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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In fact the Communist Party later boasted that it had not at-
tempted the revolutionary road; but it too distorted the nature of the
alternatives that existed. According to Waldeck-Rochet, the party’s
general secretary:

In reality the choice to be made in May was the following:

— Either to act in such a way that the strike would permit the essential

demands of the workers to be satisfied, and to pursue at the same time,

on the political level, a policy aimed at making necessary democratic
changes by constitutional means. This was our party’s position.

— Or else quite simply to provoke a trial of strength, in other words

move towards an insurrection: this would include a recourse to armed

struggle aimed at overthrowing the regime by force. This was the adven-
turist position of certain ultra-left groups.%®

This was a false alternative. Certainly there was no question of
storming the Elysée Palace on 29 May. And although there were
indeed some genuine ultra-lefts among the students, few of them
believed that this was the option. After all one of the students’
favourite slogans — ‘It’s only a beginning; let’s continue the fight’ —
precisely posed the perspective of a prolonged struggle.

The real option was whether the movement should go forward or
go back. The crucial question in the last week of May was not
insurrection. It was how to establish genuine strike committees based
on the rank and file in every workplace, and link these up into local,
regional and national councils of workers’ representatives. This would
have raised further questions — in particular, the physical defence of
the workplaces and the attempt to resume production under workers’

control.
Class consciousness is not static. It is undoubtedly true that most

workers saw the general strike in terms of higher wages and better
conditions, and not in terms of state power. But there is no rigid
dividing line between the economic and the political. A whole range of
issues — such as union rights and limitations on the power of manage-
ment — link the two. As long as the movement went on rising, more
and more workers were learning from their own experience that the
stakes were much higher than pure trade-union demands.

Of course, it can be no more than speculation to ask what might
have happened if the strike had continued to develop. Even if a
compromise had had to be made a few weeks later, it would have been
on immeasurably better terms for the workers — bigger economic
gains, much stronger workplace organisation and the departure of de
Gaulle. At best, a process could have begun which in a period of
months could have put insurrection on the agenda.

But none of this was to be. For while the state was in disarray the
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l\Zocrikers t?lo lacked decisive leadership. The gap was filled by reformisi
aders who were almost as frightened ’
aling s g ed of workers’ power as was the

G he bureaucrats duck out

. bThe strongest o.rgam'sation on the French left in 1968 was without
t li)ﬁu t the Comm.umst Party (PCF). The. PCF had been excluded from
government in 1947, and over the Intervening twenty-one years
had played no part in any of the governmental alliances that we
'formed. I.t ha.d maintained its strength as a result of its powerflrj
1mp.le_1ntat10n in the CGT, which gave its members access to man
positions of responsibility in trade union and welfare organisations iy
the vf/o.rkp.laces 5 moreover, its control of a number of workin -cla .
municipalities made it a significant dispenser of jobs. i
. The pcF in' 1968 was still much more resolutely pro-Russian than
1ts counterpart in Italy (its first major break with Russia would come
in August 1968, when it opposed the Russian invasion of Czechoslo-
vakl_a). Central to its political strategy was the aim of returning io
pa.rllament?ry power. This it could achieve only through electiral
a.lllances with the non-Communist lef (grouped in the Left Feder
tion, the FGDS), with a view to eventual participation in a Coalitjoil-
government: This in turn meant that the PCF had toproveitself to be a
par.ty committed to parliamentary methods and 1o respect for c i-
tutional procedures. 100 o
The rise of a revolutionary current within the student movement
was ther_efore a matter of considerable concern to the PCF leadershi
Firstly, it wished to preserve its claim to be the only Marxist par axf)ci
the only legitimate representative of the working class in F gn
Secolrclidl.y, if ‘F rench poh’tics moved on to the path of violence, the PCCeI;
:/:iut “ :fik either losing its reputation for legality, or being outflanked
As a result, from the very beginning of May, the PCF leadershi
Was anxious to draw a clear line between itself and the leftist studemsp
On3 lt\)/{a3;1 1968 Geqrges Marchais — soon to become the party leader-
(ﬁtg:g rlcs)ugcsi)?n article vigorously denouncing the leftist groupuscules
N(.)t content with the agitation they are carrying on in student circles —
agitation which goes counter to the interests of the mass of students and
fav.ou'rs fascist provocations — these pseudo-revolutionaries are now
claiming to give lessons to the working-class movement. More and more
tl.le.y are to be found at the factory gates or in immigrant workers’ centres
giving out leaflets and other propaganda material.
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Mitterrand’s campaign was purely opportunist. When de Gaulle
spoke of a ‘third way’ between capitalism and communism, Mitterrand
responded that the only political force offering the third way was the
Left Federation which combined socialism and liberty.'"" Yet he was
able to appeal to leftist students in a way that the PCF dared not. Even
the anarchist Cohn-Bendit went so far as to say: ‘Frangois Mitterrand
isn’t an ally, but if necessary he can simply be of use to us.” 112

Mitterrand’s account of why he wanted Mendés-France tohead a
provisional government likewise shows the policy of co-option and
collaboration pursued by both men:

He had real prestige with the protesting students through the medium of
the United Socialist Party and the National Union of French Students, a
d by his presence at the Charléty rally. His financial
orthodoxy reassured moderate circles. Monsieur Abelin, leader of the
Democratic Centre, had expressed this tendency by asking General de
Gaulle to entrust him with the task of resolving the crisis. A priori, then,
he had more chance than anyone else of pulling together a broad range of
public opinion and of working for the reconciliation of French people
which I had been appealing for.'*3

During May Mendés-France worked with a small committee of
academics and lawyers which maintained contact on the one hand
with the government and police authorities, and on the other with the
student leaders, in an effort to prevent any escalation of violence.''?
But on Monday 27 May Mendés-France attended a rally of some
50,000 people at the Charléty stadium (sitting on the platform, but
without speaking). This was an attempt to regroup the currents to the
left of the Communist Party, and the various revolutionary groupuscules
were present and active. Mendés-France was clearly there to prevent
the emergence of a non-parliamentary left leadership; as he is reported

to have commented afterwards: “We can’tcut ourselves off from those
who represent the youth.”**?

Mendés-France was able to retain his credibility with the leftists,
though he had little in common with their politics, by the fact of his
membership of the United Socialist Party (PSU). The PSU had origin-
ated from a split with the SFIO by those who could not stomach its
position on the Algerian War. In many ways the PSU was a classically
centrist organisation, containing within its not very well disciplined
ranks both advocates of revolutionary socialism and left reformists. It
veered from Marxist rhetoric to orientation on technocrats and the
production of counterplans. The PSU swung sharply to the left during

prestige increase

May and Mendés-France resigned from it the following month.
Neither Mitterrand nor Mendeés-France achieved anything sig-
nificant in May (though Mitterrand doubtless acquired a little credit
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leaders of the notorious Secret Army Orgamsano; (hOe:Slz:)\;\/;l;c(l)lS:;a
run a murderous campaign to kele;t).AIllile-;lag:j;e;ucs C;les oo imposed

he main revolutio s. ]
iftiaelr E"ZE):rEi:tlsl \:/ere so anxious to prove their constitutional creden-
e e i ‘v acton” begn to develop. In the
nwhile the Gaullis g
couri\e)l f)af the election PCF offices and left rm};‘;antz vivner;;;t:;l;e:ugg
Gaullist thugs with iron bars anc.i even guns, wan n Arras s young
PCF militant was murdered whllg ﬂyposung. tehat e
were so concerned with their parliamentary image hat they kept on
whining that it was leftist violence t}}at was losmi ther streets,wﬁh
result the Gaullists were azle t(;) c?mblgs thuggery
j TaTaw and order’ image.
El'e’p'li_f)l{%gsttlr(;Eeowas now an embarrassment to both the g(;:eé:gx;l;x:) a;ls(:_
the bureaucrats of the labour movement. The goYern(x)r;egl oo
force to break occupations; on the early morning of L My e
police repossessed the occupied post office at lilouelno. o entas
on occupations by the CRS riot police followed; on

132
i worker at Sochaux.
i ns and on 11 June a young wor
e e e economic concessions were made. Settlements
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were wage rises of 10 per cent or more, cuts of an 0}111 e o
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would be no effective price control. '3 Citroén su;lzps 3; s
¢ elections were safely over and then sacked some
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! .~ Inthelight of all this the PCF dz.lily ;:aper was sorr;:l\:;llllat ;avs::,i 1itIs1
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made their usual cries for secret ballots,’3® but the cgT showed
consummate skill in manipulating the votes on the return to work, as
the following account shows:
The role of the CGT in these votes was at best confusing and at worst
criminal. At Citroén, on the occasion of the first vote, organised by the
management by secret ballot outside the factory, the cGT took no action
but simply declared ‘people are free 1o vote.” At the second vote, different
coloured ballot papers were used, and CGT observers carefully scrutinised
how workers voted. At Polymécanique (Pantin) the CGT confused the
issue by announcing that the vote was not for or against a return, but for
or against the management proposals. At Crédit Lyonnais Paris, there
Was no supervision of the ballot so one could vote several times. At
Thomson-Gennevﬂliers, before the ballot took place, the CGT distributed a
leaflet and sold L’Humanité, both declaring that Thomson had returned
to work having gained great advantages. To make sure their declarations
would be proved correct, they allowed non-strikers to vote. At Sev-
Marchal, Issy-les-Moulineaux, not only non-strikers but also foremen
and supervisors and even management were allowed to participate in the
vote on the return.
In this situation of fragmented rewurn, the role of information was
crucial, for obviously the decision whether or not to return was dependent
on decisions elsewhere. The bourgeois state and press combined its
efforts with the cgr. Teachers first learnt that they were to return to
work by a radio announcement. A standard technique of the cGT was to
announce in one factory that other factories had decided to return.
In Paris transport — underground and buses — the trade union repre-
sentatives were the only ones who went from one depot to another. To
the workers of each depot they said: ‘You are against the return to work,
but you are on your own. Everybody else wants to return towork.” Thus,
while the depot at rue Lebrun had voted to carry on the strike, other
depots had been told that it had voted for a return. After talking to the
union officials, the elected strike committee at Lebrun, hearing that ail
the other depots were back at work, ordered a return, ignoring the vote
already taken. At last, as a result of this method, after four weeks of
strike, the transport workers were demoralised enough to vote for a
return to work. 139

The elections held at the end of June were a triumph for de

. Gaulle’s strategy. The Gaullists and their close allies increased their

parliamentary representation from 240 to 358 (out of 487); the PCF fell
from 73 deputies to 34 and the Left Federation from 118 to 57. The
PCF’s vote fell by around 600,000 and the Left Federation’s by some
570,000. The one bright spot was the fact that the PSU, the only party
which had clearly identified with the students and the action commit-
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