independence (as an extremely 
important asset) and has always pushed me toward… and has always shown me how 
girls prevent themselves from succeeding,[…] you must never be afraid of asserting 
yourself. So all this was extremely important and contributed to my commitment… I’ve 
always wanted to be a defender (and this was why parity irritated me). I wanted to 
defend, to prove that girls were capable of doing something even if they were « just 
girls », that it wasn’t always the… that we, too, could be competent, in any case, when 
all is said and done, parity has helped us   …(Interview n°2) 
 

The other young people we interviewed do not recognise so explicitly that their parents could 

have had an influence on their political involvement. Nevertheless, we can see that the majority 

of them have grew up in a family where members discuss a lot about politics, are interested in 

social, economical and political actuality. This is not neutral and this familial background surely 

have influenced them. 

Thomas: And, apart from that, we discuss politics a lot at home, it’s part of our major 
discussion themes around the table…(Interview n°3) 
 
Cécile: To come back to your parents, did you discuss politics at home? 
Pierre: Yes, we did, very often, er … … we talk politics a lot when we watch the news. 
(Interview n°6) 
 

Except Mathieu, all the young people we met have the same political preferences than their 

parents, who seem to openly express their opinions. There is an influence of the parents on the 

political choice of the children… If Thomas chose to be involved in the MJS, it is because he 

has left-wing political preferences or values, as he says himself, and these preferences and 

values are the same than his parents’ ones, who have always voted for left parties (French 

Socialist Party or French Communist Party). In the same way, Pierre’s father has always voted 

for Jean-Marie Le Pen, so his son grew up in a familial environment in which nationalism and 

xenophobia were promoted. Mathieu really seems to be an exception, he is the only one who 

has different preferences than his parents and more particularly than his father (her mother 

does not seem to show off clear political opinions and he lives with her father). 

Thomas: My parents are clearly left wing but it’s true that my maternal grand-parents 
were, in any case, truly Gaullist, at least my grandfather was… My parents committed 
more or less to left wing movements in May 68, I wouldn’t say extreme left, but 
almost… Well, that was really their only militant experience, May 68… and since then 
they have never committed… they vote, well I do know they haven’t voted for the right 
wing (except in 2002)… and there again it was difficult. (Interview n°3) 
 
Pierre: So afterwards one can… are their ideas the same as mine ? Well, in the 80’s 
my dad used to keep saying “This can’t go on, you’ll see, all hell’s going to break loose” 
and at that time, he already was a National Front sympathiser… (Interview n°6) 
 
Manuel: Whereas, about my parents, they today vote for the Greens, so obviously I 
don’t think it’s  necessarily by chance… (Interview n°1) 
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Mathieu : My dad’s quite terribly left wing, so I never try to rant and rave with him, er… 
because I don’t want to do my head in, let’s face it, at his age, I’m not going to get him 
to think differently. (Interview n°4) 
 

In Loubna’s family, no one discussed very much politics and her parents and sisters are not 

very interested in politics, but it was very important for her that her parents supported her 

involvement. If not, she would have probably given up taking part into the Tour3. So to some 

extend her parents have a direct influence on her involvement. But they have also probably 

played an undirected role in this involvement, through the “liberal” education they give to their 

daughter. 

Loubna : For my parents, the big question arose when I decided to take part in the 
march, because even if I was a major, I needed permission, I could not go off like that 
for six weeks. At first, they didn’t quite understand what I wanted to do and why I 
wanted it, they told me that I personally had no problems, so there was no need for me 
to take part. […] And then finally they said yes… And now I believe they are quite 
proud of me. My mum’s pleased for me. And she even went to Paris to see the arrival 
of the marchers on 8 March. She said we were right, that it up to us women to make 
things change because we were responsible for raising our children. With my dad, it’s 
harder to tell, I don’t know… I do know he is proud of me too … but he doesn’t say 
so… 
Cécile: Do you feel that your parents played a part in your commitment? In your 
convictions? That they transmitted them to you? 
L: Yes, of course… To tell the truth, if they hadn’t agreed, I never would have gone on 
the march. From a practical point of view, I needed them to agree, to be supportive. It’s 
important to me to feel my parents back me up. Yes, in so doing, they did play a part, 
but I don’t know if they played a part in my decision to leave… they didn’t even know 
about it before I told them. They don’t worry very much about things like that. […] It’s 
true, though, that they did pass their values on to me and it was because I believed in 
these values that I decided to take part in the march… They brought me up in a spirit of 
freedom and respect, respect of others, respect for the law. It could also be because 
we’re all girls, it’s not the same, there’s no big brother to tell us what to do… My 
personal position concerning the march was a bit different, I never had to fight my 
parents to impose my ideas… 
 
 

? The friends 

For all the people we interviewed, the decision of being involved in a political or a social 

movement is also a matter of friendship and personal networking. Mathieu decided to join the 

UNEF because he met a “cool bench of friends”… Because he met someone in a 

demonstration or in a meeting, he decided to join a new movement.. Loubna decide to get 

involved in NPNS clearly because her best friend Mounia did the same. She has introduced 

                                                   
3 The association NPNS organized in 2003 a huge tour in 23 French towns: seven young people: five girls and two boys 

crossed France and participated to some debates, demonstration, met some political men… in order to alert citizens and 

political representatives on the status of women, which is in constant regression. The Tour ended with a demonstration in Paris 

on March the 8th 2003. Loubna was one of these seven young people. 
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Loubna in the movement NPNS and has explained to her why it is important to make the Tour 

and finally convinced her to participate. 

Mathieu : At first, I met people, it was nice, what can I say to describe it? At first, it was 
more a way of getting to know people. I went to university whereas all my friends were 
at professional institutions like IUT, Prépa, BTS and - put it between inverted commas - 
I was the only idiot going to university. […] So I went to the UNEF, I made new 
acquaintances, it was great, but there was nothing militant about it. At the very 
beginning, I didn’t know anything at all, I thought they were just a set of mates who had 
formed an association… (Interview n°4) 
 
Manuel : During a meeting, while the subject was the high school press, someone said 
to me « Why don’t you start a newspaper at your high school …[…] 
And then it happened that in this movement, I met David Langlois-Mallet who worked 
with Politis and at the same time was with Chiche and the Young Greens. He took me 
along with him to Chiche which I liked a lot, the movement was fairly flexible, the 
sympathisers were a bit along libertarian lines. 
[…] At the same time, there was the CIFD, « Collectif des Ivoiriens de France pour la 
Démocratie » (All Ivory Coast citizens in France for Democracy) because I was in touch 
with a pen friend on the Ivory Coast whom I had discovered rather oddly through the 
Joli Mois d’Octobre which distributed tracts at the Gay Pride 99. Someone who was 
going to the Ivory Coast took one and showed it to a student from the Ivory Coast. It 
was during the period of General Gueï’s putsch, it was a long eventful story. So I found 
out about the Ivory Coast nationals in France in relation to democracy because I 
wanted to know out what I could do here and, thus, there were the first demonstrations. 
(Interview n°1) 
 
Loubna : Mounira participated a lot, she was one of those who organised the meetings 
in our neighbourhood, she had asked me to attend, I went a few times but did not find 
them very interesting. […] And then there was the petition and naturally Mounira (who 
was very committed to this movement) was one of the people who distributed the 
petition. So she asked me to sign… and it was then, for the first time, that she talked to 
me about the march. […] So at first, I really hesitated, but Mounira tried in vain to 
convince me by saying « It will work if there are a lot of us, you must come, you must 
give the example, you must say that you don’t want to let things happen to you, you 
must fight back, etc… » She was really determined to convince me and, no doubt, she 
succeeded, in any case she got me to think, a lot went on in my head… (Interview n°5) 
 

For young people, maybe because of their age, friends are an important factor in the decision to 

join a political movement, but also to stay in it. The young people need to feel welcomed, it is 

important that there are other young people in the movement. If Manuel did not stay in the 

association Amnesty, it is because of the presence of too many old ladies and he did not felon 

the same page, even if these old ladies were very nice… For young people, involvement and 

participation are a matter of friendship: if they decide to stay in a movement, it is because they 

feel well in it, because they met friends and because, beside the political, social or trade-union 

action, they can have fun with other young people. Political participation is an important, serious 

thing but it must not be boring… It is essential that there is a strong collective feeling, a feeling 

of membership inside the group… 

Anne: I met up with an excellent, very dynamic team and fitted in at once, I was given 
responsibilities. I must say there is no better way of motivating people than by giving 
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them responsibilities. My opinion counted, I wasn’t just a little first year student who 
had never done anything, who didn’t know anything. I was taught and shown how to 
debate, I listened a lot, I listened to the others and what they said. […] I truly took part 
in the life of the UMP association at Sciences Po […] So I must say there was a lot of 
good will all around, they personally saw that I wanted to get involved and didn’t try to 
aggravate or to get at me, they didn’t want to stay just amongst themselves, they 
weren’t clannish and that was nice… My experience was great, from this point of view 
and, in fact, I tried to show people that they could come and see for themselves, it 
wasn’t a closed circle. In fact, it’s the problem with many sections, there are, say three 
or four militants who know each other, are great friends and have been for a long time, 
so it’s hard for an outsider to fit in… (Interview n°2) 
 
Manuel: It describes a bit what we tried to do at Attac Sciences Po, have fun as 
militants. 
Anne: What you say is interesting: a connection between between being a militant and 
enjoying onesefl. I think it would be a good idea if we went back over this point. 
M : Having fun at Amnesty Asnières is more complicated because people’s cultural 
codes are not the same, whereas at Attac Sciences Po, everyone is left wing and 
everyone’s a student. So there you are, we had this discussion list and we sent out 
maybe 1300 mails in one year and two out of three were of no great militant interest, 
more in the line of private jokes… 
A: Hence that’s what it is, a strong collective feeling? 
M : Yes… 
A: Belonging to the same community, sharing the same type of knowledge, the same 
relation to politics, of … 
M : Yes, all that … 
A: What you’ve just said seems very important 
M: And it was the first time I met people whom I bumped into every day […] people I 
got to know that way, who became my friends. Because, well at Sciences Po, among 
the people I got to know, there were quite a number of militants, but luckily for me, they 
weren’t just militants but also people who became my friends… (Interview n°1) 
 

? Age and level of education 

Except Manuel who began to be involved very early (at the age of 14 years), all the young 

people we met decided to join a movement after the age of 18 years. For Thomas and Anne, 

the admission to Sciences Po was a decisive step. Before, they considered themselves as too 

young, it was too difficult for them to participate and they preferred to be devoted to their 

studies, just like Loubna who attaches much importance to her studies.  

Thomas: So, in fact, it’s since high school that I started thinking about how to commit in 
politics for convictions’ sake and seeing all that was happening in France. But I didn’t 
want to do it then, because committing to politics when one is a high school student 
isn’t very easy, there’s also the question of prioritising and for me, my studies were the 
top priority. So I didn’t commit at high school …[…] So when I came to Sciences Po, I 
just went along to a MJS meeting and got very interested in what was happening 
there… It wasn’t the first thing I did when I got there, but early in the first semester, I 
took my membership card, quite simply by asking one of the leaders… (Interview n°3) 
 
Anne: Regarding my commitment, it’s very recent seeing it dates just from the date on 
which I came to Sciences Po, I had never been a militant before that, the reason was 
simple, I wanted, first of all, to go to Sciences Po, spend time on my studies, in 
particular, I wanted to complete my preparatory class studies before committing as a 
militant. (Interview n°2) 
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Pierre : Oh, I got into politics around the age of 24, 23 years, so I waited too… I, too, 
was like all the other young people; some time ago I preferred having fun and doing 
other things; then comes a time when you get interested in events around you and you 
become more mature; that’s when you want to commit. I think it’s the same with love, 
it’s rare when people commit around 18-19, it’s when you’re a bit older that you begin 
to know what you want and then commitment becomes really meaningful… (Interview 
n°6) 
 
Loubna: In fact, I must say that in my very early days, I wasn’t too keen on all that … I 
focussed, most of all, on my studies… I wanted to find a way out and studies are 
important if you want to make something of yourself, earn money, go and live 
somewhere else… It’s true, it was rather egoistic… (Interview n°5) 
 

So, it seems that there is a minimal age to be politically involved: young people in high school 

consider they are not mature enough to participate in politics. Regarding the studies, we can 

note that all the interviewees have a high level of education : three of them are students in 

Sciences Po, two of them have or will have a “maîtrise” (it is a master degree) and the last one 

is in third year at the university. This tends to confirm the idea that the higher-educated citizens 

are more likely to have the access to political information, the knowledge and the ability to 

become politically involved. 

 

? A need for distinction 

For some of the activists we interviewed, the involvement in a political organisation is also a way 

to distinguish oneself from the other. They need to express themselves and to claim a 

difference. It may also be a way to assume this difference. 

Anne: I’ve always felt the need to express my feelings. I get the impression that 
everybody thinks the same thing and no one dares say it and I find this quite hard to 
take. Everyone thinks that when you’s young, you’re necessarily left wing. To be right 
wing and young is totally outdated and a complete anachronism. In my case, I wanted 
to prove that you could be young and have right-wing ideas without necessarily being 
old fashioned. […] It’s a means of asserting oneself, in any case I’ve always said 
what’s on my mind, me and my big mouth. (Interview n°2) 
 

As Pierre himself notes, he does not correspond to the image of the “typical” extreme-right 

militant. But maybe, he represents the “new” extreme-right activist: more educated, less 

aggressive and alike any activist in any political movement. 

Pierre: I was talking about it with the journalist from Libération who said « Yes, it’s true 
that the National Front is getting a new look. We were used to seeing the basically skin 
head type, but what have you got now, modern young executives with their small 
modern glasses, out to enjoy themselves, really a sign of the times », So I said to him 
“Well, that’s a change in the right direction”, but let’s be honest, he wasn’t wrong… 
 
 

? Old, deep involvements versus spontaneous participation 

According to our interviews, we can distinguish two kinds of involvement: some young people 

have held their desire to participate for a long time: it is the case for Manuel, Anne and to a 
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certain extent for Thomas. They are interested in politics since childhood, they have always 

thought that, one day, they would join a political movement. For Anne, it is even a project of life 

and a professional plan. They have just waited for the right timing to get involved: their arriving 

in Sciences Po (Anne, Thomas), some important demonstrations (Manuel) or the shock of April 

21, 20024 (Thomas) 

Anne: I’ve always felt the need to express my feelings. In fact, it’s part of the 
professional path I’ve followed for quite a long time, ever since I’ve known I wanted to 
be at Sciences Po and, first of all, it was for career reasons. It’s true that I found the 
idea of being an M.P. very tempting or even the mere fact of committing to politics, to 
see how it worked. […] It was very obvious, in my case, I lived in Nice, I’d always 
dreamt of going to Paris, to Sciences Po Paris, I’d always dreamt of Sciences Po and 
all that went with it. To me, it meant meeting intelligent, interesting people. In fact, ever 
since my junior high school days, my life has tended towards Sciences Po and 
focussed around Sciences Po because I wanted to do politics, to make a commitment. 
(Interview n°2) 
 
Thomas: So it was, let’s say, around the time I was at high school, that I started 
thinking about committing to politics for the sake of my convictions and because of 
what was happening in France, but I didn’t want to do it then while I was still at school. 
[…]. And then came the presidential elections and what a shock that was to everyone, I 
think, or at least to a great many people and that made me decide to commit, it wasn’t 
the determining factor because I really wanted to, but it was a non negligible factor, I 
would say. (Interview n°3) 
 

The three other young people have a more recent involvement, but we can distinguish two 

situations. Pierre was interested in politics for a long time but he did not vote and he was not 

involved in any movement, as he says he was “afraid” by political participation. But April 21, 

2002 was a real release event for him. Because of the political and media speeches regarding 

the presence of Jean-Marie Le Pen at the second round of the presidential election, he felt less 

afraid and had the feeling that he had to do something concrete and useful in order to support 

the National Front, which is the political party he feels closest: so he joined to the extreme right 

party between the two rounds. So this involvement is very recent and not really motivated by an 

old and deeply rooted desire to be active in politics. 

On the other side, the involvement of Loubna and Mathieu is more spontaneous, it is not a 

maturely cogitated involvement or something they have thought of for a long time. For Mathieu, 

it is a very materialistic reason that conducted him to join the UNEF: he is a very concrete young 

man and he is not interested in the intellectual aspects of participation. For Loubna the death of 

Sohanne in 20025 was a release event that encouraged her to take part in the Tour. 

                                                   
4 April 21, 2002 is the date of the first round of the last French presidential election. It was a political seism for a majority of 

French citizens because Jean-Marie Le Pen, the leader of the extreme-right was qualified for the second round. 
5 In February 2002, Sohanne, a 19 years old girl, who lived in a popular district in the suburb of Paris was burnt alive by some 

boys, who considered she was a depraved girl. This new item was a real shock and French people began to realize the difficult 
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Mathieu: At the beginning, in my case, it was a very materialistic question because I’m 
a very materialistic person. Let’s see, here we are at the Maison de l’Etudiant 
(Student’s Home) and when I came here two years ago (three years soon), I registered 
with the UNEF because there were reductions on sandwiches at the Maison de 
l’Etudiant. So, as you see, it was very materialistic, very silly and very bad. Here I came 
and I had my  sandwiches and candies… One thing led to another, I got a bit interested 
in what the UNEF stood for because I’m a curious person and that was how I 
discovered that it was the union. (Interview n°4) 
 
Loubna: As a matter of fact, it made me go back to the time Sohanne died… with the 
petition, the media talked a lot about Sohanne’s death. At the time, I was shocked, 
really and truly shocked to think it couldn’t be true that we were really living in a mad 
world where people burnt girls like they burnt cars, all this wasn’t normal, something 
wasn’t right… and suddenly, yes, I think that was what made me make my decision - 
which was strange since nearly a year had gone by - but now I said to myself « It could 
have happened to you too »… Sohanne was a young girl like me, she had never had 
any problems, she had a quiet life and oops, in the space of a few minutes, everything 
toppled, because there’s someone out there who can’t bear the sight of you or who is 
frustrated or thinks you’re a girl who’s easy … That was when I became aware that I 
had to do something… so I decided to take part in the march… because it was one 
way of saying « Stop, enough’s enough, something’s got to be done »… So there you 
are… I left… (Interview n°5) 

 
Because this involvement is more spontaneous, because it is a less conformist relationship to 

politics, it is also a more sporadic participation. Mathieu is the only one in our sample who 

believes that he could leave his trade union and that he could be no more involved in the future.  

Mathieu: If I don’t like it any more, I’ll stop at once or if I have a big problem with 
someone and it can’t go on any longer, I’ll just leave, that’s what I’ll do, that’s quite 
clear. Er, after all, my future commitment, for example, as an employee or…er… within 
inverted commas as a « trade union member » (I’ve no idea what, I don’t know, I’m not 
thinking about it, I don’t want to bet on the future) depends on what happens. If I find a 
union where everything’s going to be the same thing happening all over again, no. Let’s 
say that if, as a student, I find a union I like, which defend values that suit me, I’d say 
yes. If I met one of those big dopes with a message I don’t agree with at all, I won’t join. 
As far as I’m concerned, it’s not joining a union just for the sake of joining, it’s not being 
a militant just to militate. With me, it’s absolutely not defined. Let’s say that if I happen 
to find a union which I like in the place where I happen to be, I’ll join it. Otherwise, I’ve 
no reason to, I’m not going to join up just for the pleasure of joining, no I won’t, not me. 
(Interview n°4) 

 

Loubna is less involved today than last year, during the Tour, she has other current priorities: 

the Tour was an important moment in her life, she took care of a some important social and 

economical problems, it encouraged her to get involved in social movement but not necessarily 

in the NPNS. She could leave this movement and join another association, we feel that she 

wants to be involved in some social, humanitarian association. She is not particularly attached 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
conditions of living of the girls in popular districts where sexism, inequality prevail. Sohanne became the symbol of the 

women fight for equality and against sexism. 



 73 

to the NPNS, but this first involvement has created a desire of helping people and being 

involved. 

Loubna: But, in the long term, I don’t know… maybe I’ll do something else, make 
another commitment… in an association… but I think I’ll always do something in one 
form or another… because… it’s so enriching… Yes, I’ll always be a committed person. 
(Interview n°5) 
 
 

? Faithful people 

All the activist young people we met have a common point that distinguishes them from the non 

activists young people we met in the focus groups: they all believe that it is possible to make 

things change. In some way, they are faithful: they believe in the power of politics, of 

mobilization. Because of this faith, they are not reluctant to participate, to engage themselves in 

some movements. They are also a little bit idealists and altruists. 

 

Some barriers to be crossed… 

We have pointed out the different factors which can explain why our interviewees have decided 

to involved themselves in a political movement or organisation. But these young people also 

have to overcome some difficulties. Even among young activists there are some barriers which 

could limit their involvement dynamic. Analysing the difficulties they face is a good way to 

understand why some young people, less motivated, renounce to participate in politics. 

 

? Time 

Being involved in a political party or in an association is time conforming, and the young people 

we interviewed have to make a choice between their involvement, their studies, their job, their 

leisure time, their private life… Pierre is the one who makes less sacrifices, he tries to have a 

balanced timetable, but some persons like Manuel or Thomas spend more time, even to the 

detriment of their studies… Manuel has found a solution, he does everything in the same time: 

for his work in Sciences Po he chooses a subject that he can also use for an article and that can 

serve his involvement in Attac… Anne chooses not to neglect her studies, but as she spends a 

lot of time for the UMP, she had less leisure time for reading or playing piano. Loubna sacrificed 

two months of her life in order to do the Tour and to be 100% involved, but now she prefers 

being less involved and devotes more time to her studies and her family. Mathieu chooses to 

separate his student life, in which he is a trade union member, much involved in his trade union, 

from private life, in which he is a “normal” guy. Whatever solutions they have found, they always 

have to make an arrangement, to find a compromise in order to achieve a balance in their daily 

life. 
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Pierre: I try to find a balance, fix a time table for myself every week, so much time for 
sports, going to the movies, seeing my mates, so much time for politics and also time 
to do other things. I do try to strike the right balance. And it’s true, I’ve noticed that all a 
great many political militants think of is politics only. I don’t feel it’s a good thing. 
Rather, I feel it’s important to find your own balance by doing the things you like, but 
not by prioritising one thing only. So once again, a political commitment calls for 
priority, not exclusivity. (Interview n°6) 
 
Manuel: It’s true, it’s also for this reason that I do everything at the same time. You gain 
time by doing the same thing on different supports. For example, we have several 
study group themes on our agenda at neighbourhood meetings and so we decided it 
would be a good idea to move forward on these themes, study them and then possibly 
diffuse their basic ideas. Then I came to my Sciences Po class and had to choose a 
dissertation subject. It was quite simple, here was the opportunity to do both at the 
same time. And so suddenly I decided to use the themes I’d drawn from my tracts; so 
they were enriched by my school work … (Interview n°1) 
 
Thomas: From the beginning, I was aware that a political commitment was something 
that would take time. I could not consider committing without giving time to it. […] 
Having said this, it’s true that it does take a lot of time… but at the same time, I’m at 
Sciences Po and here we’re always militating more or less, so it’s really something I do 
every day …. But we also militate without necessarily donning the militant’s gown, what 
I mean is that when I meet someone whom I am trying to convince and when I just talk 
with him, that’s also part of militating. Well it’s true, there’s also the UNEF commitment 
and there, for example, it’s the union elections, so it’s true I’m working on just that for 
the moment… it necessarily means sacrifices have to be made sometimes, perhaps 
skiving and missing classes sometimes… but in some cases, we’ve got to know when 
it is more important to militate than attend classes, it’s nothing extraordinary, just a few 
classes during the semester. […] Otherwise, it’s my essential activity, apart from a few 
outings … it’s true that many of these outings are with MJS or UNEF friends, so…as 
you see, we always come back to the subject of being a militant. (Interview n°3) 
 
Loubna: In fact, now things are all right, it doesn’t take up a lot of time… but, last year, 
during the march and the months that followed, I did spend a lot of my time on it, that’s 
true… for six weeks, it was all I did, just that, … march, talk, meet women, politicians, 
have discussions and debate issues … it took up 100% of my time, I even dreamt of it 
at night… I had to stop studying during this period … […] There was a very busy period 
after the walk also, interviews, photos …I would come home in the evening exhausted 
and could do nothing at all, all my weekends were booked, not forgetting that, at the 
same time, the Ulis committee was set up, it was really quite busy… Now things are 
much quieter. (Interview n°5) 
 
 

? Political labelling 

Another difficulty is the fear to be labelled because of one’s involvement in a political movement. 

It is particularly true for the young people who chose to get involved in a traditional political party 

or in a trade union. Thomas, Pierre and Mathieu do not want to be labelled. Pierre, for example, 

does not say immediately that he is in the FNJ, because he thinks that people will consider him 

as a FNJ campaigner and no more as Pierre. Thomas recognizes that if you want to get 

involved in a political party, you have to assume a political labelling, sometimes it makes things 

easier but sometimes it can be a little bit embarrassing, particularly when you do not subscribe 

to some points of the party hot line… 
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Pierre: I’m going to very honestly tell you I don’t claim to belong to any political side; 
well, here’s why, it’s because when you claim something, you are categorised at once. 
(Interview n°6) 
 
Thomas: Remember that to commit is also to put yourself in the place of someone who, 
precisely, is committed to a political label and it’s true that once you’ve committed to it, 
you have to agree to being labelled … this is something which has its advantages and 
its inconveniences; the advantage is that things become clear at once « I’m MJS », the 
inconvenience is that you’re considered in relation to everything that’s done in the 
movement. Globally, I do agree with what’s done, but there are necessarily points on 
which I don’t quite see eye to eye with the others … (Interview n°3) 

 
Because the young people we met do not want to be labelled, it is  important for them to find, 

within the party or the organisation, a space of freedom and discussion which allows them to 

express their dissensions. Anne and Pierre are probably the ones who accept more easely the 

imposition of a party hot line. They agree to conceal some of their oppositions because they first 

want to serve the party. They accept the discipline of the party. Anne is also the one who 

accepts more easily to be labelled as a rightist women, she totally assumes her involvement. 

Pierre: When you’re spokesman or militant of a political party, you can’t just do 
anything at all and you can’t allow yourself to do anything at all and we’re right back to 
the question raised a while ago, discipline, there you are… I was again talking about it 
with a journalist the other evening and he said « I’m a free person because I belong to 
no political party ». For a young person who is in an association, it’s exactly the same 
thing. Bur when you’re in a political party and you’ve got responsibilities, you have to 
be careful about what you say for reasons of image as well. (Interview n°6) 
 
Anne: Sometimes it’s hard, because as a leader or even as a militant  … well I do have 
my card, it’s like that, I’ve accepted the package… but individually, there are some 
measures with which I find I’m quite lost and or which I’m totally against. But what’s to 
be done, we’ve got to accept that. When I’m in the hall and speak as a UMP Sciences 
Po member, it’s true that for that particular moment, no cares a bit about my personal 
position. (Interview n°2) 
 

Thomas is less comfortable with this labelling, so he needs to express his disagreement, and he 

can do it in the MJs Sciences Po. But he recognizes that it is more difficult at the national level 

and we can feel that he disapproves the centralism of the MJS… 

Thomas: It’s not easy. You can’t agree with all that’s said in the Party, so you also have 
to speak out when you don’t agree, there’s no point being a hypocrite. […] In general, I 
take the attitude of expressing my disagreement and, there it goes, after that it’s normal 
that there internal differences arise, followed by silly outbursts and worse…. Within 
Scences Po, it’s all right, it’s not too hard… But the MJS is a rather centralised 
organisation seeing that the MJS is not a political party, it’s an organisation for young 
people, because we don’t present a candidate. Obviously, our ideological ties with the 
Socialist Party are total, hence when campaigns are on, we support the Party 
candidates. But because of there being no electoral stakes in the background, the 
debate is sometimes not very constructive and there are internal struggles which 
ultimately don’t concern a lot of people. It’s true that from the national point of view, that 
is how  the MJS is perceived … But in so far as Sciences Po is concerned, there is true 
and total freedom of expression, when you don’t agree on something, you can say so 
… to my knowledge, there has never been any censure… but, sometimes, you must 
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know to submit to the majority … however, I absolutely don’t feel any one getting at me 
to restrict my liberty of expression…(Interview n°3) 
 

If Manuel has chosen to get involved in Attac and if he has not yet joined the Greens party, it is 

probably because he wants to preserve his free speech right… 

Manuel: I used to be interested in the Greens, I never did take the card but I almost did. 
I had thought about doing it while I was on my way back from London and then, well, 
their post 21st April reactions were a bit disappointing. […] So I attend Green meetings 
occasionally but I must say they are rather boring, they consist of whole sessions 
based on electoral tactics, how to ally with the Communist Party or the Social Party, it 
is all very tactical. (Interview n°1) 
 
 

? Too little place granted to young people 

Except Loubna and Mathieu, whose involvements are less political, all the young people we 

interviewed underline the fact that is not easy for a young person to participate in politics. Older 

activist and persons in charge of decision are not really ready to allow young people to express 

themselves, and it is sometime difficult for them to find a room for discussion.  

Thomas: In my opinion, there’s a problem with the renewal of the political class which 
is very clear, outgoing members have the best chances for re-election which means 
there’s not much place left for young people which, in turn, means that young people 
don’t take much interest … But, as a result, a person with ideas who does want to 
commit has to be prepared to go around an assault course… (Interview n°3) 
 
Pierre: Young people haven’t been much to the fore of the political scene and it’s a pity 
since I’ve met young people who’ve shown their capacities and potential. I’ve also met 
a certain number with true talent who deserved one thing: the chance to allow this 
talent to really express itself. But today in politics, we’ve been seeing the same faces 
for the past thirty years. (Interview n°6) 
 
Manuel: We’ve tried to get in, to approach groups and commissions within Attac on 
themes of interest to us such as democracy. In fact, it was a group which tried (very 
provocatively) to rehabilitate left wing liberalism. It was an impossible task (but very 
provocative indeed) because it used liberalism as a cover for topics other than those 
one generally hears about… We came up against Attac in the commissions, they were 
persons who weren’t necessarily open to discussion (particularly with the youth), 
because often they were academics or established people, who knew each other very 
well and weren’t open to new proposals. (Interview n°1) 
 
 

? The militant work 

Because the adult people are reluctant to give space to young people, they often have do to the 

“dirty work”:being on duty, sticking posters, distributing flyers... The young people we met 

accept to do this work because they consider it is a part of the political involvement, but they do 

not find it very interesting and they try to make something else, more constructive, more 

inspiring, like organizing debates, going to political meetings… but that requires more energy 

and willingness, despite the reluctance of the older campaigners. 
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Thomas: Hence it’s a commitment which involves things which aren’t necessarily 
exciting, staying behind the tables in the hall to inform people, trying to convince them, 
distributing tracts in almost every place, possibly taking part at electoral campaigns. So 
that, basically, is what a militant’s job is about. Otherwise, we also take part at 
meetings with other MJS militants on theme topics, which, I must say, is a lot more 
constructive and interesting. (Interview n°3) 
 
Pierre: Let’s call a spade a spade, being a militant, first and foremost, means putting up 
posters, distributing tracts, political meetings. That’s the militant’s everyday lot. In other 
words, one could say that the militants of a political party take care of the back office of 
political movements. They never have been, and this particularly applies to young 
people, in the front line.  
 
 

? Among non-activists young people: a claim in favour of independance 

The main reason given for not becoming politically committed is basically the same for all young 

respondents. 

The fear of being manipulated in this mass, to like someone who has been signed up 
I don’t believe strongly enough in anything, I fear having a label stuck on me. I want to 
be able to come back on my commitment if I want. 
(Bordeaux students) 
 

The fear of not systematically recognizing themselves in the movements that they join, appears 

to be the main reason for not being part of them. In the background there appears to be the 

focus on being able to go back on what you say whenever you want to. This fear of getting 

things wrong results from a sort of permanent desire to remain in control of any decisions taken 

in your name. This constant referendum obeys the need to be fully in agreement with the 

movements that you support. This ideal approach to political activism leads to the need to 

process an impossible amount of information unless you become professional. However, this 

solution is rejected. Any commitment that is made has to be free of any interests.  

The young respondents therefore find themselves in a dead end. If they commit themselves to a 

movement in line with their beliefs, they have to examine all of the decisions made by the 

movement that they become part of. 

Being in party is when several people think the same thing 
Sometimes I agree with them and sometimes they get on my nerves 
Always having the same ideas isn’t easy 
I don’t want to take on a political color, because some things will please you in one 
party or in another different one, I don’t want to commit myself to one rather than 
another.  
(High School Students) 

However, they consider that this is only possible if they fully invest themselves in it and this 

implies becoming a professional. This contradicts the principle of freedom of commitment which 

is the only one that is morally acceptable by these young people. 

Behind the word committing there is the idea that you become involved, that you are 
there, that you hold to your commitment.  
it’s restrictive., You have less freedom in terms of time, you are committed. 
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(Students) 
The idea of restrictions and responsibilities alarms young people. For them, the latter often bring 

to mind relations of power which the majority of them reject. There may also be obligations 

which may cause them to go against their beliefs in order to keep their commitments. This 

allows us to observe that the predominant principle behind the coherent system of values that 

respondents present us with is the idea of being loyal to yourself. 

However, we can notice that, according to personal situations, this principle can be applied in 

various ways. Male students have the best objective chance of satisfying this principle. In terms 

of politics, the justifying of a blank vote, presented as the expression that is closest to their 

belief, also emphasizes the attachment that they have relative to the practical implications of 

choosing someone to govern. Looking at this in another way, the choice of someone to govern 

has little influence on the way they live. 

From another point of view, lowly qualified men and women state the fact that they have very 

few ways of acting. 

There’s no point in acting today. I am not a member of anything. I vote by default. 
(Working Parisian) 
 

They experience difficulties that weight them down in terms of the need for a sincere 

commitment and being consistent with yourself. They are due to practical constraints which are 

a handicap for any desire to express their political opinion.  

Associations: the bigger they are the less purpose they serve 
(High School Students) 
Being politically active, I won’t have time to look for a job all the time 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
 

Consequently, these key points are asserted with less certainty very simply because they 

appear to be less tenable.  

My father is a member of the FO Union, I know that he has opinions that are 
sometimes quite hard-hitting. I agree with some things but not others. But I think that if I 
worked in a company, I would join the union. It’s important. 
(Working young women from Dijon) 
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VIII.Synthesis 

Focus Groups 

 

 

 Women Men 

 High education level Low education level High education level Low education level 

Perception of 
society and type 
of concerns 

Mostly preoccupied by 
everyday issues 

Mostly preoccupied by social 
and economical issues 
(unemployment) Deep feeling of 
exclusion 

Feeling of being privileged 
Mostly preoccupied by global 
issues and international 
relations 

Mostly preoccupied by global 
issues 

Perception of 
politics and 
institutions 

Recognize politics is 
necessary but too complex 
for them 
Outside of political system 

Distrust in politicians and in 
media 
Protest attitude 

Good knowing of political 
system 
Relatively trustful in politicians 

Distrust in politicians and in 
media 

Attitudes towards 
conventional 
participation 

Intermittent abstention, but 
relatively important vote. 
Vote as a duty. 

Protest vote (extreme-left or 
extreme-right) 

Abstention, but in the future 
they may vote (maturity) Abstention 

Attitudes towards 
unconventional 
participation 

Mistrust toward 
unconventional participation 
it is a source of conflict 

Demonstration as a useful way 
to call for the politicians’ 
attention 

Demonstration is a nuisance 
and a evidence that social 
dialogue has failed Negative 
attitude towards unconventional 
participation 

Demonstration is an easy way to 
participate but it not very useful 

Involvement 

Voluntary. They commit 
themselves more easily. 
Humanitarian actions 
No political involvement 

No involvement because they 
have to face too many 
difficulties in their personal 
everyday life.  

Involvement is conceived as an 
individual attitude and must not 
be seen as a constraint 

No involvement at all 
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Individual Interviews 

 Political parties (from left to right) New political movement Trade union Association 

 
MJS  

(Interview 3) 
Thomas 

UMP  
(Interview 2) 

Anne 

FNJ  
(Interview 6) 

Pierre 

ATTAC  
(Interview 1) 

Manuel 

UNEF 
(Interview 4) 

Mathieu 

NPNS 
(Interview 5) 

Loubna 
Kind of 

involvement Political Political Political Political, new politics Materialist, concrete 
corporatist Social, gender 

Political 
interest Very high Very high Very high Very high High Little 

Mechanisms of 
involvement 

Representation/delegation 
Responsibility 

Traditional political involvement 
Idealism 

Political carrier 
Defence of values 
Traditional political 

involvement 

To serve France 
Nationalism 

Desire to change the 
system 

Protestation, political 
expression. Fight against 

"single thought". Intellectualism 
Participative democracy 

 

Materialism 
Opportunism 

Involvement in the 
university, 

representation of 
students 

Concrete 
situation 

Spontaneous 
Desire of helping 
women, defense 
of women rights 

Helpful factors April 21, 2002 
Arriving in Sciences Po 

Arriving in Sciences Po 
Family (mother) April 21, 2002 Friendship 

Recreation Friendship Friendship 

Barriers 

Time, labelling 
Little place granted to young 

people 
Militancy work 

Studies 
Militancy work 

Labelling 
Fear 

Little place granted to young 
people 

Militancy work 
Feeling of being different 

Time Time, studies 

Attitudes 
toward 

politicians 

Positive 
Trustful 

Very positive 
Trustful Very negative Realist but trustful and 

optimistic Trustful Respectful, 
trustful 

Attitudes 
towards 
political 
system 

Faithful in the representative 
democracy 

Faithful in the representative 
democracy 

Faithful in the 
representative 

democracy 

Faithful in the representative 
democracy, but believes we 

can do politics differently, 
defence of participative 

democracy 

Faithful in the 
representative 

democracy 

Faithful in the 
representative 

democracy 

Attitudes 
towards 

conventional 
participation 

Vote = duty 
Understands abstention but 

disapprove it 

Vote = duty 
No tolerance towards 

abstention 

Understands abstention 
but disapprove it 

Vote = right 
Understands abstention but 

disapprove it 

Vote = duty 
No tolerance towards 

abstention it 

Understands 
abstention but 
disapprove it 

Attitudes 
towards 

unconventional 
participation 

Legitimates demonstration, 
strike and petition. 

Considers it is not very 
powerful 

Vote ?Demonstration 

Legitimates demonstration 
but disapproves strikes and 

petitions 
Vote ?Demonstration 

Legitimates 
demonstration but 

disapproves strikes and 
petitions 

Vote ?Demonstration 

Legitimates all forms of 
unconventional participation 
and thinks they have a real 

political impact 
Vote = Demonstration 

Legitimates 
demonstration, strike 

and petition. 
Considers it is not 

very powerful 
Vote ?Demonstration 

Legitimates 
demonstration, 

strike and 
petition. 

Considers it is 
not very powerful 
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Vote 
?Demonstration 
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IX. Stimuli for Quantitative Work 

 

The qualitative analysis give us some indications about certain dimensions we must not forget 

for the preparation of the Euyoupart questionnaire. 

 

- Perception of politics, political system and politicians (trustfulness, mistrustfulness). 

- Perception of institutions : distrustfulness towards media and police. 

- Values questions: Schwartz’s battery 

- New cleavages: 

universalism / nationalism 

authoritarianism / liberalism 

attitudes towards globalisation 

attitudes towards Europe 

- Attitudes towards vote and abstention: why young people choose abstention: is it a form 

of protest or indifference towards politics? 

- We have to introduce some questions that can help us to understand the articulation 

between conventional forms of political participation and unconventional forms. 

- Political socialization questions. 

- Background variables: gender and education level are the most cleaving and the most 

explanatory factors of the political participation among young people in France, and 

probably in all our countries. 

- It will be good to have some questions regarding the specific, national issues of each 

country. Contextual issues can have a deep impact on the structuring of attitudes (for 

example in France, during the focus groups the secularity question (Muslim scarf) and 

the repressive policy of the government were pregnant problems), and we need an open 

question this European Elections Survey 

- Some questions about the next  European elections 

 

 

 


