
French students – who in the 1960s were more heavily working class than ever in the 
country’s history -- were radicalized by the Vietnam War and by student movements 
around the globe. They were quick to oppose top-down curriculum design, gender 
segregation and patronizing government bureaucrats.    
 
French workers in the 1960s, on the other hand, found themselves facing a variety of 
obstacles including weak and divided labor unions and government attacks on social 
security. Workers’ response to these challenges was not strong at first, but their actions 
gained strength as they were galvanized by the student movements.  
 
The movement was fueled by a colorful variety of artistic, political and cultural 
traditions. Immigrant workers, especially from North Africa, played strong role in 
drawing connections between workers rights in France and anti-imperialism. Students, 
many influenced by anarchism, and artists, particularly those of the “situationist 
movement,” which deployed pranks to disrupt everyday life under capitalism, used 
graffiti and art to communicate their messages to a broader public. All in all, it was a time 
of enormous experimentation, not only politically, but terms of art, spirituality and the 
conduct of every day life.  
 
As the movement spread, the more conservative union leadership scrambled to seize 
control of the strikes, attempting to take power away from the more democratically 
elected “action committees” which carried out practical tasks related to the strikes.  
 
But even as the more conservative elements on the left struggled for control, the strikes 
were able to seize the hearts and minds of those who, in quieter times, would’ve 
identified as professional or middle class. Immigrant workers, young people, industrial 
workers and women came together to build barricades and fight the repressive 
government forces.  
 

-- Chloe T 
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