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Abstract 
 

On May 26th, 2020, the world was shocked after learning that George Floyd had died at the 

hands of the police while being wrongfully arrested. Protests took place worldwide, demanding 

justice for Floyd as well as the end of the systematic racism present institutionally in police forces. 

In Europe, people started raising their voices, denouncing that this phenomenon was no stranger 

to the Old Continent. Indeed, the last few years have witnessed the media coverage of multiple 

cases of police violence based on ethnical grounds. The media play a key role as the source of 

information for the population, they decide what is going to be on the headline, catching people’s 

eye. France has especially attracted attention with its racial profiling practices that go against the 

2001 European Code of Police Ethics acting as recommended guidelines for the Member States. 

Therefore, this study aims to analyse media discourses depicting three specific cases of police 

violence: the Adama Traoré Case, the Theo Luhaka Case, and the Michel Zecler Case. Following 

the model of Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis, the point of this thesis is to find 

whether the power relations regulating the world can be identified within these discourses. By 

analysing the articles and finding similarities in how they portray the events then an idea of the 

institutional and societal power relations in France. 
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1. Introduction 

On May 26th, 2020, news broke out in the United States of America (USA) that a black man, 

George Floyd, had died. A police officer had knelt on his neck for 8 minutes despite him repeating, 

“I can’t breathe”. The images of the events were shared worldwide through social media and on 

multiple Television channels, shocking the world (CNN, 2020, May 26). In the following weeks, 

massive protests took place around the world. People demanded justice for George Floyd and a 

change in the police system and its institutional racism (Westfall & Kantor & Pelisek & Truesdell, 

2020, June 22). A single American event sparked a movement even across the Atlantic: Black 

Lives Matter. Marches were organised in multiple European cities such as Paris, London, or Berlin 

(Sandford, 2020, June 07). It is important to note that despite how the main focus has been on the 

USA, Europe is not exempt from the phenomenon of police violence with brutal repression and 

targeted controls (Boubout, 2020, June 03). 

Already in 2019, Dunja Mijatović, Commissioner for Human Rights, brought awareness on 

the topic of Racial Profiling and its proliferation in the Member States. She pointed out the 

possibility for some States to give more power to their police forces which, in turn, can lead to 

minority groups being targeted based on their skin colour or the language they speak. She 

highlighted how, in France, Arab and Black young men are much more likely to be controlled than 

any other groups. Mijatović proposed solutions to fight this issue, with governments taking 

responsibilities and passing legislation to prevent this phenomenon from happening (Mijatović, 

2019). 

The 2001 European Code of Police Ethics was written following the principles of the 

European Convention on Human Rights to establish a code that would describe how police forces 

should behave in the exercise of their function. This Code insists on the duty of the police as a 

protector of the population and, therefore, the strict regulation regarding the use of violence. 

According to the articles 36 and 37, the police should never inflict any degrading treatment to an 

individual nor use strength without a legitimate purpose. Moreover, article 47 stipulates that an 

arrest shall only be made if there is enough evidence to have a suspicion (Committee of Ministers, 

2001). However, the rise of police violence in Europe has demonstrated that there might not be 

such a consistent application of the Code. 
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The 2017 French investigation on the access to rights regarding the relationships between 

the police and the population focused on Identity controls. This study demonstrated that 20% of 

Black and Arab young men had experienced brutality at the hands of the police while it only 

represents 8% of all the interviewees (Défenseur des Droits, 2017). They are more at risk of being 

controlled than the other categories as well. 

As previously mentioned, France is a rather usual consumer of ethnic profiling despite the 

heavy critiques against this system. In 2021, when interviewed by BRUT, President Emmanuel 

Macron, despite criticising the use of violence by some officers, focused his attention on 

denouncing violence used against police officers. However, he recognised for one of the first times 

the existence of discrimination against non-white people when encountering the police, stating 

that: ”When you have a skin colour that is not white, you are stopped much more. You are 

identified as part of the problem. This cannot be justified.” (BRUT, 2020, December 04). He 

describes the police forces as following societal beliefs and, thus, in a climate of violence, the 

police will also be violent. 

As media are the main source of information one has access to in understanding the progress 

of the current event, it will be the focus of this research. This study concerns the treatment of police 

violence in media and the influence of discourses on people’s mind. 

The topic of this research is the representation of power relations in France through the 

depiction of police violence in the media with the idea that there should be a common discourse 

portraying these relations. Hence, the overarching research problem to be answered would be:  

What discourses do media present when covering police violence against minorities? How 

do media recount police violence in their discourses? 

The aim of this research paper and analysis is not to agree and/or disagree with whether the 

chosen cases are examples of the police violence phenomenon as trials are held on to judge on 

that, but rather to understand how different media deal with similar information and what it tells 

us on the social and power relations.  

This research problem raises different questions regarding the content and the 

communication tools used in the discourse. The aim is to compare contrasting discourses in 
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different media regarding three individual cases in order to analyse if a common observation can 

be made, and thus, a diachronic comparative study of the cases will be used. 

The goal of the analysis is the possibility to observe the rhetoric, multiple newspapers, and 

within those, multiple articles will be analysed. As to preserve the balance of 

impartiality/objectivity, newspapers leaning towards different sides of the political spectrum have 

been chosen, thus creating a wide range of research material: 

- Libération 

- Le Monde 

- Le Figaro 

 Those newspapers are among the most read in France in 2020 (Classement Diffusion Presse 

Quotidienne Nationale, 2020) and therefore will portray the wider picture given to the French 

population. The choice of research material will be further expanded in Chapter 5.2, thus showing 

the reader the determinant factors taken into account in the selection of the material. 

The author will take a post-structuralist approach focusing the research on language and its 

relationship with power. This paper will focus on linguistic and media theories with concepts such 

as power relations, media framing, othering, controversial news, and structural violence. Those 

theories will be applied using Norman Fairclough’s model of Critical Discourse Analysis. 

Chapter 2 gives a detailed summary of previous research that has been conducted around the 

same topic, thus allowing the author to fit their work within a specific framework. 

Chapter 3 presents the research question in more detail. 

Chapter 4 thoroughly explains the theories that will be used when getting to the analysis of 

the chosen newspaper articles.  

Chapter 5 discusses the chosen method and material, comprehensively evaluating their 

strengths and weaknesses. 

Finally, Chapter 6 contains the analysis of the research material; and Chapter 8 gives a 

conclusion of the analysis while discussing its results. 
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2. Literature Review 

Multiple works have been focused on the subject of police violence, especially in the United 

States of America, with its recurrence and media coverage. Few attempts to first coin how the 

image of the police as a positive entity was made, including McNair’s work in the field. Ayana 

McNair is a PhD graduate who wrote her dissertation, “The Captive Public: Mainstream 

Representations of the Police and the (Il)legitimacy of Police Power”, on the topic of the influence 

of State/authority narratives in the mainstream perception of the police. She focused her 2011 work 

on museums, movies and police comedies, taking a post-structuralist approach. The author 

reaffirms the media portrayal and depiction of the police as one of the main reasons why the police 

have a positive image in people’s mind. There is a glorification of the police officer, who is 

depicted as a saviour, some sort of super-hero. The ‘mainstream cultural production’ is used as a 

tool to perpetuate the power battle: a form of cycle where media discourses influence individuals 

and where then the individuals influence media discourses. The reproduction of the social order – 

in relation to social classes and ethnicity – is observed through the mass production of media and 

its discourse. Indeed, there is a form of trust in that the police are the sole shaper of the discourses, 

the ones distributing the news, which can be problematic when it comes to false narratives being 

presented. It is not necessarily a critique of individuals, actors of police violence but rather a 

systematic issue where racism is deeply rooted (McNair, 2018). 

 McNair’s thesis is relevant to this paper, but it does not analyse the role of newspapers as 

conductors of racial discrimination. Entman and Rojecki’s book, The Black Image in the White 

Mind, analyses the depiction of Black people presence in media. They evaluate how the 

institutionalisation of racism has reinforced the dominance of the white mind in news reports about 

Black people. Through the process of Framing, thus silencing or highlighting parts of a report, the 

journalists managed to mirror the narrative of the superior White. There is a tendency for people 

to divide the world into an ‘us vs them’ kind of narrative that is then reproduced in the newspapers. 

One unintentionally replicates the racial stereotypes associated with the relation of powers 

observed in education, other media sources, Television shows, etc. Humans are culturally 

influenced by the media sources available despite the media not necessarily understanding the 

importance of their position in that matter. Despite a recent trend in presenting stories of successful 
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Black people, racism is still present in media discourses, even just by approving a racial difference 

which only amplifies stereotypes in people’s minds (Entman & Rojecki, 2001). 

Entman and Rojecki’s study is, however, Americano-centric and lacks a European 

perspective. As the research of this paper will focus on events that took place in France, it is 

necessary to have a French perspective. Despite the absence of the media discourse in his work, 

Rigouste’s book, La domination policière: Une violence industrielle, details the evolution of the 

police behaviour in France from its post-colonial period till present. Rigouste presents racial 

profiling as being a result of the post-colonial period and the hunt that took place. The immigrant 

population mainly resides in the ‘banlieue’ of cities, as is the case in Paris, and are the ones subject 

to most violence from the police. Indeed, it is a place of an experiment where new techniques 

developed by the police are tested to see their repercussions on the population. This allows the 

police to be more aggressive under the excuse of it being a test, thus leading to a dehumanisation 

of the population. They are test subjects rather than actual individuals with feelings. Police 

violence is defined by Rigouste as being a rational production, one that is structured not only by 

social and economic relations but also under the approval of the authorities. The State is almost an 

accomplice of the violence exercised against minorities because of its no intervention (Rigouste, 

2012).  

Further developing the involvement of the State’s culpability in this reproduction of 

violence, Jobard develops the relationship between police behaviour and the evolution of the job. 

In his article “Colères Policières” in the journal Esprits, Jobard discusses the genesis of the 

modern police as based on the concept of discipline where the use of strength is mandatory to 

contain the angry mobs that would not hesitate to be violent. Throughout the history of the police, 

there has been a connection between the job and the ‘passion’, defined as strong sentiments. The 

police would be influenced by the population’s anger. As time evolved, the author describes a 

shift of frustration becoming more related to the justice system and individuals. The formation 

of the police forces being too short and focusing on the wrong aspects of the job is targeted by 

Jobard as the main reasons for the violence inherent to the police condition. Media are coined 

one of the key factors for the presence of discipline within the police, and their absence would 

open the door to abuse of violence against citizens (Jobard, 2016:64-73). 
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 Despite the rich material found throughout the research, there was a limit to how related to 

the topic of this thesis it would be. Numerous recounts of police violence could be found, but there 

were no lengthy analyses of the media discourses which depicted the events. This paper possesses 

elements related to post-structuralism with an interpretation of media discourses on police 

violence. The aim of the paper is to analyse media depiction of police violence, observe how they 

deliver the news and what it tells us about the power relations present. 

 

3. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The topic of this research focuses on the possibility for power relations in France to be 

revealed through media discourses by analysing the depiction of police violence. As police 

violence can be a rather broad subject, it is necessary to set boundaries on what will be included 

in the analysis and what will be omitted. Indeed, this paper will focus on police violence cases 

related to ethnic profiling. Therefore, the study will leave out violence that occurred during social 

uprisings, as one could witness during the Yellow Vest movement.  

Moreover, as hundreds of different cases can be focused upon, this analysis will limit to three 

different cases: the Adama Traoré Case, the Théo Luhaka Case, and the Michel Zecler Case. The 

selected cases are contemporary ones, set between 2016 and 2021, which holds positive and 

negative sides. The positive aspect of a recent case is the ability to get access to multiple media 

sources without facing any real issue, as well as being more informed about the cases involved. 

However, one negative aspect of it is the fact that some of those cases are still not solved and still 

well debated, which could potentially hinder the results. The three cases were chosen because they 

all follow those criteria as well as being the most famous and talked about ones of the last few 

years. To solve the problem, the focus of this research paper will be aimed towards one specific 

question: 

 

What discourses do media present when covering police violence against minorities? How 

do media recount police violence in their discourses? 
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The research material selection was qualitatively chosen, and the result of a personal 

appreciation will be further explained in Chapter 5.2. Theoretically, the discourse should be similar 

despite the newspaper leaning towards different political positions and the cases being different. 

Therefore, if the discourse differs, one could wonder: “What aspect of the articles differ?”, “What 

could explain those differences?”, “Do they relate to power relations or political interventions?” 

thus leaving room for a comparative design focusing not only on the newspaper articles’ 

differences and similarities but also on the cases.  

 

4. Theoretical Framework 

Language and discourse are understood as a communicative process that transmits a message 

to a receiver. French philosopher Michel Foucault, a pioneer of post-structuralism, theorised power 

as something that is perceived as being able to take multiple forms in order for it to be exercised. 

Language can shift shape and adapt to the expected receiver in order for the desired message to be 

understood correctly. Despite Foucault’s distinction of power between social and institutional, 

media discourse can answer to both. Media discourse relies on the media institution dictated by its 

own political agenda, as well as the social practices given by society. However, for a discourse to 

be well-accepted, it has to be normalised through a form of routine, a recurrent use of the process. 

In Surveiller et Punir, Foucault thoroughly painted the evolution of the French penitentiary system 

since the abolition of public death penalty. He explained that the public aspect would serve as a 

demonstration of power for the ruler. However, the penitentiary system began replacing it, and the 

focus was shifted from punishing to disciplining the convicted by normalising a certain routine 

that they could keep on following afterwards. Indeed, the design of the prison was so that they 

would always feel watched, thus making them follow the rules they were given. They would follow 

an assigned schedule for their meals, shower, free time, etc. (Foucault, 1975). This same 

normalised pattern can be witnessed in schools with the rules and schedules assigned to the 

students, etc. and makes humans bound to follow certain principles. A similar aspect can be found 

in language where certain words’ meaning has evolved through time and are well accepted.  

Dutch linguistic and critical discourse specialist Teun van Dijk (1996) challenged the 

medium of productions, making media discourse available. He questioned the idea of access to 
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mass media as creating a possibility for an even greater economic and political agenda to take over 

the discourse given to the population. National media traditionally follow the national political 

agenda as they are products of those agenda. The power given to external sources is, therefore, 

greater and might influence the discourse produced. Supposing a unique rhetoric given, this should 

reflect the stakeholder’s perspective, which is then transmitted to the readers. As media are 

considered not only shaped by society but also a shaper of it, there would be a double influence 

(van Dijk, 1996:84-104): one coming from the stakeholders, which would also be a result of the 

society’s opinion. One could then argue that there might be a form of manipulation of the discourse 

to fit this agenda and be accepted by the population. This vision is problematic as it could lead to 

only half-complete news report being written due to the monopoly of the information. 

Indeed, as one might put blinkers on, blinded by one reality without digging into more 

information, the truth could be transformed. American Media specialist Robert Entman (1993) 

dedicated much of his work to Media Framing. Framing consists of highlighting certain aspects of 

news transmitted to convey one specific message to the audience. Similarly to Jacques Derrida’s 

theory on language and the importance of focusing not only on what is being said but also what is 

silenced, framing consists in potentially silencing aspects of an event. It is used to promote a 

discourse rather than another, making it the only one available. There are multiple possible reasons 

for this silence, such as the idea that news needs to follow a certain agenda, as previously 

mentioned. Furthermore, media framing discourses can help increase disparities between targeted 

groups. There is a form of black and white news created which tends to define a culprit and a 

victim without considering grey areas. Indeed, news articles can turn public opinion against the 

one who is different, the “other” one. 

American scholar Jim Kuypers (2002) further developed this theory by narrowing it down 

to what he defines as “controversial news”. Following today’s world and the need for sensational 

news which attract attention, media might have shifted into fitting the popular opinion. Indeed, the 

capitalistic world system might lead news into needing this dramatic aspect to increase and/or 

stabilise views as well as purchase. Controversial news narratives’ end up following the same 

pattern: some parts are silenced or dramatised to increase the readers’ will to discover the whole 

article and develop their own opinion. The potential abuse previously described of a separation in 
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different groups can be found as well, thus leading to a form of discrimination against the ones 

who are different. 

Finnish professor Vilho Harle (2000) theorised the concept “Othering” to define this 

categorisation process. The other is defined as the different one, the one who does not match the 

group’s qualifications. This “other” is ostracised, perceived as dangerous as the unknown is always 

scary. It creates suspicion and causes the group to be wary of this outsider, treating him almost 

like an enemy. For instance, if conflict were to arise, it would be because the other was hostile. As 

Harle states in The Enemy with a Thousand Faces, “The Enemy is always the Other, but the Other 

is not always the Enemy”, thus emphasising that the enemy can never be within the group (Harle, 

2000:9-14). This phenomenon is used to create categories and separate people. Indeed, people with 

similar interests or backgrounds would stick together, separating themselves from the minority. It 

creates a relationship of dominance with a “us” versus “them” discourse where the enemy is 

personally targeted.  

Norwegian sociologist Johan Galtung (1990) warned against this relationship of dominance 

deeply rooted in the world’s system. Indeed, this discrimination against the ‘other’ in terms of 

social class, ethnic background, or else often lead to events of violence endangering the peace of 

the community. Galtung presented a model that explained the relationship of three different forms 

of violence and how they affect each other: Direct Violence, Structural Violence, and Cultural 

Violence. Indeed, violence can take multiple shapes, like an iceberg where only the tip is visible, 

but there is a mass underneath. As shown in the graph/image below, they operate in the form of a 

structure where two of them appear to be the foundation, and the last one is the result.  
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Johan Galtung’s triangle of violence 

Indeed, Galtung defined them as having a causal effect, being interchangeable and always 

leading to another form of violence. Direct Violence is the physical representation of violence, one 

visible through fights (armed or not) or arguments. Cultural Violence focuses on a different aspect 

of individuals, finding cultural elements present in a community such as history, habits, etc., for 

mischievous reasons. The group weaponises culture to cause harm to the group, turn the public 

opinion against it and bring hatred. The last one, Structural Violence, is the sneakiest of them all 

as it can be discrete and hard to find. Indeed, this form of violence lays its basis on the 

institutionalisation of violence and its legitimisation in the process. Indeed, Structural Violence is 

not necessarily done consciously but rather follow norms that were implemented through 

education, media, and political discourse in the population’s mind (Galtung, 1990:291-305). One 

example of such violence can be found in the concept of racism as, through its normalisation in 

the past years, it quickly became institutionalised, structured in society. It took its ground from the 

cultural aspects of some groups and lead to episodes of direct violence such as police violence.  
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5. Research Material and Methods 

5.1. Critical Discourse Analysis 

The Critical Discourse Analysis is a constantly evolving method that focuses on relationships 

of power with language (Jørgensen & Philips, 2011). It is a qualitative method of research, as 

opposed to quantitative, thus focusing on interpretation rather than rationality. 

  Critical Discourse Analysis, which will now be referred to as CDA, first and foremost 

understands discourse as being constitutive of social practice in the sense that discourse is 

identified as an active actor shaping the social world, institutionalising it (Jørgensen & Philips, 

2011). 

According to Norman Fairclough’s CDA approach, it is not sufficient to analyse discourse 

as only a shaper of those practices. It is through them that one can understand the social norms and 

rules they should follow. A common opinion is created and helps the receiver of the discourse 

understanding the institutionalised power of media or of the political system reflected in it 

(Jørgensen & Philips, 2011). Indeed, for language to be qualified as a social practice, it means that, 

in a way, language is conditioned by society, thus following its norms. Language has multiple 

functions, and its own existence is used to solidify relations and create links between individuals. 

Fairclough argues that any discourse which uses words will internally possess a social implication 

based on the individual’s values, for example. Indeed, the study of language or of a text 

presupposes a knowledge of the language used as well as an unconscious bias based on the 

influence of one’s beliefs, values, etc. (Fairclough, 2015:55-59). Moreover, Fairclough states that 

a text should not be analysed by itself but in relation to other factors such as the social context or 

the production methods.  

His model reads as follow: 
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Fairclough’s model (Fairclough, 2015:58) 

The three dimensions presented in Fairclough’s model are the three main areas to be analysed 

by the researcher. The focus of the first dimension is on the textual aspects of the discourse, in 

terms of both written and spoken forms and how it is constructed. Fairclough proposes different 

tools to understand and analyse a text, such as its grammar, wording, the metaphors employed, the 

construction of identity through language, and the relationship between speakers. Those elements 

combined give a good idea of how social relations can be constructed. The second dimension is 

related to interaction; it concerns the presentation of the discourse from the producer to the receiver 

through the production of news articles or what can be considered the first attraction of an article: 

headlines and pictures. Finally, the third dimension consists of presenting the context of the 

discourse concerning institutional and organisational settings of the discourse and how it might 

have shaped it or been influenced by it (Jørgensen & Philips, 2011). 

Fairclough presents three different stages in the analysis of discourse: description, 

interpretation, and explanation. The first stage, description, sort of presupposes interpretation in 

the sense that when one reads a text, one already has pre-thoughts on the definitions and concepts 

of the words associated with them. This stage is the first step of the analysis, where the text is 

dissected to find its meaning and influence. Three types of formal features can be found in this 

moment of the analysis, one related to the experiential aspect of a text, one to the relational, and 
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one to the expressive. The experiential feature consists in understanding “how ideological 

differences between texts in their representations of the world are coded in the vocabulary” 

(Fairclough, 2015:131), thus showing the social world experienced by the author’s beliefs, 

knowledge, values, etc. The relational feature then focuses on “how a text’s choice of wording 

depends on and helps create, social relationships between participants” (Fairclough, 2015:134) by 

then understanding the influence of relationships on a text. Finally, the expressive tracks the traces 

of opinion, ideology or values of the producer of the text in his creation. Multiple of those features 

can be found simultaneously in a text by, for example, using a certain rhetoric in social 

relationships, one is reproducing one’s values and beliefs but still engaging in this interaction 

(Fairclough, 2015:129-153). 

The description is not enough to understand the power relations that regulate the world; one 

has to combine it with the interpretation and explanation stages. The stage of interpretation consists 

of understanding one’s assumptions, their origins, as well as finding their implicit meanings. 

Indeed, no textual reading of a text can be completely objective; there is always an underlying 

opinion based on one’s interpretation of the social context of the text. There exists a mediated 

relationship between the text and the social structures through relating textual features to social 

interactions and based on the reader’s background assumptions of the facts at hands. This 

interpretation of the context will then affect the interpretation of the text itself and affect the results 

of this stage. The last stage, explanation, tends to the relationship between discourse and power 

relations. It concerns the potential for the discourses to reproduce in social structures, thus 

influencing them. Fairclough argues that discourses are as much determined by social structures 

as they determine them (Fairclough, 2015:154-176). Indeed, “any discourse is therefore shaped by 

institutional and societal power relations and contributes (if minutely) to institutional and societal 

struggles” (Fairclough, 2015:173), thus taking not only the seat of the influenced but also of the 

influencer. 

 

5.2. Selection of Research Material 

As previously mentioned in Chapter 4, the selection of the cases analysed has been made 

following the idea that they should be recent and mediatised enough to create sufficient material 

for the analysis. 
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As explained before in the Introduction, this research paper focuses on the analysis of 

multiple articles published from different newspapers. In order to get a good grasp of the main 

discourse, the analysis will be on three different news articles coming from three different 

newspapers. In order to ensure impartiality and objectivity within the research, the newspapers’ 

political stance will be different as well: Libération is considered to lean towards the left; Le 

Monde is sometimes considered centre-left but claims to be independent; finally, Le Figaro is 

qualified as a right-wing newspaper. However diverse on the political spectrum the newspaper are 

assumed to be, one limit can be found in the impossibility to guarantee a full 50/50 ratio in this 

division, thus endangering the impartiality of the paper. As for the selection of the articles, they 

were carefully chosen after checking the most popular online and their length to ensure having 

enough material to be analysed.  

 

6. Analysis 

The analysis will read as follow: the first part will be dedicated to thoroughly analyse the 

articles following Fairclough’s model by focusing on the text itself and its grammar, figures of 

speech, as well as its connection with the social context and practices involved. The second part 

of the analysis will compare the treatment of the three cases in relation to the theories mentioned 

in Chapter 3. 

6.1. Analysis Case 1 – Adama Traoré 

The Adama Traoré case is often portrayed as a symbol in the fight against police violence in 

France. It started in July 2016 when Adama died at the local police after being arrested. As police 

were looking for his brother, Adama ends up being pursued by officers and after being arrested he 

is brought to the police station where he passes away. The main discussion revolves around the 

position of the three police officers and the pressure they exercised on Adama’s body. Multiple 

marches were organised to demand justice for Adama and bring the truth forward.  

6.1.1. Le Figaro 

Although the selection of newspaper articles cannot give a representation of each and every 

article written on the subject by the newspaper, it can give the general feeling around it. When it 

comes to le Figaro regarding the case of Adama Traoré, there is a tendency not necessarily to 



  
 

18 
 

criticise the victim but to find ways to legitimate the violence used towards him. This case is the 

oldest one but began being considered, throughout the years, as a “symbol of police violence”1 (Le 

Figaro & AFP, 2021, February 08). The articles are somewhat contradictory sometimes with the 

use of affirmative sentences in their headlines: 

“Adama Traoré: death due to a ‘heat stroke’, ‘exacerbated’ by the police manoeuvres”2 

(Le Figaro & AFP, 2021, February 08) 

 It affirms that these are the causes of the death of Adama. However, when reading the article 

further, one can read that there has been a medical report made which might incriminate the police 

officers, despite what the headline says (Le Figaro & AFP, 2021, February 08). Due to the causes 

of death of Adama: asphyxia, the comparison was unavoidable with George Floyd and the Black 

Lives Matter (BLM) movement (Figaro Vox, 2021; Durand-Souffland, 2020, July 17). In the 

selected articles, despite being the victim, there is not a single picture of Adama being used as an 

illustration. The focus of the articles seems to be on his sister, who rose to be a prominent figure 

of the fight against police violence (Figaro Vox, 2021; Durand-Souffland. 2020, July 17; Le 

Figaro, 2021, March 02).  

 

(Figaro Vox, 2021, March 04) 

 
1 “symbole du débat sur les violences policières” 
2 “Adama Traoré : décès dû à un ‘coup de chaleur’, ‘aggravé’ par les manœuvres des gendarmes” 
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(Durand-Souffland, 2020, July 17) 

Throughout the articles, the focus on the family is amplified with them being criticised, 

digging in their past or criticising their actions (Figaro Vox, 2021, March 04; Le Figaro, 2021, 

March 02) as a way of legitimising the violence that was used against A. Traoré. When the 

interviewee says that Adama’s sister “wants to make him the symbol of what he is not”3 (Figaro 

Vox, 2021, March 04), it is a direct attack on the claim that he was a victim of police violence. As 

if having a criminal record would justify the violence. Moreover, the high profile of the case is 

directly associated by the interviewee to Adama’s ethnic background, calling him a man “with a 

diverse background”4 (Figaro Vox, 2021, March 04). According to Mr Naulleau, the reason the 

case got to be on the news is due to the skin color of the victim and the want for politics associated 

to a: 

“fake, indigenous, victim, ideologically lost left”5 (Figaro Vox, 2021, March 04) 

The legitimate comparison made with George Floyd due to the similar techniques used by 

the police, is described with positive terms for George Floyd who was killed in “terrible 

circumstances” and “was not fleeing”6 as opposed to Adama (Figaro Vox, 2021, March 04). The 

comparison is therefore not used to check for similarities in the two cases but rather to discredit 

 
3 ”Elle veut faire d’Adama le symbole de ce qu’il n’est pas” 
4 ”issu de la diversité” 
5 ”fausse gauche indigéniste, victimaire, en plein égarement idéologique” 
6 ”des circonstances abominables” ; ”ne fuyait pas” 



  
 

20 
 

the situation faced by Adama as being worth less attention. This follows ideas that France is not a 

country where one faces systematic racism and police violence as it is different from the United 

States of America. 

6.1.2. Le Monde 

Le Monde takes an interesting stance on the subject. Rather than making Adama an 

individual, he is here treated as a symbol of the fight against police violence in banlieue (Chapuis, 

2020, June 06; Le Monde & AFP, 2020, June 03). This is what everyday people experience is like 

in these neighbourhoods. They use the testimony from his sister who addressed the people 

assembled to commemorate her brother by saying: 

“It is my brother who died, tomorrow it could be your brother, your uncle, your mom”7 

(Harau, 2016, July 30) 

This statement appears to give a form of John Doe effect where Adama Traoré is not a single 

case, but a representation of the suffering experienced by the youth in the suburb area. It is a strong 

rallying message that also depicts a known fear of the police for the people living in those areas. 

This effect is accentuated by interviews of people living in banlieue, explaining that they “just 

want to understand what really happened”8 (Harau, 2016, July 30). Despite this symbolism, the 

Conseil Représentatif des Associations Noires (CRAN) describes the family’s actions as a way to 

exercise their duty of remembrance in fear of Adama becoming just another number rather than 

someone who unfairly died after a police control (Harau, 2016, July 30). The articles are more 

hypothetical regarding the causes of death of Adama since there was an on-going trial to ensure 

the impartiality of the newspaper. Indeed, the uses of conditional tense with “could have”, “seem 

to”9 (Le Monde & AFP. 2020, June 03; Chapuis, 2020, June 06) shows different theories on the 

victim’s death causes. However, there are clear clues indicative of the articles’ opinion such as the 

lexical fields used to describe the events. Indeed, there is a form of pathos developed throughout 

the articles with the constant bring up of the family, not as symbols of a fight, but as people who 

have lost one of their members (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, July 17; Harau, 2016, July 30; Chapuis, 

2020, June 06). The images used to depict the articles reinforce this atmosphere with the 

representation of the peaceful movement of solidarity which stemmed from Adama’s death despite 

 
7 ”C’est mon frère qui est mort, demain ça peut être votre frère, votre oncle, votre mère” 
8  ”On veut comprendre ce qu’il s’est réellement passé” 
9 ”pouvant” ; ”serait” 
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some violent episodes (Harau, 2016, July 30; Chapuis, 2020, June 06; Le Monde & AFP, 2020, 

June 03). A movement depicted with pictures that shows a pacific assembly of people holding up 

banners “Justice for Adama”, “Truth for Adama”10 (Harau, 2016, July 30) or with pictures of the 

young man (Chapuis, 2020, June 06). 

 

(Harau, 2016, July 30) 

 

(Chapuis, 2020, June 12) 

 
10 ”Justice pour Adama” ; ”Vérité pour Adama” 
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This highlights the empathetic aspect of the story where everyone, and especially the family, 

is aiming for two things: truth and justice. Indeed, all the articles mentioned at least once the term 

“justice” in relation to finding the truth about the case (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, July 17; Harau, 

2016, July 30; Chapuis, 2020, June 06; Le Monde & AFP, 2020, Jun 03). When recounting the 

events and how everything happened, the articles’ vocabulary shows some doubts towards the 

police version by mentioning multiple times that there was retraction or that their version changed 

during the investigation (Chapuis, 2020, June 06). There is a form of morbid curiosity displayed 

in the retelling of the apprehension of Adama through the sequence of short and long sentences, 

giving a pulsating rhythm of the agony felt by the victim and making it more sensational for the 

reader (Chapuis, 2020, June 06). Finally, there are numerous references to and comparisons with 

George Floyd and BLM either through mentions of how Adama died (Chapuis, 2020, June 06; 

Harau, 2016, July 30) or through the use of pictures of a fist in the air (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, 

June 03), symbol of the BLM movement. 

 

(Le Monde & AFP, 2020, June 03) 

6.1.3. Libération 

Libération’s articles regarding Adama keep his causes of death hypothetical due to the 

investigations. It is not Adama who is considered a symbol but the whole investigation (Métairie 

& Halissat, 2021, February 08). The way the investigation was conducted, as well as the difficulties 

faced by the family in finding the truth about what has happened, has turned this case into the 

symbol of police violence in France (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 08). The investigation 
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is described using the lexical field of war with words such as “face each other”11 to show how 

difficult it is with the amount of contradictory medical reports and testimonies leading to a certain 

anticipation regarding the outcome (Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1). The speculative tone of 

the articles is translated by the employment of conditional tense such as the headline: 

“Adama Traoré´s death would be due to a ‘heat stroke’ and to the ‘contention 

manoeuvres’ of the police”12 (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 08) 

Rather than affirming the innocence of the police, it states how they might have contributed 

to the death of Adama (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 08). However, when looking closely 

at the articles, one can find what opinion is shared by the newspapers by checking whose words 

they transmit among other things: the family or their attorney (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 

08; Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1) and they give a tribune to SOS Racism (Sopo, 2016, 

August 03). The articles point the finger at the inconsistency of the reports that deny the 

involvement of the police giving different stories. The headlines are rather accusative of the police. 

One of them states “Adama Traoré’s death: the suffocated truth”13 (Halissat & Quentel, 2016, 

August 1) which when associated to the fact that Adama allegedly died of asphyxiation, depicts a 

violent image of not only Adama’s silence through his death but also the silence of the justice, 

hiding the truth. The article then goes on, depicting precisely how the events allegedly happened 

with a form of dramatisation of the investigation, depicted as a battle where two truths are fighting 

against each other (Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1). There is also a certain judgement on how 

the investigation was conducted, as happening too fast (Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1) as if 

they wanted to end it as quickly as possible for people to forget. The pathos atmosphere is brought 

up by the reaction of the family who were “outraged and upset”, they only want “to grieve”14 the 

death of their brother (Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1). The following headline shocks the 

reader by implying that the lack of justice given to Adama is a form of figurative death equivalent 

to the first one: 

“The second death of Adama Traoré”15 (Sopo, 2016, August 03) 

 
11 ”s’affrontent” 
12 ”La mort d’Adama Traoré serait due à un ’coup de chaleur’ et aux ’manœuvres de contention’ des gendarmes” 
13 ”Mort d’Adama Traoré: la vérité étouffée” 
14 ”outrés et peinés” ; ”on voudrait juste faire notre deuil” 
15 ”La deuxième mort d’Adama Traoré” 
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No one can be in peace knowing that no justice has been given to him and that there might 

be people hiding the truth. More than the content of the article, the simple fact that it is written by 

Dominique Sopo, president of SOS Racisme, a NGO against racism (SOS Racisme, n.d.), gives 

an idea of what stance the paper take regarding the motivation of this case. This case is perceived 

as not only the result of police actions but those actions to be based on ethnic grounds, due to 

Adama’s skin color. There are multiple interrogative sentences to lead to the questioning of not 

only the case but also the objectivity of the prosecutor in the investigation (Sopo, 2016, August 

03).  Finally, the pictures used for all the articles are rather focused on the movement created after 

Adama’s death to demand justice (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 08; Halissat & Quentel, 

2016, August 1; Sopo, 2016, August 03). It gives credit to the movement and enhance its 

legitimacy in the process. On the pictures, one can observe the diversity of its members which 

knows no skin color but is rather representative of what this country is constituted by (Métairie & 

Halissat, 2021, February 08; Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1; Sopo, 2016, August 03). 

Everyone is wearing t-shirts which say, “Justice for Adama”, “Without justice you will never get 

peace”16 (Métairie & Halissat, 2021, February 08; Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 1; Sopo, 

2016, August 03) referencing the American slogan “No Justice No Peace” chanted in response of 

acts of ethnic violence against African Americans (Mazie, 2014).  

 

(Métairie & Hassat, 2021, February 08) 

 
16 ”Justice pour Adama” ; “Sans justice vous n’aurez jamais la paix ” 
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(Halissat & Quentel, 2016, August 01) 

These elements rally people together towards one goal: getting justice; and provides the 

support to attain that goal. 

 

6.2. Analysis Case 2 – Théo Luhaka 

The second case concerns Theo Luhaka who has also, through the years, become one of the 

symbol of police violence. In February 2017, while Theo is hanging out with some of his friends 

when they are controlled by the police. He is separated from the group and ends up with a 10cm 

anal wound caused by one of the officers’ baton. One of the controversial aspects of the case lays 

on whether his pants fell by themselves or whether there was an intention from the officer to pull 

them down. This story created a huge scandal and people started marching outside, demanding for 

the culprits to be judged for their actions.  

6.2.1. Le Figaro 

The Theo case is complex for multiple reasons. The Figaro articles depict a constant 

opposition between the victim and the police whether it concerns their actions but also their 

testimonies of what occurred during Theo’s arrest thus creating a form of duality of the discourse. 

However, due to the investigation being an on-going one, the journalists refrain from affirming 

anything and use conditional tense to create a hypothetical climate (Le Cain, 2017, February 2). 

This does not seem to stop the Inspection Générale de la Police Nationale (IGPN), the “police of 
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the police” to describe the events as an “operation that took a bad turn”17 (Le Cain, 2017, February 

2), insinuating it was an accident. However, the whole debate in this case is related to the intention 

behind Theo’s pants falling. They go as far as saying that they “regret a terrible but real accident”18. 

The use of a baton against the anus of the victim, is described by one of the articles as “less violent 

than classic hits”19, diminishing its importance although it led to life-long. One of the articles reads 

as follow:  

“Theo, 21, with a 1.90m athletic body, climbs the stairs, mechanically pulling up his dark 

blue jogging pants which were falling”20 (Le Cain, 2017, February 2) 

This description is given to legitimise the violence used in the apprehension. He wore 

jogging pants which gives him the typical look of a ‘banlieusard’. There is often an opposition 

between the pictures used in the articles and their content. Indeed, one of the articles depict the 

movement of indignation that followed the events with people as being quite peaceful with no real 

violence coming from the participants except in suburban cities (Le Cain, 2017, February 2). 

However, when looking at the tweets used to illustrate the words of the articles, they contain 

pictures which show trashcans upside down in the middle of the road in Rennes (Le Cain, 2017, 

February 2). 

 

 
17 ”la police des polices” ; “opération qui tourne mal” 
18 ”déplore un ’accident grave mais réel’” 
19 ”moins violente que les coups classiques” 
20 ”Théo, 21ans, silhouette athlétique de 1,90m, grimpe les escaliers, remontant d’un geste machinal son pantalon de 

jogging bleu sombre qui glisse sur ses hanches” 
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(Le Cain, 2017, February 2) 

It is thus interesting to analyse such a change of discourse in relation to the stereotypical idea 

of the ‘banlieue’ as a violent social space. The other pictures portray Theo on his hospital bed after 

the events occurred (Le Cain, 2017, February 2) or with a bandage on his forehead but looking 

fierce (Poyet, 2020, July 23).  

 

(Le Cain, 2017, February 2) 

 

(Poyet, 2020, July 23) 
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The former emphasises his status of victim. However, the strong aspect of the latter shows 

him no longer being a victim but the culprit as there is an investigation held against his family. 

Even the headline of the article is rather accusing, it plainly reads as “Financial investigation on 

Theo’s family”21 (Poyet, 2020, July 23). One may wonder why such an investigation is mediatised, 

and what aim the newspaper might have in publishing this story them not found guilty yet. It could 

be to shift Theo’s role and discredit his image. Theo’s attorney blames the media: 

“Theo was portrayed as a thug and faced unacceptables racist insults that deeply affected 

him”22 (Poyet, 2020, July 23) 

Theo is just another example of a stereotypical portrayal of a young man living in the suburbs 

who experienced violence at the hands of the police. 

 

6.2.2. Le Monde 

In the selected articles, le Monde, depicts the seriousness of this case involving sexual abuse. 

The severity of the situation is portrayed through a sequel of accumulation of the actions 

committed by the officers: 

“The humiliation of the picture being taken, the blows given in the police car, the illegal 

use of intermediate weapons, the introduction of fake data in the police files…”23 (Chapuis, 

2020, November 24) 

It is a sequel of faults towards Theo but also towards the procedure. Violence was exercised 

on Theo even in the police car where no one could see what was happening (Chapuis, 2020, 

November 24). The article emphasises the surreal opposition between the calm of the group when 

being controlled and the tenseness of the police officers (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). It almost 

feels like this moment one can observe in battles in movies where the opponents are gauging each 

other. The fight broke and Theo received hits describing his pain like this: 

 
21 ”Enquête financière sur la famille de Théo” 
22 ”Théo a été dépeint comme un voyou et a été confronté à des injures racistes qui sont inacceptables et qui l’ont 

beaucoup affecté” 
23 ”L’humiliation par la prise de photo, les coups portés dans le véhicule de police, l’usage d’armes intermédiaires 

en toute illégalité, l’introduction de données fausses dans les fichiers de la police…” 
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“they kept on beating me up, but I could not feel the blows anymore, I was focused on the 

pain I felt in my ass”24 (Chapuis, 2020, November 24) 

Theo’s words highlight make the reader sympathise with him. While Theo emphasises the 

hit received against his anus, despite being calm, and the pain it caused, the police officers claim 

they reacted due to Theo’s behaviour (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). Indeed, they state that he 

was not letting himself being restrained thus leading to one of them accidentally giving this blow. 

However, the articles state that Theo was calm and only reacted to defend his friend who got hit 

by an officer (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). Theo is here portrayed as a victim and a hero who 

tried to protect his friend. Moreover, the opposition is further pursued with the officers stating they 

followed article 78-2 of the penal procedure code’s guidelines and acted upon suspicion of an 

infraction (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). However, the articles describe Theo as a calm person, 

with ambition to pursue a career in football and with no criminal record (Chapuis, 2020, November 

24). Rather the police’s actions are the ones described as relentlessly aggressive with verbs such 

as “push away”25 (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). The articles display a pejorative opinion of this 

behaviour: “degradation”, judging it “disproportionate”26 (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). The 

violence displayed by the police is accentuated using adverbs defining the manner the hits were 

given “violently”27 (Chapuis, 2020, November 24).  The violence is present in the contradictive 

depiction of the police’s actions where brutality faces a victim:  

Theo is alone against multiple officers, inoffensive as highlighted by the description of him 

“collapsed due to the pain”28 (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). He is then often brought up in the 

articles as a “symbol of police violence”29 due to its impact on media and (Chapuis, 2020, 

November 24). It quickly created a “national sensation” with denunciation of racism (Le Monde 

& AFP, 2020, November 26; Cavelier, 2017, February 09) with the use of non-lethal weapons in 

police interventions, especially in suburban areas, qualified as “banal”30 (Chapuis, 2020, 

November 24). There are strong critiques of the police officers accused and of the procedure as 

 
24 ”Ils continuaient à me frapper mais je ne sentais plus les coups, j’étais comme concentré sur ma douleur au niveau 

des fesses” 
25 “repousse” 
26 ”dégradation” ; ”disproportionné” 
27 ”violemment” 
28 ”s’effondre sous la douleur” 
29 ”symbole des violences policières” 
30 ”retentissement national” ; ”banal” 
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shown in the headline “the implacable display of a long serie of mistakes from the police”31 

(Chapuis, 2020, November 24). Those are rather pejorative words used to describe a situation, 

quoting the officer who made fun of Theo’s bleeding (Chapuis, 2020, November 24). Recent 

articles compare it to George Floyd as a similar technique was used to restrain Theo (Chapuis, 

2020, November 24). The comparisons further continue with the association of Theo and Adama 

by the protesters with signs demanding justice for them as can be noticed in the pictures used (Le 

Monde & AFP, 2020, November 26; Cavelier, 2017, February 09).  

 

Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 24 

 

 
31 ”la démonstration implacable d’une lourde série de manquements policiers” 
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(Cavelier, 2017, February 09) 

6.2.3. Libération 

Libération’s stance on the Theo’s case is one sympathising with the victim. The family’s 

tone as they are interviewed is accusing, they state what they consider the aggression to be:  

“What happened should not be disguised. Yes, it is called a rape”32 (Halissat, 2017, 

February 9) 

 This statement leaves no room for denial as further emphasised with an article’s picture of 

a tag on a bus stop: “The police rapes”33 (Un collectif de militants, 2017, February 08). 

 

Un collectif de militants, 2017, February 08 

Rather than only considering Theo as a symbol of police violence, this testimony humanises 

him. He is a man with feelings, dreams, one whose story might touch others (Halissat, 2017, 

February 9). The reader sympathises with the family who are asked all those questions while 

feeling guilty: 

“We are baring our brother”34 (Halissat, 2017, February 9) 

Those words insinuate a certain unveiling of sensibility, as if they had stripped him in front 

of an audience. The family does not generalise the police to the culprits. They call those officers 

 
32 ”Ce qui est arrivé, il ne faut pas le masquer. Oui, ça s’appelle un viol” 
33 ”La police viole” 
34 ”On met notre frère à nu” 
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“impostors”35, the rotten part of the police apple (Halissat, 2017, February 9). The real ones are 

‘nice’ like the officer who called an ambulance (Halissat, 2017, February 9). It creates a duality 

within the same social body, perhaps a representation of society. Theo was targeted due to his 

situation, a young man of colour living in the suburbs where minorities “whether they have dark 

skin, whether they are Maghrebis, Asian, or else”36 face police violence (Un collectif de militants, 

2017, February 08). Young people grow up in those “difficult neighbourhood”37 knowing that and 

the recurrent phenomenon it is (Halissat, 2017, February 9). However, the cultural wealth that one 

acquires in those neighbourhoods should not be overlooked. The articles mention racist insults that 

Theo had to face during his apprehension, using degrading slurs and calling him a “slut”38 

(Halissat, 2017, February 9). Racism is mentioned as one of the main causes for the aggression 

that Theo faced as shown with the description of the police’s actions, they “spit”, “used their 

baton”39 (Halissat, 2017, February 9). This fight against police violence is depicted as a boxing 

game where: 

“All those ‘foreign’ looking son and daughters are fed up with the racial profiling they 

endure”40 (Un collectif de militants, 2017, February 08) 

This statement emphasises a tiredness of being the other and not being accepted. The quote 

is followed by an anaphora of the expression “ras-le-bol” which denounces the actions of the 

politics who allowed those situations. These express a frustration as portrayed by the family who 

“drop themselves”41, not able to take it anymore (Halissat, 2017, February 9).  Police violence 

produces forms of sensational news, calling it a “drama”42 to add a climactic moment by portraying 

the police as culprits (Halissat, 2017, February 9; Un collectif de militants, 2017, February 08). It 

depicts a family tired not only from the situation but also from the suffering of their brother as can 

be seen in this succession of short sentences: 

 
35 ”imposteurs” 
36 “qu’ils aient la couleur de peau noire, qu’ils soient de type maghrébin, asiatique ou autre” 
37 “un quartier difficile” 
38 ”salope” 
39 ”craché”, ”matraqué” 
40 “Le ras-le-bol de tous ces fils et filles à l’apparence « étrangère » qui subissent les contrôles au faciès” 
41 ”se laissent tomber” 
42 ”drame” 
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“They are tramping. They have a serious expression. They have bags under their eyes. It is 

23 o’clock on this Wednesday.”43 (Halissat, 2017, February 9)  

As per its symbolic value, the case certainly triggered juxtaposition with other popular cases 

such as the Adam Traoré one (Halissat, 2017, February 24). Both individuals are mentioned as 

symbol of a cause rather than individual victims with their own suffering. However, the 

comparison does not stop at their status of victim. The journal denounces practices used by the 

police and media to cover up acts of violence (Halissat, 2017, February 24). They attack the victim 

credibility by holding investigations and digging up the past of the victims’ families to show 

media. As it happened to Adama, Theo’s family ended up being depicted by some newspapers as 

the cliché of the people stealing social helps (Halissat, 2017, February 24). However, the articles 

criticise this technique, emphasising that those elements do not affect his status of a victim. Instead 

of focusing on the usual investigation, the article concentrates on its convenient timing, 

highlighting the absurdity of it being public with the use of a rhetorical question: 

“What is the link with the initial facts? None”44 (Halissat, 2017, February 24) 

The article is filled with innuendo hinting that the police leaked the information on purpose 

to shift the popular opinion: “no need to precisely know the mysteries of journalism to understand 

where the leak comes from”45 (Halissat, 2017, February 24). These feelings are furthered 

developed in the articles with a picture depicting people marching in his hometown, demanding 

justice for Theo, for him to be legally recognised as a victim. 

 
43 “Leur pas est lourd. Leur visage est fermé. Leurs yeux cernés. Il est 23 heures ce mercredi.” 

44 ”Quel est le rapport avec les faits initiaux ? Aucun” 
45 “pas besoin de connaître précisément les arcanes du journalisme pour comprendre d’où vient la fuite” 
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(Halissat, 2017, February 9) 

 

6.3. Analysis Case 3 – Michel Zecler 

The Michel Zecler case is quite particular due to the context it takes place in. The events 

happened in November 2020 in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictions 

imposed in the country. Moreover, it occurred in the middle of the passing of a debatable and 

confusing bill suggesting that the population will no longer be able to record the police and publish 

it on social media. In November, Michel Zecler who is on his way to go back to his studio in the 

17th arrondissement of Paris during the lockdown imposed in France, is not wearing a mask when 

he encounters police officers. They enter his music producing studio and beat him up, leaving him 

with multiple wounds and arrest him. However, they were caught on CCTVs and the images were 

published online by Loopsider thus creating a national turmoil in the middle of the bill’s passing.  

6.3.1. Le Figaro 

The Michel Zecler case took place in a special context. Multiple articles are going to be 

analysed again to understand what newspaper had to say about the case. The case is not completely 

solved yet and no definite answer will be given throughout the analysis on the facts given. The 

articles are built on a duality between what ought to happen versus reality, and truth versus lies. 
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Indeed, the lexical field of lies is omnipresent throughout the articles: “supposed to”, “claimed”46 

(Jacob, 2020, December 1) to describe the police officers’ words thus showing the newspaper 

stands with the victim. Indeed, the police’s lies in their reports are written as a fact not a speculative 

situation. Even when the truth is brought up through the lexical field of trust: “facts”47, it is in 

opposition to the police officers’ words, they lied once making their words possess no credit 

(Jacob, 2020, December 1). 

“They are humans, some make mistakes like doctors make mistakes.48” (Jacob, 2020, 

December 1)  

A legal expert ends up comparing two situations that can be perceived as one of apples and 

oranges where a doctor who makes mistakes thus with no prior intention is considered on the same 

level as an officer committing violence against someone (Jacob, 2020, December 1). However, the 

articles prove the intentional aspect with the lexical field of legal punishment: “offence”49 (Jacob, 

2020, December 1). According to the newspaper, the reason why a harsher punishment might be 

required is due to the media coverage of the case. Indeed, the images of the events went viral after 

being posted by Loopsider (Le Figaro & AFP, 2020, December 22) and even used as an illustration 

of one of the articles. 

 

(Le Figaro & AFP, 2020, December 22) 

 
46 “censé”, “prétendu” 
47 “faits” 
48 “Ce sont des humains, certains commettent, des bavures, comme des médecins commettent des erreurs.” 
49 ”délit” 
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 The reaction of the public arose, it was one of an “indignation” hence leading to public 

support for the victim (Jacob, 2020, December 1). Moreover, as hypothetically stated below, the 

police forces have been covered up in the past, giving them a sense of immunity. 

“There might have been a certain protection for them50” (Jacob, 2020, December 1) 

 Furthermore, there is an emphasis on the recurrence of those episodes of violence with the 

accumulation of multiple dates “1997” up till now (Jacob, 2020, December 1). Indeed, the images 

displayed a terrible scene which is echoed in the events’ description. The lexical field of violence 

with informal words such as “tabassage” in the headlines, which depicts someone being hit 

repeatedly with a huge amount of violence, highlights the brutality of the action (Le Figaro & AFP, 

2020, December 22; Le Figaro, 2020, November 30). There is an accumulation of violence: 

“denounces ‘violences’, including kicks, punches, hits with a baton, he reports being 

sprayed with tear gas, threatened with a weapon51” (Le Figaro, 2020, November 31) 

Despite the violence shown to the reader, there are some attempts to convince that the use 

of violence was legitimate. Indeed, the verbs that are used to depict some of the actions such as 

“having to use his baton”52 with “having to” implies an obligation, as if the officer had no other 

choice (Le Figaro, 2020, November 30). However, Michel Zecler’s testimony lays ground for 

some strong accusations such as racist slurs shouted at him by the police (Le Figaro, 2020, 

November 30). Moreover, the articles mention multiple times throughout their whole text, the 

victim’s skin colour implying that it is related to the aggression (Le Figaro & AFP, 2020, 

December 22; Le Figaro, 2020, November 30). 

6.3.2. Le Monde 

Le Monde’s articles are rather focused on the denunciation of violence whether against the 

victims or against the police, creating a duality and reflection of everyone’s actions in the events. 

Those articles focus a lot on what politics and the executive had to say about the incident: shame. 

 
50 ”Il y a pu avoir une certaine protection à leur égard” 
51 “dénonce le jour même des ‘violences’ incluant coups de pied, de poing et de matraque, et déclare avoir été 

aspergé de gaz lacrymogène, menacé avec une arme” 
52 “avoir dû faire usage de sa matraque” 
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Indeed, politics interviewed on the subject, especially due to the social unrest context, would state 

how “outraged”53 they were when confronted to the images as shown in the headline: 

“Images that we are ‘ashamed of’”54 (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27) 

The events are qualified as “unacceptable” but sort of treated as if they were an exception.  

Moreover, although the politics denounce the violence that Michel Zecler has experienced, they 

emphasise the “level of violence against police”55 as stated by the General Director of the Police, 

M.Veaux. Despite stating that the “relationship between police and the population is not broken”56, 

those statements increase the division between the police and the population (Le Monde & AFP, 

2020, November 29). Rather than analysing or trying to understand where the issue might lie 

within the police formation perhaps, the police is described as “a reflection of society”57 thus 

reducing the issue as a societal problem (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 29). It can be 

perceived as a shift of blame where the civilians who are hostile against the police are the ones 

who create the issue which then lead to police violence which then lead to more hostile feelings: a 

sort of vicious circle. A picture of President Emmanuel Macron is used to illustrate an article where 

he demands for the police to be exemplary with the citizens and for those latter to do the same with 

“all the representatives of public authority”58 (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27). 

 

(Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27) 

 
53 ”indignés” 
54 “des images qui ‘nous font honte’” 
55 “inacceptable” ; ”niveau de violence à l’encontre des policiers” 
56”la relation entre la police et la population n’est pas abîmée” 
57 ”un reflet de la société” 
58 “tous les représentants de l’autorité publique” 
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It subtly denounces the violence received by the police while condemning police violence, a 

neutral answer in conclusion. Brutality is associated to racism throughout the articles as M.Zecler 

stated he received, during his apprehension, multiple racist insults from the officers. The violence 

of the scene is depicted through the wounds that the aggression left on M.Zecler’s body: 

“the skull opened, a torn tendon and multiple bruises on the body”59 (Piel & Chapuis, 

2020, December 27) 

It is “fifteen minutes of beating and of racist insults”60 that the victim received while being 

as calm as he could (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27). Indeed, the situation reached a point 

when the victim believed that his aggressors were not real police officers and was screaming “call 

the police”61 (Piel & Chapuis, 2020, December 27). This gives a sensational aspect to the article 

as it shows the reader how intense the scene was for the victim. This violence is amplified with 

the lexical field of storm with the headline “a rain of blows”62 as well as images depicting his 

wounds (Piel & Chapuis, 2020, December 27). 

 

(Piel & Chapuis, 2020, November 27) 

 
59 “le crane ouvert, un tendon déchiré et de multiples hématomes sur le corps” 
60 ”quinze minutes de coups et d’insultes racistes” 
61 ”appelez la police” 
62 ”une pluie de coups” 
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As observed in multiple social fights, there is a typical rhetoric of ‘not all cops’ are bad, but 

those ones are, as if they were an exception and that most of the police officers are good ones. 

Although M.Veaux does not overlook the “seriousness of the acts”63, he diminishes the impact of 

the fight against police violence as one against some police officers violence (Le Monde & AFP, 

2020, November 29). There is a form of pathos to describe the officers who did not participate in 

that violence: 

“It’s the ones who work professionally, honestly and responsibly who will end up suffering 

from the consequences of these behaviours”64 (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 29) 

Indeed, the innocent ones are described as the ones suffering as they, the good apples, will 

be put in the same basket as the rotten ones. Even the Minister of the Interior, Gerald Darmanin, 

who is responsible for the police, describes those officers as having tarnished the police uniform, 

he emphasises their duty to correct their wrong by no longer be in service as they are not real police 

officers. The situation is quickly and thoroughly associated by the articles to the current political 

and social climate in France. The Minister of Justice, Eric Dupond-Moretti stated that filming was 

necessary but did not comment on the controversial article 24 of the Global Security Law (Le 

Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27). 

Thus, it highlights the current situation in relation to the present case as they are closely 

related. Indeed, it is thanks to the CCTVs recorded the events that M.Zecler was able to further 

defend himself and to be believed by the public opinion. Politics are further brought up with the 

mention of the Times’ article on Emmanuel Macron’s potential “shift to the right”65 as the future 

presidential campaign approaches (Le Monde & AFP, 2020, November 27). 

6.3.3. Libération 

Libération’s articles have a rather firm stance on supporting and sympathising with the 

victim. Michel Zecler is presented as a victim of police violence, another one who has suffered at 

the hands of the police forces. The use of multiple speakers who are present to draw a portrayal of 

the victim, describing him as “helpful, nice”66 emphasises the innocent aspect of the victim 

 
63 ”gravité des actes” 
64 “Ce sont ceux-là, qui travaillent de manière professionnelle, honnête, responsable, qui vont avoir à subir les 

conséquences de tels comportements.” 
65 ”virage à droite” 
66 ”serviable, gentil” 
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(Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26). Indeed, someone honest, who never gets mad 

would have not been able to scare the police officers and leading to their aggressivity. He himself 

is interviewed sometime after the aggression to reflect on what happened and explain how he felt:  

“They are directly quite aggressive. At this precise moment, I am scared. I wonder what’s 

going on, I don’t understand.”67 (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26) 

There is a tangible fear expressed in the recount of the event where Michel Zecler is the 

victim, and the police officers are “quite virulent”68 (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, 

November 26). They do not stop; they harass relentlessly the victim without ever “holding back”69 

(Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26).  The articles emphasise the duration of the 

aggression, the officers took their time for a proper “tabassage”. To add to the dramatic aspect of 

the news as well as highlighting and putting in the limelight how terrible it must have been to 

experience, one of the articles states the following:  

“The scene lasted 5 minutes and 12 seconds”70 (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, 

November 26) 

It is a horrible painting depicted here where the victim had to endure pain for so long. The 

violence is extreme and portrayed with images even showing blood traces on a glass. 

 

(Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26) 

 
67 “Ils sont direct assez virulents. A ce moment-là, j'ai peur. Je me demande ce qui se passe, je ne comprends pas” 
68 ”assez virulents” 
69 ”sans retenue” 
70 ”La scène a duré 5 minutes et 12 secondes” 
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However, despite the physical violence experienced, Michel Zecler also had to go through 

the pain of listening to the racist words of police officers. Therefore, this case helps also 

highlighting what multiple people must go through every day, the discrimination against people 

of colour with racial profiling as the main weapon used by the police to target minorities: 

“This is an additional illustration of a major issue, one related to discrimination and 

police violence, that is not recognised today by the political authorities despite its huge amount 

of data”71 (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26) 

It is highly the ‘banlieusards’ who are concerned by those practice and must avoid the police 

in certain neighbourhoods (Rizzitelli, 2021, March 15). It creates an exhaustion from the 

inhabitants of those banlieues which explains why it created such an “amazing mobilisation”72 

after seeing yet another case appearing on the news (Losson, 2020, November 29). Moreover, as 

the articles explain, this case happened in a special context which is the passing of a new bill where 

an individual would no longer be allowed to record police actions and share them if they would 

possess any sort of ill-intent. The Michel Zecler case demonstrated that it was a necessity for 

people to be able to do that to guarantee their safety. 

“It is proof, if more was needed, that the ability to broadcast images of police interventions 

is an essential condition to ensure the protection of the civilians and the  exercise of their 

rights”73 (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 2020, November 26) 

Indeed, it is the video that saved M.Zecler from being potentially wrongly imprisoned. 

Moreover, it was stated by one of the witness that the officers only stopped hitting them after 

noticing that some inhabitants of the neighbourhood were recording (Pilorget-Rezzouk & Métairie, 

2020, November 26). Furthermore, the high media coverage of the case with the “viral images”74 

and the mobilisation it created, turn M.Zecler into “one of the faces of police violence”75, a symbol 

of police violence (Rizzitelli, 2021, March 15). There are numerous attempts to show what sort of 

stereotype the police might have followed. Indeed, M.Zecler himself states that “the officers saw 

 
71 “C’est une illustration supplémentaire d’un problème majeur, celui des discriminations et des violences policières, 

qui n’est pas reconnu aujourd’hui par les autorités politiques malgré sa foisonnante documentation” 
72 ”impressionnante mobilisation” 
73 “C’est une preuve, s’il en fallait encore, que la possibilité de diffuser des images d’intervention des forces de 

l’ordre est une condition essentielle, pour assurer la protection des citoyens et l’exercice de leurs droits” 
74 “Images virales”  
75 ”un des visages des violences policières” 
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a strong black man with a hood enter”76 thus leading to a certain fear that should not (Rizzitelli, 

2021, March 15). He reiterates his words by emphasising the importance of clothing on the whole 

situation as he says: “my only fault is to have worn a hoodie and joggings”77 thus once again 

following the cliché of the ‘banlieusard’ (Rizzitelli, 2021, March 15). Libération denounces the 

practice constantly used to delegitimise the victim and their words by investigating their past or 

their family’s story. More than just newspapers, Libération directly attacks right-wing ones: 

“The right-wing media dug up his criminal records and suggested he ‘smelled like drugs’ 

to justify the hits he received”78 (Rizzitelli, 2021, March 15) 

 

6.4. Comparative Discussion 

In many ways, the situation of the three cases is similar especially in terms of social context. 

Despite differences as to the consequences of the cases on the victim’s life, they all gained more 

media coverage when put into perspective with a current bill being passed. This is specifically the 

case for the Theo Luhaka and Michel Zecler cases where major law changes were set to happen 

when the cases blew up. Indeed, Theo’s situation arose as a law on the relaxation of the rules 

allowing the use of weapons by the police was being widely discussed. Indeed, it rose suspicion 

related to the fear of the weapons being used in cases of police violence and abuses of power rather 

than for its primary reason: police self-defence.  

However, in many aspects Michel Zecler’s case is an exception in relation to the relation 

between the textual material and the social context. Indeed, quite a few articles, mostly le Monde’s, 

have had an important focus on emphasising the relationship between the case and the current law. 

As the main reason why Michel Zecler was able to defend himself was the diffusion if the CCTVs 

images that were shared online, it goes in complete contradiction with the article 24 of the new 

bill. Indeed, while this article acts to defend the police officers on duty, it fails to take into account 

the possibility for the victims to want to use those images to protect themselves. Thus, this situation 

helped in making the case more widely spread and increase the support of the population. The 

 
76 ”les policiers ont vu un noir balèze à capuche entrer” 
77 ”Mon seul tort c’est d’avoir eu un hoodie et un survêtement” 
78 “La presse d’une certaine droite a exhume ses antécédents judiciaires et suggéré qu’il ‘sentait le stupéfiant’ pour 

justifier la grêle de coups” 
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highlighting of this relation clearly shows the position of the newspaper that is to be against the 

controversial article which led to multiple protests. It makes this case quite peculiar as the law is 

directly mentioned into the articles. 

For different reasons, the Adama Traoré case also occupies a rather interesting position in 

relation to the social context. Indeed, as the case has been going on for a few years, as shown in 

some of the articles, it brought up more attention recently with the Black Lives Matter movement 

where Adama was considered one of the symbols of the French combat perhaps due to some 

similarities such as the death of the victim. 

As can be observed throughout the analysis of the article, there is a certain manipulation of 

language for the opinion of the journalists to be expressed and for the reader to receive them. 

Despite different political leanings the three different newspapers have portrayed the police actions 

as rather violent thus showing a common understanding of the situation. Perhaps one could 

disagree with the reasons behind the use of this violence or with how the case was treated but the 

violence of the police actions is presented as facts. However, when it comes to Le Figaro articles, 

there is a more important tendency to subtly downplay the victim’s suffering and to go on with a 

‘not all police’ rhetoric. The individuals are criticised for their actions but the police is not 

questioned as a problematic system that might be some changes unlike in the other newspapers. 

One could then argue that despite agreeing on the status of the victim, there are possibilities to 

diverge in some areas. 

Indeed, these divergences can, for example be related to how the news are portrayed in 

relation to reality. As Framing has been defined as highlighting parts of a news to emphasise it 

rather than others, those news articles followed a similar pattern. Fairclough pointed out how the 

silenced parts of a text are as important as what is said to understand the mind of the producer. 

One of the things that all cases have in common is the similar pattern for newspaper to hear about 

past or current investigations being held on the victims or their family members. The convenient 

timing of such investigations being portrayed with accusing headlines serve to sway the public 

opinion into thinking that perhaps the amount of violence used was legitim even though the victims 

ended up with lifelong injuries or death. The discredit of the victims or their closed ones serve to 

protect the police by trying to change the mind of the people who were, perhaps, marching in the 

street for justice to be given. One exemption that can be found was Libération’s article on Theo’s 
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case where instead of necessarily addressing the investigations held, the journalist addressed the 

convenient timing of such suspicions. Despite the investigation being older than the case, it 

somehow got shared to the world while the officers could face prosecution. The coincidental 

timing was then portrayed as being convenient and the police was subtly accused of using such 

strategy. 

Moreover, without necessarily comparing all cases together, multiple articles within the 

same case were found to portray similar events quite differently. Indeed, in spite of possessing the 

same information and all presenting them, the wording is, at times, different and gives a different 

message to the reader. Indeed, for example, when talking about the potential causes for Adama’s 

death, while Libération indicates them as hypothetical on its headline and content as the trial had 

not happened yet, Le Figaro’s portrayed them as a fact in its headline but hypothetical in its 

content. It definitely attracts the attention of the reader to see that the final causes have been 

determined when reading the headline, only to be met with disappointment when reading in detail 

and learning that it is only one of the hypotheses. 

Police violence is a subject that attract rather attention, especially in the last few years as can 

be seen with the multiple marches and protests made to demand justice and recognition for the 

victims of this form of abuse. This phenomenon would then, following this logic, create quite 

interesting stories for newspapers to recount to the population. With mass production of media 

content and the easy access to those news articles online, newspapers have to constantly work into 

shocking the reader with headlines and pictures that would directly catch their eyes: a form of 

clickbait. Those news are what is called ‘controversial’ as they can raise different opinion even 

though people are reading articles about the same subject. As was explained above, despite treating 

the same elements, content can differ in many ways and thus people have different thoughts on the 

subject. The newspapers use similar techniques in all cases by interviewing the family or closed 

ones of the victim. Those people generally emphasise the innocent aspects of the victims, 

describing them as nice and caring people with dreams and aspirations. These actions create 

sympathy in the readers’ mind who can relate and identify as the victim as they also have people 

who cherish them and perhaps also think they possess those qualities. 

The principal motive for the control of the victims, although not always expressively named, 

relates to what was described in the introduction as racial profiling, thus an action based on the 
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different looks of the victims. They look different, stand out a bit more, and are sort of part of the 

other group. As Harle coined it, being part of the other group makes the individuals different and 

not belonging in the main group. By portraying the victims as belonging to this other group, the 

newspapers present the officers’ discourses while defending the victim. Indeed, this Direct 

Violence, the wounds and insults they received, is based on the ground of Cultural Violence as 

their ethnic background is pointed out as being a central point in the articles. This association to 

the other group is made through the recount of the events and the victim being able to confess that 

throughout their arrest they were not only victims of physical abuse but also of verbal one. They 

also pinpoint social justification by describing how they were dressed as how they got targeted. 

Indeed, they are all men of colour who live or have lived in the suburbs of Paris where the police 

tend to be more aggressive. They all received insults at the hands of the officers in charge of 

arresting them, as if it were a norm to pronounce such slurs to the ‘assumed’ to be culprits. 

Moreover, this categorisation continues through the use of testimonies of neighbours, or 

closed ones who live in the same areas. They all describe those situations as almost a daily 

occurrence that they are used to be facing. Some mentions events going as far as 2005 and they 

denounce the passivity of parts of the population. Perhaps one exemption is the Michel Zecler case 

as it happened inside of Paris but also because it created a more general anger. Many reasons can 

be pinpointed to explain this phenomenon. To start with, the images were made available to 

everyone on TV, on social media, on newspaper articles thus making it easier for everyone to have 

access to them. Such graphic violence is hard to support thus making the population rally behind 

the victim, in addition to the global security bill context that was mentioned above. Furthermore, 

this case happened in a post-Yellow Vest period where police repression was quite important and 

where people of all categories got targeted: white men, white women, etc. As it was no longer a 

phenomenon only associated to the suffering of the ‘Other’, it felt like something that anyone could 

face. This is further emphasised with the tendency for the victims to become symbols of police 

violence and their families insisting on the fact that this time it was this person but tomorrow it 

could be anyone closed to reader. The closer it hits to home, the more the people will support the 

victim. All this violence is sort of accepted as banal due to its recurrence and the fact that it comes 

from the police, a representative of authority working under the State. The violence then becomes 

institutionalised and structured by its normalisation in people’s mind, it is no longer portrayed as 

an exception but rather with an ‘another one’ rhetoric. 
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7. Conclusion 

To conclude, as was presented in a previous Chapter, this study followed a qualitative design 

thus leaving the choice and analysis of the material to the author’s appreciation. The study could 

benefit from an expansion of the analysis by expanding more on the findings and discover other 

potential underlying relationships. Nevertheless, the analysis of the three cases did highlight 

different social relations and their influence on the media discourses. Despite potential beliefs that 

right-wing and left-wing newspaper would treat the subject completely different, there was a 

common trend to, at the very least, point out why the victim had been targeted. Even though 

Libération and Le Monde’s articles would lean more towards being on the side of the victims while 

Le Figaro’s would at times try to discredit them, there was a common pattern. They all underlined 

the racism present in the case and the insults that the victims received. There is an emphasis on the 

aspect of justice for the victims rather than any compensation. The families and victims, when they 

are able to, need for justice to be given to be able to move on from those traumatic events. By 

analysing the discourses, one can notice the power held by the police who even believe they are 

immune as they had been protected in the past. The victim is left with the injuries and the slander 

they receive in some articles where their words are discredited. There are recurrent attacks made 

towards the victims and their families by making public investigations conducted against them. 

Media discourses are used as a weapon for the victims to then lack the credibility necessary for 

the public opinion to be on their side.  

Potential future research could be made in different areas. One of the possibilities is for the 

study to take a more gender focus by finding cases of police violence where the victims were 

female and analyses if the rhetoric is the same or if it differs. As this analysis focused on male 

cases, it could be interesting to check if the treatment is different with female ones. The results 

should then highlight the institutionalisation of the gender aspect in the discourses. The Breonna 

Taylor case recently got attention in the United States, triggering protests as well for justice to 

happen. However, regarding France, as the material was collected, it seemed like female cases 

were either happening lesser times, not denounced, or simply not getting the same amount of 

coverage. Another possibility would be to analyse whether similar rhetoric can be found in 

multiple, if not all, European countries. Someone who possesses the ability to speak multiple 
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European languages could compare the media treatment of such police violence cases with the 

French ones and see if there is then a European media discourse in regard to this. 
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